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This edition of the OAS Journal celebrates 
the opening of the exciting new exhibition, 
“Built on Culture: the Art of Papua New 
Guinea, celebrating 40 years of PNG 
Independence” on 14th September this 
year at the National Museum and Art 
Gallery of Papua New Guinea. Mike Gunn 
reports on how this significant development 
for PNG’s premier cultural institution came 
to fruition and what promise it heralds for 
enhancing the important role the museum 
plays in that country’s evolving civil society.

The exhibition is the first result of the 
Twinning Partnership between the PNG 
National Museum and Art Gallery and 
three Australian institutions: the National 
Gallery of Australia; the National Museum of 
Australia, and the Australian War Memorial. 
The exhibition marked the 40th anniversary 
of Papua New Guinea’s independence and 
is to be followed with longer-term capacity-
building activities to enhance the Papua 
New Guinea Museum and Art Gallery. 
This wonderful display, coinciding with the 
National Gallery of Australia’s stunning, Myth 
+ Magic, highlighted in the last edition of the 
OAS Journal, only emphasizes the growing 
recognition of the importance of Oceanic art 
in the Pacific region, including Australia.

Those fortunate to hear Harry Beran’s 
OAS talk at the Australian Museum on 
Innovation in Traditional Oceanic Art were 
treated to an insightful lecture into the 
intricacies of various ‘traditional’ objects. 
His talk aimed to “rescue the topic of artistic 
innovation in traditional Oceanic from 
neglect” by showing that in some regions of 
Oceania the creation of innovative versions 
of existing types of objects was not 
uncommon and that at least in the Asmat 
and Massim regions talented woodcarvers 
developed a recognisable personal version 
of the carving style of their regions. His talk, 
based on an essay which is available from 
Harry (contact the Editor or Harry directly 
by email) found that the evidence suggests 
that “innovation was a normal and regular 
practice in some Oceanic societies”.

In this edition we have the second half of 
Ron May’s sweeping History of the Sepik, 
and Part Two of Barry Craig’s fascinating 
series on the World War One Military 
Collections from German New Guinea in 
the South Australian Museum. We take 
a look at a more recent field collector of 
Oceanic Art – OAS member, Todd Barlin, 
and notes some of the institutions that have 
(continued on back cover)

  

Saturday 14 November – OAS End of Year Function, Australian Museum 10am. OAS AGM followed by Dr Robin Torrence, Senior 
Principal Research Scientist, Geosciences and Archaeology Australian Museum: Using archaeological perspectives to uncover 
indigenous perspectives on the colonial process in Papua New Guinea. Followed by a Luncheon at Sky Phoenix in Sydney City 1pm. 
Bookings required. See details inside.

Wednesday 9 March 2016 – OAS Lecture, Dr Mike Donaldson on Australia’s Rock Art, the title of his forthcoming book covering 
all major rock art provinces of Australia.  Australian Museum 6.30pm refreshments, 7pm lecture.  Entry $15, OAS & Australian 
Museum members $10, Students with ID $5.

Wednesday 11 May 2016 – OAS Lecture Australian Museum, 6:30 for 7pm - Kim Akerman - topic to be advised.

Wednesday 20 July 2016 – OAS Lecture  Australian Museum, 6:30 for 7pm - Mark Blackburn on Polynesian Art.

Saturday 23 July – OAS Tribal Art Fair, 10am - 3pm - St Matthias Church Hall Oxford Street Paddington NSW.

Wednesday 14 September 2016 – OAS Lecture 6:30 - 9pm -  Australian Museum, details to be advised.

Saturday 12 November 2016 – OAS Lecture 10am - 12:30pm - Australian Museum,  followed by a luncheon, details to be advised.

dates for your diary

Kawarigit (orator’s stool). Iatmul 
people,  Suapmeri village, East Sepik 
Province, created around 1950. 
Image by Mike Gunn in PNG NMAG.
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NEXT LECTURE 
Saturday 14 November - Australian Museum via William Street new entrance 10:00 am 
registration, 10:30 OAS AGM, 11:00 Dr Robin Torrence (see below), 12 Noon close, 1:00pm 
Lunch at Sky Phoenix in the city.  Bookings essential, see centre pages this issue.

Dr. Robin Torrence, Senior Principal Research Scientist - Geosciences and Archaeology, 
Australian Museum, wil be presenting a talk on:

As the product of negotiated exchanges 
between indigenous groups and 
outsiders, ethnographic collections 
offer a rich source of information 
about colonial cultures.  Focused 
on museum collections from Central 
Province, Papua New Guinea, I 
discuss how archaeological analyses 
of assemblages reveal strategies used 
by indigenous groups to benefit from 
their interactions with outsiders.  In 
particular, examples of (1) attracting 
contact, (2) asserting identity, (3) 
withholding access to social spheres, 
and (4) expelling dangerous objects are 
discussed.  The invention of new object 
forms and decorations together with the 
maintenance of traditional practices of 
artefact manufacture and use illustrate 
how small scale, local communities 
reacted to threats to their individual 
identities. 

Photo supplied by Robin Torrence - Australian Museum.

Using archaeological perspectives to uncover 
indigenous perspectives on the colonial process 
in Papua New Guinea
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Quality tribal art urgently needed

www.tribalartbrokers.net
In Praise of Tribal Art: http://www.tribalartbrokers.net/praisetribal 

My Beady Eye: http://www.tribalartbrokers.net /mybeadyeye
Join David Said on facebook for regular updates

http://www.facebook.com/david.said.165

SEEKING PACIFIC WAR CLUBS
• Quality Melanesian and Polynesian
• From Australian private collections
• For an enthusiastic overseas buyer

Contact David Said on 02 9363 3046 
or email dsaid@ozemail.com.au

See the new arrivals and bookmark our two new blogs at 

19th century war club 
with a bulbous head 

and a conical terminal, 
Sulka people,  Gazelle 
Peninsula, New Britain.

