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Saturday 11 November 2017 – OAS AGM, Lecture and lunch - Australian Museum 10:00am - 12:30pm.  Registration 10:00am. 
AGM 10:30am. Lecture by Dr. Michael Mel, Manager West Pacific Collection Programs, Australian Museum, on Navigating for 
a Ples Namel: Between the Museum, Collections and Communities, from 11:00am to 12 noon. A casual lunch at the Museum’s 
top floor cafeteria will follow.

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

dates for your diary

The OAS Forum, held at the 
Melbourne Savage Club on 
October 21st, was a fantastic 
success and the Victorian 
members of the OAS, especially 
Dr. Michael Martin, are to be 
most heartily congratulated. The 
venue was superb; the speakers 
all truly world class and the food 
and company unsurpassable. 
Indeed it is fair to say that the 
OAS has been reinvigorated by 
the event, which sets a high bar 
for future forums, specifically 
the November 2018 OAS Forum 
planned for Sydney. 

The event was opened by Dr. 
Martin with a brief history of the 
Savage Club and the man from 
whom the name was derived, 
Richard Savage, an eighteenth 
century English poet and 
bohemian reveller who was the 
subject of a biography by literary 
giant, Samuel Johnston. The 
club, established in 1894, brings 
together literary men and those 
connected with the arts, sport 
and politics in a classic setting of 
restrained grandeur. Of particular 
interest to OAS members is the 
spectacular collection of Pacific 
and Aboriginal artefacts that 

seem to comprise the Club’s 
artistic soul, and certainly set 
the internal scene, displayed as 
they are throughout the building. 
For connoisseurs of Oceanic art 
this makes the Savage Club 
something of a shrine, and we 
must therefore thank the Club, 
and its members, for allowing 
us the privilege of holding 
such an important forum in its 
hallowed rooms.

The speakers were, without 
exception, exceptional. We hope 
to publish full versions of their 
papers in future editions of the 
OAS Journal but in this edition 
provide a brief report on each 
presentation for the erudition of 
those members who were not 
fortunate enough to have been 
able to attend the Savage Club 
OAS Forum.

Continued on back cover

The Melbourne Savage Club OAS Forum 2017 speakers, (left to right): D’Lan Davidson; Anthony 
Meyer; Crispin Howarth; Dr. Ross Bowden; Sam Singer; Mark Blackburn; Dr. Susan Kloman; Dr. 
Virginia-Lee Webb; Michael Hamson and Dr. Michael Martin. Image copyright Michelle Haywood.
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next lecture

This paper focuses discussion on 
museums with cultural objects that 
were obtained and ordered to shape 
the way they were seen and accepted. 
From the Mogei in the highlands 
of Papua New Guinea (PNG), the 
physical and abstract space of Ples 
Namel, as a Museum is constructed to 
discuss cultural objects that have been 
defined on the one hand as entities 
enclosed with meaning, and on the 
other, as a custodian of memory, the 
opportunity for people to articulate 
experiences that are personal within 
the social construct of the museum as 
a public space.

Objects, people, and the spaces 
provided opportunities to see, hear, 
feel to construct stories – personal 
and social memories. The Ples Namel 
is and should be the opportunity for 
dialogue and discussion to bring out time in a social event to participate 

and articulate their presence.

Footnote:  Ples namel is PNG Pidgin for 
Place in the middle or middle ground.

the critical, the heinous and painful, 
the frivolous and enchanting of 
humanity. I share events of encounter 
and engagement where individuals 
immerse as individuals and at the same 

Navigating for a ples namel: Between the 
Museum, Collections, and Communities

NEXT LECTURE
Saturday 11 November 2017 - OAS Lecture as part of our AGM.  10:00am registration, AGM 
10:30am, 11:00am lecture in The Australian Museum.  

Michael A. Mel will be presenting an illustrated talk on:

Image of the Australian Museum courtesy of Robin Hodgson.
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obituaries

OAS is sad to announce the passing 
of another of its founding members 
who remained with us until the last, 
Dr Hugh Gallagher, 29.09.1929 – 
12.09.2017. Hugh was OAS Member 
Number 153.

