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This edition of the OAS Journal once 
again traverses through time and space 
exploring aspects of Pacific cultures, 
from the first contact made by Captain 
James Cook in Hawaii to the current 
interactions of New York artist, Shiva 
Lynn Burgos, with the Kwoma people 
in PNG. Oceanic art plays a central role 
in both these encounters. The exquisite 
artefacts collected by Cook attested to 
the almost absolute power of Hawaii’s 
ruling clique and the curious, convoluted 
and ultimately lethal relationship that 
developed between the two is explored 
in Nick Higginbotham’s article on 
his forthcoming production entitled 
Between Worlds. At the other end of the 
Pacific time-line is Shiva’s fascinating 
artistic journey from the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art’s famous Kwoma ceiling 
in New York to its place of origin in a 
remote Sepik village. These two stories 
remind us that the process of cultural 
engagement and discovery, which 
has shaped the contemporary Pacific 
nations and enriched the Western 
world in many ways, is still ongoing.
 
Peter McCabe’s write-up on his OAS 
talk earlier this year on the beaded 
aprons of Geelvink Bay shows us 
that the external cultural influences 
on Oceanic art and cultures came not 
only from the West but also from the 
East, as Peter teases out the meanings 
embodied in the aprons’ intricate 
patterns. Barry Craig features again with 

  

Wednesday 19 July 2017 – OAS Lecture - Mark Blackburn: STONED - Lithic Technology of the Ancient Polynesians - Australian 
Museum 6:30 for 7pm.

Saturday 22 July 2017 – OAS Tribal Art Fair Sydney. Eastern Suburbs Masonic Centre, 199-201 Anzac Parade Kensington 
NSW, 9am to 5pm.

Wednesday 20 September 2017 – OAS Lecture - Dr Rod Ewins - Fijian gods, sacred objects and temples - The Centenary 
Auditorium, Art Gallery of NSW, 6:30pm to 8:30pm.

Saturday 11 November 2017 – OAS AGM, Lecture and lunch - Australian Museum 10:00am - 12:30pm.  Lunch venue to be advised.

Wednesday 14 March 2018 – OAS Lecture - Shiva Lynn Burgos - Australian Museum.

dates for your diary

Photo of an extremely rare sacred adze from 
the Cook Islands. See page 2 for details. 
Image courtesy of Mark Blackburn.

the first half of Part 6 of his series on the 
early collectors of the South Australian 
Museum, this time telling the story of 
colonial ‘hard man’, Harry Lort Spencer 
Balfour Ogilvy. I find it interesting to 
compare the very different experiences 
of both Westerners and indigenous 
people that these encounters produced. 
From Cook’s respect for the power 
of the traditional Hawaiians, to Balfour 
Ogilvy’s stern colonial disregard of the 
‘natives’, the circle turns again and 
we glimpse Shiva’s immersion in, and 
high respect for, contemporary Kwoma 
culture. Oceanic art plays a starring role 
in all these stories with the artefacts 
representing an enduring link between 
the external actors and the traditional 
peoples with which they engaged.

Over the next few months OAS 
members will have several opportunities 
to deepen their knowledge on Oceanic 
art – and the chance to acquire some 
excellent pieces for their own collections. 
The Tribal Art Fair Sydney, now located 
at the Eastern Suburbs Masonic Centre 
on July 22, promises to be an exciting 
event with private collectors as well 
as dealers presenting a wide array of 
artworks to the market. TAFS has grown 
year on year and now is a firm fixture on 
the OAS calendar, both for the Oceanic 
art on display and the chance to mingle 
with like-minded souls. The OAS Forum 
this year is to be held at the regal 
Continued page 3
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next lecture

I am delighted to be visiting 
Australia again and also for 
the opportunity to present on 
a very under-appreciated area 
of Polynesian art collecting. I 
have collected fine stone adzes 
of Polynesia for decades now 
and see them as the ultimate 
representat ion 
of form and 
function. Though 
often overlooked 
by collectors 
and scholars, 
one should note that these are 
important and highly-crafted 
tools. Used to fell trees; build 
canoes; construct houses and 
their furnishings; create bowls 
and clubs; and, of course, carve 

sculptures of sacred imagery 
— adzes covered a wide, 
and tremendously important, 
array of functions. I will also 
be discussing a separate 
class of adze that are, in and 
of themselves, sacred stone 
sculptures. 