Although the Sepik District became 
increasingly important as a source of 
labour – with a corresponding increase 
in the activities of labour recruiters in 
uncontrolled areas – no steps were taken 
before 1918 to extend government control. 
In that year two German labour recruiters 
were killed by villagers inland from Aitape 
and although the actions of the recruiters 
appear to have been the cause of the 
attack the newly appointed administrator 
of New Guinea, Brigadier-General G.J. 
Johnston, approved a punitive expedition 
in which villages were burnt down. Similar 
incidents occurred along the Sepik River. 
The district officer at Aitape, Captain J.H. 
Olifent, recommended a ‘show of force’ 
and in 1919 Johnston organized a patrol 
upriver, led by Olifent and including more 
than a dozen military personnel and 
seventy-five native police with a three-
pounder and two machine guns. Although 
this patrol was not intended as a punitive 
expedition, after some inquiries Olifent 
decided that the villages of Jambon, 
Avatip and Malu had been aggressors in 
inter-village fighting and staged a ‘show 
of force’: at Jambon the villagers were 
driven out and the village shelled; houses 
– including haus tambaran – were burnt 
down and over one hundred villagers 
were put to forced labour. Shortly after 
this, in apparent retaliation, men from 
these villages attacked Marienberg 
mission station, killing nine ‘mission 
natives’, and later raided Angoram, killing  
twenty-nine villagers.
 

The last ‘punitive expedition’ in the 
Sepik was conducted in 1921. A later 
patrol, occasioned by reports of inter-
village fighting along the Middle Sepik 
(including stories in the Australian 
press, attributed to the wife of a Madang 
planter, that scores of headless bodies 
were floating down the river) resulted 
in the establishment of a new station at 
Ambunti in 1924. Subsequently, several 
‘headhunters’ were subjected to public 
hangings in Middle Sepik villages. 
The district officer at Ambunti was 
G.W.L. ‘Kassa’ Townsend, whose 
autobiographical account, District 
Officer (1968), gives a good picture 
of Australian administration in 
the Sepik between the wars. It 
includes a description of a singsing 
at Ambunti which brought together 
groups of ‘Big Sepiks’ and some of 
their traditional enemies.
 
By the 1930s most of the villages 
along the Sepik River, up to around the 
confluence with the May River, and part 
of the country between the river and 
the coast appear to have been under 
some degree of government control but 
in 1942 the Sepik was still very much a 
frontier area.
 
Within this pre-World-War-II landscape, 
however, several outside influences 
besides the administration had begun to 
impact on village societies.
 

The Society of the Divine Word (SVD) 
began mission work in the Sepik in 1896 
with headquarters on Tumleo Island. In 
1908 a station was established at Boiken, 
on the north coast, and fifteen years 
later mission stations were established 
at Marienberg, downriver from Angoram, 
and at Murik. The mission trained local 
catechists, who helped spread the 
word through the Sepik, and was also 
involved in plantations, sawmilling and 
later the marketing of artefacts. For the 
most part the SVD mission was at least 
tolerant of local cultures, though in a 
few instances cultural materials were 
destroyed (and some found their way to 
the SVD’s Anthropos Institute museum 
at Sankt Augustin).
 
After the early ethnographic work 
undertaken during the German 
administration, there was a lull after 
1914, but government anthropologist 
Ernest Chinnery made a short visit to 
the Sepik in 1925, and from the early 
1930s the cultures of various Sepik 
groups were studied by anthropologists 
including Margaret Mead, Reo Fortune, 
Gregory Bateson, Ian Hogbin and Phyllis 
Kaberry. (From the 1960s it was also 
subjected to intensive study by scholars 
from the University of Basel and the 
Basel Museum für Völkerkunde, as well 
as a number of other anthropologists.)  
The region was also visited by Australia’s 
chief forestry officer, Charles Lane-
Poole, in 1922, and by a US Department 

A Brief History of the Sepik – Part II
By Ron May.  Continued from the last edition of the OAS Journal

Theodore Bruce announces 
its forthcoming 

Aboriginal and 
Oceanic Art auction

 to be held on 
Monday, November 16, 
at our rooms at 6pm. 

Viewing online from October 23 
and at 6 Ralph Street 

on November 13, 14, 15.

Enquiries Jim Elmslie 0407 913 870
AOA@theodorebruceauctions.com.au

Theodore Bruce Auctioneers
6 Ralph Street, Alexandria, 2015, NSW
www.theodorebruceauctions.com.au

Disclaimer: Jim Elmslie is both Editor of the OAS 
Journal and Specialist at Theodore Bruce Auctions.
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of Agriculture expedition seeking new 
sugar cane cultivars six years later. 
Orchid hunters discovered New Guinea, 
and Dendrobium lasianthera, better 
known as the Sepik Blue orchid, was 
first described in 1932 by a ‘Mr J.J. 
Smith of New Guinea’. The first ‘tourists’ 
began to arrive: J.K. McCarthy records 
that in the 1930s ‘undesirable types of 
Europeans came from Madang and the 
Morobe goldfields with the sole intention 
of visiting the grass country for the 
women’. As early as the 1920s there 
also appears to have been a market 
in ‘native curios’ from the Sepik (see 
photo below)  and Melanesian art was 
providing inspiration for European artists 
like Emile Nolde, who had visited New 
Guinea in 1913-14, and Max Ernst.
 
In the last days of the German colonial 
period there had been optimism about 
the mineral prospects of the Sepik, 
specifically oil and gold. In the 1920s and 
1930s several geological surveys had 
been carried out, unsuccessfully, by oil 
companies and in the late 1920s several 
prospectors, including George and Fred 
Eichhorn, were looking for gold along 
the Sepik, Keram, Yuat and Maramuni 
rivers. Then in 1936 Ray Parer and Dick 
Glasson found gold in the Screw River 
near Maprik, triggering a mini gold rush. 
(Local miners still extract small amounts 
of gold from the rivers around Maprik). 
There were never more than about 
fifty Europeans miners in the area but 

the discovery of gold helped open up 
an area of dense population which in 
1936 had still been little contacted. The 
interest of Parer, a pilot, also led to the 
construction of the first air strips in the 
Sepik and the beginnings of commercial 
aviation in the district.
 
From the mid 1920s the Sepik 
consolidated its position as the primary 
source of indentured labour (the number 
of recruits rising from 130 in 1924 to 627 

in 1927, 1232 in 1928 and 2610 in 1930), 
a position it maintained  until the opening 
up of the highlands  after the Second 
World War. Most of the early recruits 
went as plantation labourers to East 
New Britain and New Ireland, though 
from the early 1930s a large proportion 
went to the Morobe goldfields. Labour 
recruiters were an important force in 
the opening up of the Sepik hinterland. 
Others joined the administration, mostly 
as police or labourers. Those who 
returned to the village brought with them 
new skills and new worldviews and in 
the following years played an important 
part in the irreversible process of social 
and political change which the colonial 
presence had initiated.
 
The Second World War itself had an 
even greater impact in the Sepik. When 
the Japanese invaded New Guinea in 
1942, large numbers of Sepik labourers 
were left to their own devices in New 
Britain, New Ireland and Madang, as 
white planters and traders retreated. 
Some made epic journeys back to their 
villages; others stayed to fight with 
the Allies or serve as coastwatchers 
or labourers. Subsequently East and 
West Sepik became major bases for the 
Japanese military (with around 100,000 
troops) and areas of heavy fighting.
 
At the outbreak of war, plans had been 
made for the likely evacuation of the 
fifty or so Europeans in settlements and 
outstations in the Sepik. In Angoram, 

A Brief History of the Sepik (continued)
Continued from page 3

‘Native curios’ on sale at Tyrrell’s Museum, Sydney 1929 (from a Tyrell’s catalogue).
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however, where a group of miners and 
others had gathered, the resident ADO 
refused to evacuate and he and his 
police fired on a party, led by ADO Jim 
Taylor, which came to relieve him. Taylor 
was wounded and the party withdrew 
to Marienberg. Returning two days 
later they found the ADO dead (he had 
apparently shot himself) and the police 
gone. Some of the police had taken 
weapons and gone bush, where they 
proceeded to raid villages and shoot 
any Europeans they found. At Timbunke 
a young Australian patrol officer was 
shot and on the Krosmeri River three 
miners were killed. (The grandson of 
one of these miners, Bill Eichhorn, later 
became the parliamentary member for 
Angoram.) Most of the SVD mission 
staff remained at their stations but few 
survived the war. 
 
Wewak became a major centre of 
Japanese operations during the war, 
and Japanese military administration 
extended to many coastal and inland 
villages. Among the young Sepiks 
who attended Japanese schools was 
Michael Somare, who in time became 
Papua New Guinea’s first prime 
minister. Some Sepiks worked as 
labourers for the Japanese; others – 
especially among those who earlier had 
worked for Europeans on plantations, 
government stations, mining claims or 
missions – joined the guerrilla forces 
which harassed the Japanese in the 
Sepik. In at least one instance (the so-
called ‘Timbunke massacre’) villagers 
used the conflict to settle old scores with 
traditional rivals. Early postwar patrol 
reports suggest that the impact of the 
war on village populations and livelihood 
in much of the Sepik was severe.
 

After the war many who had been 
involved in the conflict returned to 
their villages with ambitious plans for 
radical social change. There emerged a 
mass movement across much of Sepik 
districts, led by pre-war policemen such 
as Pita Simogun and Yauiga, which set 
out to achieve a fundamental social 
and economic transformation of village 
life through the provision of schools, 
the extension of roads, the promotion 
of cash crops and the establishment of 
bisnis. But though East Sepik was for a 
while a major producer of cacao and a 
significant producer of coffee (and in the 
early 2000s enjoyed a brief vanilla boom) 
the ‘undreamt of prospects’ seen by 
early Germans expeditions have never 
materialized. An Asian Development 
Bank supported East Sepik Rural 
Development Project launched in 1976 
also failed to achieve its promise: a 
sub-project to produce commercial 
quantities of tilapia collapsed when the 
aquatic weed Salvinia molesta choked 
up the large parts of the Middle Sepik 
and its tributaries, and a plan to resettle 
people from heavily populated villages 
at Gavien, near Angoram largely failed 
because many of those resettled were 
not agriculturalists and a planned rubber 
project was hit by severe drought.
 