I will provide 
an overview of 
shapes from 
both Western 
and Eastern 

Polynesia. Utilizing this basic 
understanding to carefully study 
form and type, you will be able 
to trace the migration of people 
across Oceania.

STONED - Lithic Technology  
of the Ancient Polynesians

NEXT LECTURE
Wednesday, July 19, Australian Museum, 6.30 for 7.00pm. OAS & Australian Museum members 
$25, others $35, includes substantial refreshments and wine. 
Mark Blackburn will be presenting a lecture on:

Photo of an extremely rare sacred adze from 
the Cook Islands. Image courtesy of Mark 
Blackburn.

... the ultimate 
representation of 
form and function.

ENTRIES INVITED
 

for our September 10th Aboriginal  
and Oceanic Art sale.

Please contact Jim Elmslie for a 
confidential and obligation free 
assessment on 0407 913 870 or 
AOA@theodorebruce.com.au

 
Theodore Bruce Auctions

6 Ralph Street, Alexandria, 2015, NSW.
www.theodorebruce.com.au

02 8212 4100

Slit Drum, Murik Lakes, PNG.  
Late nineteenth or early twentieth century. 215 cms.
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editor’s column

Continued from front cover 
Savage Club in Melbourne on 
October 21. Speakers, including 
leading Australian and international 
experts in their fields, are being 
confirmed by Forum organizers 
under the decisive leadership of Dr. 
Michael Martin. When speakers for 
the Forum are finalized members 
will be informed by email and details 
posted on our website.

 
The next OAS event is the talk 
by Mark Blackburn, Stoned – 
Lithic Technology of the Ancient 
Polynesians, at the Australian 
Museum at 6.30 pm on July 19. Mark, 
perhaps the world’s most famous 
and prolific collector of Polynesian 
art, is a respected expert in this field 
so it will be a great privilege to hear 
his thoughts on the stone adzes of 

Polynesia – which Mark describes as 
‘the ultimate representation of form 
and function’. With his engaging 
manner and authoritative style 
underpinned by vast knowledge, the 
chance to hear an expert of Mark’s 
standing is strongly recommended 
to all members.
 

Jim Elmslie

Men at Work. Author Professor Peter McCabe, OAS Journal Editor Dr. Jim Elmslie, and author Dr. Barry Craig discuss matters Oceanic at the Art Gallery 
of South Australia. Image by Crispin Howarth.
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Patterns in Beaded Aprons of Cenderawasih 
(Geelvink) Bay – Symbols of Cultural Beliefs
by Professor Peter McCabe, University of Adelaide

Figure 1: Woman making a beaded apron in 1955.   © Nationaal Museum van Wereldculturen: 
reproduced with permission.

Aprons of varying styles have 
traditionally been worn throughout 
New Guinea, especially for 
festive occasions, but the aprons 
of Cenderawasih Bay (formerly 
Geelvink Bay), in the northwest part 
of the island, were unique in being 
composed of imported beads and 
having intricate and complex designs 
not found elsewhere in the island.  In 
contrast to the common rectangular 
shape of aprons, Cenderawasih 
aprons have an irregular pentagonal 
shape with a squared top and 
pointed bottom.  The bottom two 
sides are usually fringed by strands 
of imported cotton from imported 
fabrics.  For centuries, the peoples 
of the northwest coast were in much 
closer contact with the outside world 
than the rest of New Guinea.  The 
inhabitants of the Bay were seafaring 
folk who traded wood, resins, birds of 
paradise skins, and slaves with the 
nearby Spice Islands.  Portugese and 
Chinese traders also visited the area.  
The beads, textiles, iron objects 
and ceramics gained from this trade 
became valuable possessions 
and heirloom items.  Aprons were 

made by women from the imported 
beads (Figure 1) and were kept for 
special occasions such as weddings.
 