For a while in the 1960s and 1970s 
the artefact industry was an important 
source of cash income for some villages 
on the river and for villages north 
and south of the Sepik Highway, with 
expatriate dealers like Tom Slimmon, 
Mark Lissauer, John Pasquarelli, Wayne 
Heathcote, Sava Maksic, Ron Perry, 
Maurice Young and Barry Hoare buying 
and selling. Some of them have written 
their own stories – to which several 
people here could add (or subtract!). But 

this bisnis, too, went into decline from 
around the 1990s. (See photo below). In 
the 1970s there were plans to establish a 
Sepik museum in Wewak; Patricia and I, 
amongst others, collected some pieces 
for the proposed museum, but it never 
materialized and the pieces that had 
been collected disappeared. A cultural 
centre was established at Maprik, under 
the guidance of Chris Boylan, but that too 
proved to be short-lived. In 2007, during 
a hotly contested national election, I 
drove down the ‘Sepik Highway’, along 
which magnificent haus tambaran once 
towered over the Abelam villages. There 
was not a haus tambaran to be seen. I 
asked one of my Sepik colleagues what 
had happened; ‘Nau mipela gat lotu’ 
[‘We are Christians now’], he replied.  
 
Things change, sometimes for the 
better but maybe not always. That 
is history. But an exhibition such 
as this serves as a reminder of the 
some of the rich cultural traditions 
of the Sepik, and of the role that 
collectors, museums and art galleries 
play – sometimes controversially – in 
preserving material cultures. 

An impromptu market in artefacts, Dimiri village, c. 1974 . (R.J May and P.P May) ‘Traditional Pottery of Papua 
New Guinea’, p241.

Vale
John Charles (Jack) Edler
Born 30 October 1947, 
Chicago, USA.
Died 9 September 2015 
Bloomington, USA.

Well known Oceanic art dealer, Jack 
Edler, has lost his long battle with 
cancer. Jack studied anthropology at 
the ANU in Canberra, in the 1960’s 
and worked briefly with the Australian 
Administration in the Territory of 
Papua and New Guinea before 
becoming a full time art dealer. He 
travelled frequently to Australia from 
his home base in Barrington, Illinois 
and later Bloomington, Indiana. 
During the 1980’s Jack worked as 
art consultant for the Hemmeter 
Corporation and helped build a world 
class collection including objects 
acquired by Captain Cook. This 
collection was documented in the 
book Polynesian Art written by Jack 
and published in 1991. Jack retained 
a keen interest in the people and art 
of PNG and the Pacific throughout 
his life and his infectious enthusiasm 
for the field will be missed by his 
many friends in Australia, the United 
States and the Pacific.
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In a previous issue of the OAS 
Newsletter, I provided an introduction 
to the WW1 military collectors and 
the collections of things that came 
to the South Australian Museum. In 
this issue I provide a sample of the 
biography and collections of Arnold 
Mercer Davies.

Davies served for well over a year 
in South Africa during the Boer War 
and was a ‘mine manager’ (actually 
metallurgical assaying) at the time of 
enlistment to the AN&MEF. His age at 
enlistment in 1914 is given as 38 which 
indicates he was born in 1876.[1]

 
He was the eldest child of Sir Matthew 
Henry Davies (1850-1912), solicitor, 
speculator, politician and philanthropist 
in Melbourne, Victoria. Arnold’s marriage 
in 1907 was a glittering social affair with 
a prodigious list of expensive wedding 
presents.[2] He was clearly a member 
of Melbourne’s nouveau riche social 
class but I have been unable to find any 
information to indicate whether or not he 
found this congenial. Nor have I located 
an image of the man.
 
When Arnold enlisted, he was given 
the rank of Corporal and promoted to 
Sergeant 15 May 1915. The record of his 
service is sparse but there is evidence he 
was in the Morobe District before going 
on leave to Australia in January 1916.
[3]  There is a period from April 1916 till 
November 1917 that is not accounted for 
except for a week or so in July 1917 at 
Namatanai (New Ireland). He was then 
posted to Kieta (Bougainville) November 
1917 to March 1918 and discharged 9 
May 1918.
 
Davies sold his collection to the South 
Australian Museum in early 1921, then 
returned to New Guinea, probably 
prospecting for gold. According to a 
National Archives file, during 1921-22 
he lost his AN&MEF 
‘badge’ while 
crossing a river in 
New Guinea. The 
possibility of him 
being a prospector 
is consistent with 
his employment as a minerals assayer 
before the War. Further, in 1942 he 
enlisted in the army as a ‘prospector’ at 
age 55 (and birth date of 1887, which is 
inconsistent with his WW1 enlistment 

details; evidently he gave his age as 
eleven years younger than his actual 
66 years, so it is no surprise that he 
was assessed as ‘medically unfit’). His 

‘next-of-kin’ at this 
attempt at enlistment 
was not a family 
member but ‘George 
Sutherland, M.T. 
[Mandated Territory] 
of New Guinea’.[4] This 

suggests Arnold was estranged from his 
wife and his Melbourne family.
 
I haven’t uncovered yet the circumstances 
that led to the sale of his collection of 23 

things to the South Australian Museum 
(registered May 1921). It is also not clear 
that he himself collected all of the items; 
only a pair of woven armbands from Buin 
on Bougainville, and a woman’s shell-belt 
and a loom from Taku’u, an atoll about 230 
kilometres north-east of Kieta, relate to the 
postings noted in his record of service. Two 
items come from the Morobe district and 17 
from the Sepik and Aitape areas. Either he 
obtained these things from other collectors 
or he spent time at Morobe and Aitape that 
was not noted on his record. Given the 
detailed provenance for many of the things 
in his collection, I’m inclined to believe he 
obtained most of the items himself.

Figure 1. Backstrap loom with woven textile, collected by A.M. Davies at Mortlock Islands (Taku’u) c. 1917-18. 
South Australian Museum A.12272. Photo: B. Craig.

Figure 2. Belt worn by women, collected by A.M. Davies at Mortlock Islands (Taku’u) c. 1917-18. South 
Australian Museum A.12273. Photo: Jeremy Daalder.

Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Sailor – Part II
By Barry Craig.  Continued from the last edition of the OAS Journal

Davies sold his collection 
to the South Australian 
Museum in early 1921
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The loom and shell-belt from Taku’u Atoll 
(Figs 1 & 2) are significant as they were the 
means by which two unprovenanced looms 
and a shell-belt in Melbourne Museum’s 
‘War Museum Collection’ were identified.
 
It is believed that textile weaving with 
back-strap looms was introduced to 
Micronesia from south-east Asia, spread 
through the Caroline Islands and from 
there to the Polynesian outliers north 
of Melanesia (such as Nukumanu and 
Taku’u) as well as to St Matthias and 
Santa Cruz. Petersen (2009:189) writes: 
‘The most commonly used thread is 
processed from the trunks of banana 
plants . . . fibres processed from hibiscus 
bark are sometimes used as well’.

Men used the loom to make mats (fa) for 
clothing and other purposes. Parkinson 
reports that ‘The women’s mat . . . is 
about 175 centimetres long and 80 
centimetres wide . . .  The men’s mat is 
only about 22 centimetres wide, folded 
together and wrapped around the waist 
with one end passing between the legs 
and fastened behind’ (1999:238). At 
festivities, the shell girdle was worn by 
women around the waist with their loom-
woven apron.
 
A fine lower Sepik mask of the kind called 
brag at Murik Lakes (Fig. 3) is said to be 
from ‘Mokem’, probably Magem located 
about twelve kilometres upstream from 
Angoram. It is so like brag masks from 
Murik Lakes and the lower Sepik-Watam 
Lakes area that it must have been traded 
upstream to ‘Mokem’.
 
Among the Murik, the brag is a male 
war spirit usually represented by a mask 
with a long, recurved nose whose voice 
is a pair of flutes. The presence of the 
brag is integral to male initiation. The 
spirit inhabiting the brag mask can go far 
afield to create havoc for enemy villages: 
Lipset writes: ‘Zoomorphic motifs on the 
foreheads of the 
spirit-men are the 
particular “canoe-
bodies” [vehicles] in 
which they appear 
to travel about in 
nature’ (1997:137). 
The long-tailed 
animal on the brow 
of this mask, the 
brag’s ‘canoe’ or 
‘vehicle’, could be a lizard, perhaps  
a gecko.
 
After a successful raid, the brag masks 
were brought out by the senior clansmen 
and rubbed on the severed heads of the 

enemy to ‘drink the blood’. The holder 
trembled as he was possessed by the 
brag spirit. Then the younger men ‘drank 
the blood’, making them strong and 
fearless in battle.
  
The brag spirit also could manifest 
in human form and had a prodigious 
sexual appetite; stories recount his serial 

seduction of groups 
of women. Among the 
Murik, there seemed to 
be a parallel universe of 
non-human spirits who 
existed and acted in 
ways not unlike human 
beings, albeit somewhat 
excessively.

A headrest from 
‘Franzeska River (Salamaua)’ (Fig.4) 
was unlikely to have been carved by 
Tami Islanders as the carving is of 
insufficient crispness (Eric Coote, pers. 
comm. 19-8-2014). It was probably 
carved at a Bukaua village along the 

Huon Gulf coast and found its way to 
Salamaua on a trading canoe doing 
the rounds of the Huon Gulf. As pointed 
out by Bodrogi (1961:92), the figures 
‘suggest the load on the slab supporting 
the neck . . .’.
 
On the evidence of Biro and others, 
Bodrogi is undecided about whether 
carved anthropomorphic figures 
represent ordinary human beings, 
ancestors or some kind of spirit-being. 
For the Yabim of the Finschhafen area, 
however, he states ‘the portrayal of a 
human figure, head, or face never shows 
an ordinary human being, but the balum 
spirit which plays an outstanding role in 
religious and social life’ (1961:159).
 
A small but well-carved betel nut mortar 
from Kair (Kairiru) Island near Wewak 
(Fig. 5) is one of eight items from the 
north coast Sepik region obtained from  
Davies. The Areca palm nut is placed 
(continued on page 8)

Figure 3. Mask, collected by A.M. Davies at 
Mokem [Magem], Lower Sepik River, c. 1916-
17. Pacific Cultures Gallery, South Australian 
Museum A.12274. Photo: Tony Vlavogelakis. Figure 4. Headrest collected by A.M. Davies at 

Franzeska River, Morobe District, c. 1915. South 
Australian Museum A.12272. Photos: B. Craig.

After a successful raid, 
the brag masks were 

brought out by the senior 
clansmen and rubbed on 
the severed heads of the 

enemy to ‘drink the blood’.
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Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Sailor – Part II
Continued from page 7

in the hollow of the mortar and crushed 
with a wood pestle to benefit the elderly 
whose teeth are fragile or missing. The 
two supporting figures of this mortar 
represent spirit figures with long curved 
noses resembling bird beaks. Beier and  
Aris (1975:21) identify this kind of nose 
on various figures as the beak of the 
kauren bird, or sakenemp (prawn’s tail). 
For decades now, this kind of figure has 
been carved for the tourist trade.
 
A pot with incised designs (Fig. 6) was 
listed by Davies as collected in the 
upper Markham River. However, it is 
clearly from the vicinity of Kurungunam, 
a pottery-producing Urim-speaking 
village west of Dreikirkir in the Torricelli 
Mountains, East Sepik Province. Either 
the documentation is incorrect or the pot 
had been traded a very long way to the 
east up the Ramu Valley to the head of 
the Markham River, which is unlikely.
 
May & Tuckson inform us that this kind 
of pot, called kadruk by Urim speakers, 
is used for serving and eating food, and 
is made and decorated by men using 
the spiral coiling technique. Women 
make the cooking pots (wil), which are 
more simply decorated around the rim. 
The motifs of the designs on the men’s 
food bowls are named. The scroll design 
on this pot is called sombanggal and 
represents the unfurled, newly-formed 
fern frond and is also to be found carved 
on their war shields (2000:292, 295 and 
Figure 9.169).
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galleries

In an exciting new development, 
the Prime Minister of Papua New 
Guinea, Peter O’Neill, opened “Built 
on Culture: the Art of Papua New 
Guinea, celebrating 40 years of PNG 
Independence” on 14th September this 
year at the National Museum and Art 
Gallery of Papua New Guinea.
 
This exhibition is the first result of the 
Twinning Partnership between the 
National Museum and Art Gallery 
and three Australian institutions – the 
National Gallery of Australia, the National 
Museum of Australia, and the Australian 
War Memorial. The exhibition marked the 
40th anniversary of Papua New Guinea’s 
independence and is to be followed with 
longer-term capacity-building activities 
to enhance the Papua New Guinea 
Museum and Art Gallery.
 
The Memorandum of Understanding 
was signed in February 2015 and the 
exhibition opened seven months later – 
testament to the energy and focus of the 
curatorial and exhibitions team headed 
by visionary Director, Dr Andrew Moutu.
 
The exhibition represents a startling 
new vision of Papua New Guinea today 
in which art works are shown with an 
emphasis on their aesthetic elements 
rather than the more strict system of 
regional variation.

Peter Naumann, co-curator with “the 
Doctor” (Andrew Moutu), selected pieces 
on aesthetic grounds, bringing together 
themes of nationalism, spiritualism, 
performance, everyday objects, and 
objects made by women.

The Doctor is not afraid to confront political 
interference. Nauman noted that “... at this 
moment in PNG when powerful forces within 
the Government, particularly the speaker, 
were asserting that PNG’s past cultural 
history was not compatible with a modern 
Christian nation. And this group were 
actively destroying carvings and associating 
them with evil. A feature of the exhibition 
was the part of a lintel of 19 heads carved 
for the new Parliament house building at 
independence. This lintel was hacked down 
from the building last year under orders from 
the Speaker of parliament.”

Art works from the Sulka region in New 
Britain are shown next to those from 
the Papuan Gulf. New Ireland next to 
Highlands. Contemporary next to ancient. 
If they work together then they can live 
together on the walls of the National 
Museum and Art Gallery.
 
The walls are painted art gallery white, 
and the works are installed on superbly 
crafted mounts made by Joel Bliss and 
his team of Ant and Ed, all from Canberra. 
Lighting by Miriam and Sim of Brisbane.
 
In addition to the Doctor and Peter 
Naumann, many people were able to 
input their ideas into the gallery layout 
and selection of pieces. Stephen Long 
and Stephanie Donigi of Architectus in 
Brisbane (www.architectus.com.au) were 
the architects who designed the new 
gallery, and put together an excellent short 
video:  https://vimeo.com/140613215
 

In this video we can see the long curves 
of the suspended ceiling, the polished 
wood floor, the clear lines of the display 
platforms almost completely free of 
enclosing glass. The impression is of 
joyous freedom, almost that of people 
moving in a market, with the subtleties 
and complexities of the human mind. An 
eye looking inwards, freed from the past, 
floating, alive. The exhibition is subtle 
and complex, clear and organised, fluid 
and focused.
 
Labels are by Bethsheba Wari, Joyce 
Ainui, and Nellie Marshall. The catalogue 
accompanying the exhibition was written 
by Peter Naumann, Andrew Moutu, Barry 
Craig, Linus Digim Rima, Sebastian 
Haraha, and Nellie Marshall. Others 
working on the catalogue and exhibition 
included Emma Andy, Edith Monagi, 
Kirsty Morrison, Alanna Bishop and 
Dominic Thomas.  There are many more 
who contributed to this exhibition and 
to the catalogue, and they are warmly 
thanked for their work.

A New Era Begins for the PNG Museum and Art Gallery
By Mike Gunn

Built on Culture’s new display style – aesthetics trump regional boundaries. Image by Mike Gunn.

Two unique masterpieces: left: stone pestle in 
bird form, found recently in a river in Western 
Province; right: sacred stone fertility figure, Enga 
Province. Image by Mike Gunn.

Kokoa mask, created by Uvol people, Pomio 
district, East New Britain, in 1986. Image by 
Mike Gunn.
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news

Up until the early 1990s Great Britain 
had quite a number of tribal art dealers, 
auction houses ran specialist sales and 
London was central to collecting tribal art. 
International shifts in the art market moved 
this centre to New York. Now, for many, 
Paris is seen to be the centre for tribal art 
however, there is a very special art fair in 
London that is highly worth visiting.

Known as Tribal Art London ( www.
tribalartlondon.com ) this fair was 
established by Bryan Reeves almost 
a decade ago as Tribal Perspectives 
and has excelled in bringing together 
specialist dealers in all areas of tribal art. 
This select group of just under twenty 
dealers have a wonderfully diverse array 
of objects all in one venue which gives 
the visitor an ideal chance to assess 
comparative objects, Fijian clubs for 
example, and at the same time receive 
advice and learn more from some of the 
best experts in their respective art fields.

As soon as one enters the prestigious 
Mall Galleries on Pall Mall there was 
a fine selection of exceptionally hard 

to find and highly sought after tribal 
art publications presented by book 
dealer, Charles Vernon-Hunt. African 
art, as would be expected in Europe, 
dominated the offering, including a large 
set of hand billows displayed by Bryan 
Reeves, which was, perhaps, the most 
aesthetically intriguing object combining 
utilitarian functionality into the visual 
form of a giant animal head.