What is the source of the complex 
patterns seen on the aprons? Are 
they copied from patterns seen 
on imported textiles or did these 
patterns have special meaning to 
the inhabitants of Cenderawasih 
Bay?  Certainly many of the patterns 
are ones found elsewhere on the 
Indonesian archipelago.  The hooked 
X-pattern (Figure 2 and 3), for 
example, is common in textiles from 
Timor, from the Toraja of Sulawesi, 
and the Dayaks of Borneo.  Other 
patterns, including the square spiral 
(Figures 2 and 4) are also common in 
those areas.  Missing, however, are 
patterns common in Java, Sumatra 
and Bali – the areas of the archipelago 
strongly influenced by Malay traders 
who brought Buddhism, Hinduism 
and eventually the Islamic faith to 
the region - yet it would have been 
those designs that might have been 
expected to have been commonly 
encountered in trade with the Islamic 
rulers of the Spice Islands. 

 

Figure 2:  Beaded apron – apparently the one shown being 
made in Figure 1.  Note the hooked X-patterns in the wider 
vertical panels and the squared-spiral designs in the narrower 
panels.  Collection of Peter McCabe.

Figure 3:  Beaded apron with prominent sea demon/turtle image.  
Note also the hooked X-patterns in the black squares and the 
“random” small diamond shapes that appear to represent stars 
in the night sky. Collection of Peter McCabe.

Figure 4: Beaded apron collected in 1953.  The central cross 
represents the Morning Star.  Note the squared-spiral design 
common through much of the apron. Collection of Peter McCabe.
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The inhabitants of Cenderawasih Bay 
have something else in common with 
many inhabitants of Timor, Sulawesi and 
Borneo – they speak an Austronesian 
language that is quite distinct from the 
Papuan language families mainly spoken 
in New Guinea (with the exception of 
some other maritime-focused areas 
such as the Bismarck Archipelago and 
the easternmost part of the main island).  
This shared heritage suggests that the 
symbols may also have a shared cultural 
meaning.  Many of the symbols relate to 
the Austronesian spiritual beliefs in the 
power of ancestors and the afterlife – 
something that is also reflected in the 
Cenderawasih Bay area in the carving 
of Korwar figures.  The hooked X-figure, 
for example, is thought to represent an 
ancestor figure with embracing arms 
and the squared spiral a representation 
of the afterlife.
 
Another cultural aspect of the 
Austronesian people, from the Dayak of 
Borneo to the Maori of New Zealand, is 
the importance of tattooing.  Early images 
of the inhabitants of Cenderawasih Bay 
show extensive body and facial tattoos 
on both men and women.  Such tattooing 
continued until the mid-20th century 
and in 1961 Galis published a series of 
drawings he had taken of tattoos with 
explanations provided by the owners as 
to what the images represented.  Some 
of the Austronesian symbols such as 
hooked figures and squared spirals are 
again common but there are additional 
images that are also commonly found 
on the beaded aprons.  An animal 
figure is described as a “sea-demon in 
the shape of a turtle” (Figures 3 and 5).  
The apparently random arrangements 
of dots on the tattoos (Figures 3 and 6) 
are described as the stars and cross of 
the Morning Star (Figure 4).  Intriguingly 
a complex pattern of squares in an 
overall triangular pattern, that resembles 
the squared pattern of many beaded 
aprons, is described as the constellation 
Pleiades (Figure 7).  The Morning Star 
and the Pleiades figure prominently in 
the mythology of Cenderawasih Bay: a 
fact that is perhaps not surprising given 
that the inhabitants made long sea 
voyages and presumably navigated by 
the stars.  Even today the Morning Star is 
a powerful symbol for the inhabitants of 
the area. Likewise the importance of the 
turtle and other sea creatures depicted 
in the tattoos points to their maritime 
focus and mythologies.  In fact, the turtle 
was so important in the mythology of the 
area that houses were built in the shape 
of turtles (Figure 8).
 

Rather than being copies of images 
borrowed from other cultures, the patterns 
seen in the aprons of Cenderawasih 
Bay appear to have had deep meaning 
for their wearers as they speak of their 
ancestors and mythologies.  The aprons 
clearly reflect the unique culture and 
beliefs of the region. 
 

References:
de Clercq, F.S.A., 1893, Ethnographische 
Beschrijving van de West- en Noordkust van 
Nederlandsch Nieuw-Guinea, Leiden, 300 pp.
Galis, K.W., 1961, Biak-Noemfoorse tatouage: 
Kultuurpatronen v. 3 / 4, p.102-119.

Figure 6:  Male with “random” star tattoos – 
compare with the patterns on the apron in Figure 
3.  Figure from De Clerq, 1893.

Figure 5: Tattoo on the back of a male from 
Numfoor Island showing a sea demon in the 
shape of a turtle.  From Galis, 1951. Published 
with permission.

Figure 8:  Houses of Cenderawasih Bay built in the shape of turtles.  From Sainson, c. 1833.

Figure 7:  Female from Numfoor Island with 
extensive tattoos.  The complex pattern on her 
chest is described as the Pleiades constellation.  
From Galis, 1951. Published with permission.
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James Cook’s 18th Century voyages of 
discovery brought home an unparalleled 
wealth of Oceanic material culture that 
continues to give life to contemporary 
understandings of Pacific Peoples. 
Observations by Cook, his officers, crew 
and scientists form an essential part of 
the European record of many Pacific 
societies during early encounters with 
European voyagers.
 
While James Cook’s journeys to Hawai’i 
opened island culture to the outside 
world—over time bringing pressure for 
rapid social change and loss of a fragile 
natural environment—they provided 
written and artistic documentation of 
a complex society thriving in the vast 
Pacific.
 
For a decade, I’ve been working with 
composer Gareth Hudson on Between 
Worlds, a musical reimagining Cook’s 
encounter with Hawaiians at Kealakekua 
Bay. Here, on Hawai’i’s Big Island, he 
was welcomed as a form of Lono-i-ka-
Makahiki; god of peace, harvest and 
nature’s renewal.  Lono, identified with 
the earliest settler Hawaiians, processed 
clockwise along the island coast during 
the Makahiki New Year festival (as did 

Cook’s sloops) bearing white kapa cloth 
draped upon a sail-like crosspiece, 
receiving offerings to fructify the land 
(Sahlins, 1981; Thomas, 2003). Our story 
explores how the desires and tensions 
brought to that encounter shaped the 
joyous and tragic moments that unfolded.
 
Between Worlds reveals an unexpected 
side of James Cook’s personality: 
his openness to 
embrace Polynesian 
culture, and single-
minded ambition to 
go ‘farther than… I 
think it is possible 
for man to go’ in the 
quest for immortality. 
During those intense 
days at Kealakekua, 
everyone — officers, 
crew, royalty, priests, 
commoners — 
became caught between both literal and 
figurative ‘worlds’ in a whirlwind of time. 
Cook’s willingness to be accepted as a 
Hawai’ian god set the course for his own 
fate.
 
Staging the show offers potential for 
representing known historical artefacts 
in costumes, body ornaments, musical 
instruments, and religious and ceremonial 
objects used by our story characters. 
One scene alone is rich with possibilities. 
At their first meeting, King Kalani’opu’u 

boarded HMS Resolution off Maui, led 
(no doubt) by a royal standard kahili 
and the blare of a conch trumpet (pū). 
He gave Cook a great feathered cape 
(‘ahu’ula) and (later) received in return a 
fine linen shirt and Cook’s naval sword. 
A priest would have held aloft a red and 
yellow feathered image (ki’i hulu manu) of 
the King’s war god Ku-ka-‘ili-moku. Most 
likely, the King would be wearing a breast 

ornament (lei niho 
palaoa) made of finely 
plaited and braided 
human hair with a 
carved sperm whale 
tooth, and a feathered 
helmet (mahiole).
 
I had the privilege 
of seeing several 
of these sacred 
treasures (possibly 
received by Cook) 

held by the Australian Museum (AM) in 
their Cook-Banks collection comprising 
148 Hawaiian artefacts. The shell 
trumpet (pū) comprises two attached 
shells, a carrying cord, and human hair 
tassel. The AM has the wickerwork base 
for a mahiole, much prized because it 
reveals how feathers can be attached to 
wicker foundations.  The double-gourd 
hula drum   (ipu heke) was sourced from 
Honolulu’s Bishop Museum.
 

Between Worlds: A new musical theatre work reimagining 
James Cook’s encounter with the Hawai’ians

by Nick Higginbotham

Pū (Image provided by the Australian Museum).