Wayne Heathcote had an interesting 
Maori tekoteko figure sourced from 
a recent Bonhams auction while the 
Oceanic Art Society’s Chris Boylan had 
the strongest representation of Papua 
New Guinea art.
Several dealers came from Europe, 
Finette Lemaire and Louis Nierijnck 
among them. Louis’s Northern Laos 
shaman masks simply made of bear skin 
stretched over gourds, holes cut through 
for eyes and mouth, with wiry black fur 
across the surface, were memorable. 
The stuff of nightmares indeed.

Reuben Reubens, a long standing 
member of the British tribal art scene had 

plenty of diverse material including an 
impressive series of smooth, patinated 
African divination bones. Only a fair 
such as this can show the eclecticism 
of the world’s tribal arts proving these 
arts to be fascinating to every viewer. 
Adam Prout had a strong Kalash figure 
in a squatting stance with a very stylised 
and attractive face. Art from this area of 
northern Pakistan (Swat Valley to the 
Chital region) has from time to time been 
attributed to Polynesia as some patterns 
are similar to those found on Austral 
Island paddles.

A central area was set up with seating, 
food and drinks could also be purchased 
making the fair a place to also discuss 
art, meet new people, to relax between 
studying tribal art. This specialist art fair 
is hard to beat: exceptional works of 
great quality for the serious collector are 
displayed side by side with decorative 
objects that make collecting more 
accessible to many. The fair’s timing 
coincides well with Paris’ Parcours Des 
Mondes making a visit to London very 
rewarding for OAS members.

Tribal Art London, 2 - 5 September 2015
By Crispin Howarth

Earlier this year Todd Barlin was 
contacted by Karen Ruki and Stephen 
Alderton from the Australian Museum in 
Sydney to tell him that some Asmat & 
Mimika pieces acquired from him would 
soon be displayed in their new Pacific 
Spirits exhibition. Todd was thrilled, as 
he had not seen those artworks since 
1993. He had field collected them in 
the mid 1980s and then carried them 
out of the jungles of West Papua by 
canoe. From the village to Australia 
took almost two years
 
Todd was greatly encouraged that 
Pacific Art would again have a place in 
the Australian Museum. He has since 
donated other West Papuan pieces 
to help fill in gaps in their collections. 
Australian Museums have great 
collections from Papua New Guinea but 
very little from the western half of Irian 
Jaya (formerly Dutch New Guinea now 
a province of Indonesia). Todd has been 
working to fix this over the past 30 years. 
 
The Australian Museum has just received 
several types of rare ceremonial dance 
costume from the remote NW Asmat 
area of Irian Jaya. This includes Jipae 
dance costumes that represent the 

recently deceased and also a superb 
carved and basketry Manama costume 
(a turtle form that represents the ancient 
ancestors of the Asmat). There is only 
ever one Manama costume made for 
the Jipae ceremony.
 
The rarest artwork that the Australian 
Museum received from Todd was a 
costume called Jibwekar. This is only 
made once a decade or so for the Omu 
ceremony in a few small villages in the 
NW Asmat. In all the trips he made 
to this part of the Asmat he only ever 
collected this one example.  He was 
told it is only used to re-enact the myth 
of the Omu spirits first discovery.
 
The museum also received an Omu 
figure carving and four large hard wood 
panels from Papua New Guinea carved 
with spirit figures from the Keram river 
peoples’ culture. 
 
Todd wants to walk into the museum 
and see people, and especially young 
people, being as thrilled to see these 
artworks as he was when visiting the 
Australian Museum thirty years ago. He 
reasons that human imagination and 
creativity are stimulated by seeing new 

things, which is what museums can do. 
 
Art in New Guinea is made for spiritual 
reasons. People in New Guinea and 
West Papua have told Todd they like 
other people to see their artworks and 
learn something about their culture. 
 
Todd feels he has done his best to make 
a contribution to the knowledge and 
appreciation of Pacific Art in Australia. 
He has now donated hundreds of 
artworks to the South Australian 
Museum and the National Gallery 
of Victoria as well as the Australian 
Museum and the Auckland Museum. 
And whilst he is keen to keep adding 
to all of these collections, he hopes that 
the people in charge of these public 
institutions realize how much effort 
went into the collecting, documenting 
and transporting the artworks from 
extremely remote areas, as it is great 
to see the artworks out for the public to 
enjoy. This is the reward for collectors. 
 
Having malaria and dengue fever and 
living on dry sago for months at a time 
is now over for Todd but he still has the 
strongest memories of his friends in 
places all over Melanesia.

OAS is pleased to report on a significant gift of West Papuan 
material to the Australian Museum this year by Todd Barlin 



OAS Journal Vol.20  No.5   - Page 11

book review

The National Gallery of Australia 
published this book in association 
with its Sepik exhibit held from 
August to November 2015.  The 
book is largely written and edited by 
the Curator of the exhibit, Crispin 
Howarth, but also contains short 
contributions from Dr Barry Craig of 
the South Australian Museum and 
Natalie Wilson of the Art Gallery of 
NSW.  It has 232 pages, is large 
format, and is profusely illustrated: 
most of the illustrations are in 
colour with the exception of some 
of the historic field photos.
 
The book is a scholarly work on 
the art of the Sepik that clearly 
has required a lot of research on 
the context in which the art was 
produced and the history and 
meaning of the pieces illustrated.   
Despite that, it is surprisingly easy 
to read and it is full of fascinating 
information.  The first part of the 
book has several short chapters 
starting with a history of the Sepik 
area from 1838 to the 1940s during 
which time most of the pieces from 
the exhibit were made or collected.  
My favourite photo in that section 
shows a dozen members of the 
Australian 30th Infantry Battalion 
after the capture of Alexishafen: 
each grinning digger is holding an 
item of Sepik art, any of which would 
not be out of place in a Sotheby’s 
showroom today!
 