Staging the show offers 
potential for representing 
known historical artefacts 

in costumes, body 
ornaments, musical 

instruments, and religious 
and ceremonial objects

James Cook meets King Kalani’ōpu’u (Blake Erickson & Nicholas Starte). (Photo by Damien Higginbotham).
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The lei niho palaoa, one of two at the 
museum, is also seen in the Cook-
Forester Collection, among others. These 
symbolically potent breast ornaments 
were worn by high chiefs (men and 
women) asserting their noble birth and 
divine right to rule. The exquisitely carved 
whale ivory evokes the presence of the 
ocean god, Kanaloa, while the braided 
hair embodies the ‘mana’ or spiritual 
power of one’s godly ancestors (Maia 
Nuku, Curator, Metropolitan Museum 
of Art). For commoners, the outwardly 
pointing ivory hook may have suggested 
a more chilling awareness, that life and 
death were in the chief’s hands.
 
It would be an adventure to populate the 
stage with representations of selected 
objects belonging to the Kealakekua 
society Cook encountered. Native 
Hawai’ian advisors would need to be 
consulted about which representations 
can be used, and their respectful stage 
presentations.  Some may be felt to stir 
powers that are best left undisturbed. 
However, that adventure awaits a future 
full production of Between Worlds.
 
In late June, we will hold a three-
week development workshop led by 
award-winning Sydney theatre-makers 
Jason Langley and Michael Tyack. 
The workshop, with 17 actors, will be 
followed by our first public showing – a 
staged ‘workshop presentation’ — at the 
Australian Theatre for Young People, 
Walsh Bay Wharf, Sydney, on July 15 
(3pm & 8pm) & 16 (3pm). Blake Erickson 
has the role of James Cook (shown on 
HMB Endeavour replica).
 
OAS members are warmly invited to join 
us at the staged workshop performances. 
Your reactions to the show will help us 
develop it further. Please visit our website 

Ipu heke (Image provided by the Australian Museum). Lei niho palaoa (Image provided by the Australian Museum)

Mahiole (Image provided by the Aust Museum). 

for ticketing and other information (see 
also OAS website ‘Events’ link):
 
http://www.betweenworldsmusical.com/
 
To help pay for the large cast of 
professional actors, we have a 
crowdfunding campaign underway 
through the Australian Cultural Fund. All 
donations are tax deductible.
https://australianculturalfund.org.
au/projects/between-worlds-a-new-
australian-musical/
 
See you on the wharf!
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Sahlins, M. (981). Historical metaphors 
and mythical realities: Structure in the 
early history of the Sandwich Island 
kingdom. Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press.
 
Nuku, Maia. (2017)  https://www.
khanacademy.org/humanit ies/art-
oceania/polynesia/v/necklace-lei-niho-
palaoa-hawaii
 
Thomas, N. (2003). Discoveries: The 
voyages of Captain Cook. London:  
Allen Lane.

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.
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I have recently been on an expedition of 
discovery into the rites, rituals and arts 
of the Kwoma people of Mariwai village, 
Papua New Guinea. The Kwoma inhabit 
a group of villages in the Washkuk Hills 
and along the Sanchi River, which flows 
into the Sepik River. The total population 
is approximately 12,000. Kwo-ma or ‘hill 
people’ is the language group although 
Tok Pisin is commonly spoken. During the 
time of Australian administration they were 
encouraged to move from the hills and 
closer to the river.
 
Like many communities that live on the 
Sepik the Kwoma have a very rich cultural 
tradition. Their songs and stories tell of 
their origins, myths and legends and their 
carvings, paintings and spirit houses show 
great skill and imagination. Traditional 
Kwoma art and artifacts such as carvings, 
paintings and ceramic pots are exhibited in 
most of the major ethnographic museums 
around the world.
 
Under Kwoma custom it is forbidden for 
women to paint and carve however after 
proving my skills and gaining their trust 
I have been accepted as an artist. I am 
the first international contemporary artist 
to work in Mariwai. Alongside the other 
Kwoma artists I have carved monumental 
wood totems and painted sago pangals that 
form the construction of a new spirit house 
called Tokimba, newly built to replace the 
previous haus boi which had long since 
fallen into ruins.
 

As part of my artistic practice I collaborate 
with the community using western 
materials and techniques to bridge the 
contemporary with the ancient spiritual 
traditional art methods. I create live 
performance installations that invite the 
villagers to interact with a contemporary 
western dialogue. In return, the village 
artists and chiefs have taught me their style 
and explained the secret meanings behind 
their complex symbolism.  My partner 
Dominic Palfreyman and I have promised 
to document this current traditions (stories, 
songs, motifs, clan identity) they fear 
may be lost in the next generation and 
to share it appropriately. In turn, they are 
shown images of collected objects for 
identification.  For the Kwoma it is not the 
physical objects that have value but the 
spirits embodied within them. The objects 
will disintegrate and new ones will replace 
them. Their philosophy of the immaterial 
is rare in our western art culture and what 
drew me profoundly into their world.
 
In every exceptional museum the objects 
tell exceptional stories. One such group 
of objects known as the Kwoma Ceiling is 
now on display in the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, New York. This artwork of over 200 
decorated sago tree pangals form a spirit 
house ceiling intended to be charged with 
spirits. Having been transported across 
the globe and through the ages, the ceiling 
is positioned as one of the most important 
records of this much-studied culture and has 
become a focal point in my research as it 
was produced in Mariwai.
 
It was in Mariwai that the Kwoma Ceiling 
panels were collected in the early 1970s 
for Nelson Rockefeller by Douglas Newton, 

director of the Museum of Primitive Art and 
later curator at the Metropolitan Museum 
with the intention of building a complete 
spirit house in New York. Of the group of 
26 artists who made the ceiling only Paul 
Yapmunggwiyo Kwangi, chief of Mariwai, is 
still living.
  
The Mariwai Project is a long-term and 
wide-ranging artistic, research and cultural 
exchange project initiated following my 
first trip to Mariwai in 2013. I soon became 
aware that the Kwoma Ceiling displayed in 
my hometown of NYC was made here 40 
years ago. Although new colours and 

The Mariwai Project 
by Shiva Lynn Burgos

Applying finishing touches to a spirit figure - house paint is more desirable than ground paint for its 
depth of colour. All images © The Mariwai Project.

Tokimba haus boi, Mariwai Village.
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the availability of store bought materials 
have evolved a more contemporary 
artistic approach this is a living culture with 
unbroken links to the ancient past. 
 
Through our research and collaborations with 
museums, academics and field experts we 
can illuminate the relationship between the 
artists and the works they created now held 
in museums collections. I use photography 
and film to capture and document the project 
and reveal the wider story about the value 
of allegory, myth and the spiritual intentions 
imbued into physical objects. 
 
In August 2016 we returned to Mariwai for 
a month, our fourth trip to the village. We 
witnessed and participated in the naming 
ceremony for the new spirit house; the 
opening celebrations lasted for five days. 
We filmed these extraordinary ceremonies 
using photography and video as well as both 
aerial drone technology and also the latest 
innovations in 360 degree virtual reality filming. 
These new components create an immersive 
experience of being inside the spirit house as 
a participant in the ceremonies.
 
One of the most important parts of finishing 
the spirit house is the addition of the finials, 
called yamba. First they must be ‘washed’, 
one of the most closely guarded secrets of 
the Kwoma. The ingredients that compose 
the secret liquid are used by a small group of 
initiated big men to “wash” the yamba. The 
liquid is handled quite carefully due to its 
potency. If any uninitiated man, a female or 
child is to witness this act he or she will die, 
a victim of sorcery. The washing process 
distinguishes “photocopies” or replicas of 
spirit carvings from “real” ones.  Real ones 
possess power and irresistible attraction. 
There are hidden stories and secrets within.
 
While painting the yamba I learned how 
specific patterns of red, white, black and yellow, 
the traditional Kwoma colors are applied to 
emphasize spirit forms. Designs are brightly 
coloured also to attract the eye. Different 
chiefs will take “ownership” of the designs. The 
yamba are tied to the roof at each end.  Their 
position and stability is paramount.  The men 
chant “Oooo, oooo” and the yamba are raised 
into position.

Early morning the next day the village 
was buzzing, much work needed to be 
done before the opening and naming 
ceremony for which hundreds of guests 
from neighbouring villages were expected.  
Firewood was gathered, the grass cut and 
bushes trimmed. Sago and fish and other 
foods must be prepared for the feasts. 
 