The next chapter deals with the 
history of collecting art and how 
the indigenous inhabitants traded 
objects with outsiders over time.  
Among other things, the chapter 
discusses how older items were 
sometimes replaced with newer 
ones with a ceremonial transfer of 
the spirit from the old to the new: thus 
providing an opportunity for a lucky 
collector, who happened to be in the 
right place at the right time, to pick 
up a rare item that had previously 
not been available for trade.  
 

“Myth & Magic: Art of the Sepik River, Papua New 
Guinea” by Crispin Howarth
Reviewed by Peter McCabe

The final two introductory chapters 
deal with the creation of Sepik art and 
the nature and use of Sepik masks.  
Barry Craig’s insights about the 
meaning of Sepik masks is particularly 
enlightening.  The mask we see today 
in a museum or private collection may 
be regarded as a wonderful work of 
art but is also an “empty clam shell” 
that has lost the context and spirit for 
which it was originally created.
 

The bulk of the book consists of 
the catalogue of the more than 80 
superb pieces from the exhibit.  
Many pieces have a full-page photo 
and a page of text – some more.  
The texts provide useful insights 
as to the origin and meaning of the 
items. The photos are stunning.  
The pieces themselves are 
wonderful but the photographer (or 
should that be plural?) has used 
lighting very effectively to bring out 
the best in each piece.  Great as 
the photos are, I look forward to the 
day when I can read such books 
on my iPad and enjoy rotating 
3D-scanned digital images on the 
touchscreen.  The Sepik exhibit at 
the NGA showed the power of such 
3D-scanning and no doubt such 
images will be something we can 
experience at home in the not too 
distant future.
 
It is an amazing book and well worth 
the surprisingly low cost: $39.95 
soft cover, or $59.95 for hard cover.

Chris Boylan
Oceanic Art

I am interested to buy single pieces or 
collections of pre-1960 Oceanic Art.

I have not had a gallery for many years, 
but my warehouse is accessible for 

visits when I am in Sydney. Please call me.

cboylan @tpg.com.au    TEL +61 0405 093 577
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other events

Canberra, Australia:
National Gallery of Australia
Myth + Magic:  Art of the Sepik 
River, Papua New Guinea.
Now until 1 November 2015.
www.nga.gov.au

Paris, France:
Musée du Quai Branly 
SEPIK: Arts of Papua New Guinea  
27 October 2015 to 31January 2016   
w w w . q u a i b r a n l y . f r / f r /
programmation/expositions.html

Sydney, Australia:
Pacifika Film Fest 2015 
4 - 8 November  
www.pasifikafilmfest.com

Sydney, Australia:
Sydney Opera House
Homeground, First Nations music, 
dance and culture  
21 - 22 November 2015
www.sydneyoperahouse.com/
about/homeground.aspx

Brisbane, Australia:
Queensland Art Gallery | Gallery 
of Modern Art
The 8th Asia Pacific Triennial of 
Contemporary Art (APT8)
21 November 2015 - 10 April 2016
www.qagoma.qld.gov.au/about/our-
story/apt

Brisbane, Australia:
QPAC, QLD
Clancestry  - First Nations Peoples 
Arts & Culture Festival
30 November -  6 December 2015  
www.qpac.com.au/clancestry

San Francisco, USA:
Tribal & Textile Arts  
19 - 21 February 2016 
http://caskeylees.com/SF_Tribal/
SF_Tribal.html#

Western Springs, NZ:
Pasifika Festival 2016
12 – 13 March 2016
www.aucklandnz.com/pasifika

Auckland, New Zealand:
Tamaki Makaurau, Auckland 
Pacific Arts Association XII 
International Symposium 
14 - 17 March 2016  
www.conference.co.nz/ispaa16

Auckland, New Zealand:
ASB Polyfest  (Auckland Secondary 
Schools Maori & Pacific Islands 
Cultural Festival)
16 - 19 March 2016
www.asbpolyfest.com

(continued from front cover)
benefited from his generous 
donations of traditional objects, 
especially from West Papua. We also 
have a report from Crispin Howarth 
of the Tribal Art Fair in London, which 
this year ran in tandem with another 
highly successful Parcours in Paris.

As 2015 draws to a close, after a 
particularly active and satisfying year, 
it is time again for the OAS Annual 
General Meeting to be held at the 
Australian Museum at 10.00 am on 
November 14. All members are most 
welcome and are encouraged to 
consider increasing their engagement 
with the Society through participating 
in the organizing committee, or in one 
or other of the various events that 
the OAS hosts, including the annual 
art fair and forums. As always this 

Journal welcomes contributions from 
experienced or aspiring authors who 
can enlighten readers on any aspect 
of Oceanic art. It is only through 
the efforts of members and other 
correspondents that the Society and 
its Journal can continue to provide 
a focal point for those interested in 
furthering their own knowledge and 
appreciation of Oceanic art. On that 
note I would like to personally thank 
all the many contributors for their 
hard work in penning the stories and 
reports that have filled the pages 
of this Journal in 2015. A collective 
Well Done! I look forward to sharing 
a full and fulfilling 2016 with you 
which will bring new knowledge, new 
experiences and satisfying fellowship 
of a common passion. 

Jim Elmslie

Manama dance costume (left) in turtle form that represents the ancient ancestors of the Asmat, with 
with two Jipae dance. Pupis Village, West Asmat. Image by Todd Barlin.
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