The Kwoma still live a largely traditional 
life of hunter-gatherers and subsistence 
farmers. Life in the village centers around 
daily tasks.  The women perform the bulk of 
the work - paddling to various marketplaces 
to earn kina, fetching water, fishing, smoking 
fish and turning sago. The men fish and 

hunt for pigs, birds and flying fox and keep 
themselves occupied with building projects. 
The men have a lot of free time to smoke 
and chew betelnut and talk in the men’s 
houses.  These gender roles have been so 
for many generations. The villagers are often 
surprised to see how differently my husband 
and I share our work roles! The women 
complained that I spent too much time 
carving and painting with the men. I realised 
that the women are not recognised as artists 
for their creative traditions so I developed an 
art project with them to extend their bilum 
weaving skills into making tapestries. The 
results are quite unexpected and beautiful.
 
Clan and kinship create a complex web of 
rights and obligations and when a conflict 
arises it must be resolved.  The village 
spirit house acts like a parliament.  Each 
person in turn discusses their position and 
how they feel they have been wronged and 
nearly everyone offers their opinion on the 
matter.  An agreement is made followed 
by apologies, handshakes and hugs and if 
the matter is serious a custom charge will 
be imposed. We had one situation where a 
small sculpture I made was taken. A youth 
from another village was so attracted to the 
gold leaf I had used on the wooden figure 
that it went missing. The whole of the next 
day was taken up with a convoluted series of 
apologies and finally we accepted a chicken 
as customary recompense. 
 
In a world of few material possessions they 
are jealously guarded and sharing does not 
come easily. Navigating the labyrinthine 
clan hierarchy and rivalry whilst working on 
the Spirit House was challenging. To avoid 
drama I invited chiefs from the neighbouring 
Kwoma villages Colin Gwoyor from Washkuk 
and Jonathan Waikola from Bangwis to join 

us. Together with Paul Kwangi they form a 
triumvirate of elders. I’ve learned to defer to 
them in most cases.
 
Mariwai is up-river from Pagwi, one of few 
places where road meets river and sees 
few visitors compared to villages down river 
such as Kanganaman, which are easier for 
tourists to reach. For several years before 
our first visit in 2013 Mariwai had no tourists 
or outside visitors. This is starting to change 
and the new spirit house has brought a 
handful of adventurous tourists. Other 
developments on the river bring a modern 
way of life ever closer to the Kwoma. A 
mobile phone mast in the nearby town 
of Ambunti brings internet nearly within 
range of Mariwai. A concrete wharf now 
accommodates boats to supply the Frieda 
River gold mine and brings money, goods 
and foreign ideas. There is a tremendous 
problem in finding a balance between these 
two worlds.
 
The Mariwai Project will continue to 
encourage and assist the Kwoma in 
keeping their culture alive in a changing 
world. Our cultural exchange will take 
international artists, linguists, dancers, 
musicians, architects, and scientists to 
Mariwai to engage with and be inspired by 
Kwoma landscape and traditions as is their 
wish. We aspire to bring a new audience 
and understanding to museum collections 
allowing for museums to engage with the 
living cultures and communities represented 
in their collections. We hope to take a group 
from Mariwai to New York to see the Kwoma 
Ceiling and to hold a naming ceremony in 
keeping with their custom. 
 
Please follow our progress at 
https://TheMariwaiProject.com

The Kwoma Ceiling, Michael C. Rockefeller Wing, Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Sailor – Part VI

In this issue of the OAS Journal, I 
provide more details of Harry’s service 
with the AN&MEF and a sample of 
his collection in the South Australian 
Museum.

Harry Lort Spencer  
Balfour Ogilvy 

Harry was appointed as Captain when 
he enlisted with the AN&MEF and was 
District Officer at Kieta, Bougainville 
till June 1915, then District Officer 
Kavieng for a month, then appointed 
Officer in Charge of Native Affairs 
in Rabaul (see Plate 392, Gash & 
Whittaker 1975). He remained based in 
Rabaul until he terminated his military 
appointment January 1919. During this 
period of his service, on the basis of 
his collection and his photographs in 
the archives of the South Australian 
Museum, he went on patrol to the east 
coast of New Britain.
 

During his short time at Kavieng, New 
Ireland, during 1917, he toured the 
district in company with Reverend Ernst 
Boettcher, visiting the Tabar Islands.1 
Boettcher reports that while they were 
guests of Charles (Carl) Pettersson on 
Simberi, Major Ogilvy said:
‘I want to say something. Although I am 
English and you are German, and what 
I say will put my country to shame, this 
land has made a deep impression on 
me. I have been a government officer 
in South Africa, India and Fiji2 and a 
District Officer here already for a year. I 
must confess that in no English colony 
are the laws and decrees for the natives 
as good as here under the Germans, 
and the way they are implemented. It 
couldn’t be better, and the whole colony 
has been developed wonderfully well.’
 
‘What Major Ogilvy said about the 
German colony perhaps he would not 
have said if he had known that later it 
would be published in a book, but he 
was a responsible Australian officer 
and nothing negative could be said of 
him. When he spoke he was serious...’
 
It is likely that what Harry approved of 
was stern discipline for New Guineans. 
Boettcher wrote that:
Major Ogilvy had an old, very large, 
brightly shining Turkish sabre which 
a police boy had to carry among the 

people for them to see it while the ‘kiap’ 
told them what it was possible to do 
with the sabre. It was possible to inflict 
serious wounds and even to cut off the 
head of a man with a single blow and if 
they do not obey, or try to revolt, then 
they will be beaten.
 
Hubert Murray, Administrator of Papua, 
wrote a letter to his brother George in 
April 1916 referring obliquely to Harry 
Ogilvy (West 1970:94):
I met a man who is in the service of 
the British Administration of the late 
German possessions. He had been in 
Bougainville (German Solomons) and 
told me how he had punished a native 
murder by shooting 9 of the guilty men 
and cutting their heads off and sticking 
them on poles near the scene of the 
murder.
 
Evidently, Harry was a hard man (Fig. 1).
 
In a letter dated 4 January 1917, to 
Edgar Waite, the Director of the South 
Australian Museum, Harry advises 
that he is sending ‘a few specimens 
from various districts of late German 
New Guinea. All these are apparently 
genuine native work, and much of it 
has come from hitherto unexplored 
portions’.3 In March, the shipment 
arrived with a list of 54 items, though 
some, such as spears, arrows and 

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

by Barry Craig.  Continued from OAS Journal Vol.21 No.5.

Figure 1. Harry Balfour Ogilvy, SAM archives.
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panpipes, were multiples. When Waite 
went to German New Guinea to collect 
natural history and ethnographic 
specimens in 1918,4 he was given 
several more items by Harry to take 
back to Adelaide. In total, there are 125 
items from Harry Ogilvy, around half of 
which are currently on display in the 
Pacific Cultures Gallery of the South 
Australian Museum.
 
The most spectacular, rarest and 
valuable item was the first thing he 
mentioned in his January letter:
I would draw your attention to No.46, 
the double-headed hat. I am informed 
by residents of 30 years experience that 
this is the only specimen they have ever 
seen or heard of, and on good authority 
that the Leipzig Museum (which I 
understand is the best so far as New 
Guinea specimens are concerned) has 
not got one. I have seen several of the 
single hats, but nothing approaching 
this one.
 
This mask is a hemlaut from the Sulka 
of Wide Bay, East New Britain. Harry 
sent a photograph of two young men 
wearing the mask (Fig. 2, left). The 
double-hatted hemlaut was called 
lopela and was difficult to perform. 
Paul Anis of Kilalum village in 1993 
interpreted the four main motifs on 

the underside of the lopela as hevotek 
kalogu (freshwater crayfish claws). The 
small concentric green and white circles 
are the fruits of a tree that have fallen 
into the water and are grasped by the 
crayfish’s claws.
 
Hemlaut masks take several months 
to construct and paint, are danced for 

just fifteen minutes or so, then later 
destroyed. They are performed on 
occasion of initiation of boys, when 
they are circumcised; also at marriages 
and funerals. Although women and the 
uninitiated believe the mask is a spirit, 
the nature of the spirit is not specified 
(Issac & Craig 1999).
To be continued.

Todd Barlin  
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Australia
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Figure 2. Left: Sulka hemlaut mask (A.7416) carried and danced by two men, donated to the Museum in 1917 by Harry Balfour Ogilvy. Unknown 
photographer. Right: The hemlaut mask from Ogilvy on the left and a hemlaut for one dancer on the right; collected by B. Craig, 1993; A.74139. Pacific 
Cultures Gallery, South Australian Museum. Photo: B. Craig.
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