Hugh was an avid collector of Oceanic 
Art with a fine eye for excellence.  He 
donated generously to the Macleay 
Museum. Two of the items are 
reproduced here with permission from 
the Macleay Museum – a  mortar from 
the Mendi area of PNG’s Southern 
Highlands Province, and a Pentecost 
Island ni-Vanuatu weapon thought to 
date to the 1920s. Hugh’s remaining 
collection was put to auction a couple 
of years ago.

Vale Dr Hugh Gallagher

OAS mourns the loss of one of its 
founding and staunchest members, 
David Tribe, OAS Member number 
66, who passed away in Sydney 30 
May 2017 aged 85.

In 1960s London, he enjoyed a varied 
career, creatively, as an intellectual, 
and as a secular activist. David 
returned to Sydney in the 1970s. 
He was a prolific contributor to the 
Humanist and Rationalist Societies, 
which were a community and family 
for him. David established a prize in 
his name assisting new novelists, 
poets, philosophers, sculptors, and 
composers, and was talented in 
several creative arts. Artistic and 
academic talents were revealed early. 
David enjoyed Australian aboriginal 
paintings, Persian rugs, and Oceanic 
art works - all of which, in his typical 
well organised manner, were mostly 
put to auction several years ago and 
the favoured remnants went at the 
end of last year.

Vale David Tribe
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savage club forum

Dr. Ross Bowden gave an overview 
of the Savage Club collection, noting 
that very little documentation exists 
concerning the origins of the works 
but that most are from the nineteenth  
century, with some works of great 
quality and rarity. Two sources that 
were recorded were the famous 
anthropologist and Director of 
the Victorian Museum, Sir Walter 
Baldwin Spencer and post-World 
War I administrator in the Australian 
Territory of New Guinea, General Evan  
Alexander Wisdom. Baldwin Spencer 
exchanged some 60 Aboriginal artefacts 
from the Museum for an Oceanic canoe 
that belonged to the Club, and Wisdom 
(a Savage Club member) donated a 
large number of works in 1938. Even 
the items from these two men are 
not listed in the archives, so an air of 
mystery surrounding the origins of the 
collection remains.
 
Ross then spoke about his long and 
close engagement with the Kwoma 
people of the Sepik River since 
commencing research for his doctorate 
in the 1970’s. After eight trips with 
a combined field time of some two 
years Ross is in a unique position 
to reflect on the changes that have 
unfolded within Kwoma society over 
that period. While some ceremonies 
have effectively died with the passing 
of the tribe’s elders, other aspects of 
the culture, such as the construction 
of magnificent men’s houses, have 
experienced a renaissance. 
  
 
Michael Hamson, wearing his three 
hats of art academic, field collector and 
leading art dealer, then talked on The 
Aesthetics of New Guinea Art, using 
images to explain the seven criteria he 
has developed to judge the difference 
between the good, the great and the 
masterpiece. Briefly these criteria are: 
Age; Virtuosity; Clarity (the degree 
of communication); Colour (which 
enhances the life force of the artefact 
and its power both in a spiritual sense 
and as a projection of aggression in 
objects such as shields); Departure 
from Norm (idiosyncratic form); 
Affecting Presence (that sense that the 
object was once ‘alive’), and Aesthetics 
of Integrity (the feeling of internal 
consistency and cohesion). When 

an artwork has all or most of these 
qualities it moves into the realm of being 
a masterpiece. Michael’s sophisticated 
analysis was superbly illustrated with 
images of exceptional quality which left 
the audience spellbound.
 
Dr. Virginia-Lee Webb presented on 
several of the exotic journeys undertaken 
by wealthy Americans to the Pacific 
during the first half of the twentieth 
century. Numerous groups of individuals 

embarked on round the world trips that 
included visits through the Pacific region. 
Crossing the oceans in luxurious ships 
of all sizes, many followed the style of 
the Grand Tour during which members 
of society’s elite completed their cultural 
education by visiting the capitals of 
Europe. Other tours were conceived 
purely for pleasure and adventure and 
these travelled around the world, often 
making stops in parts of the Pacific 
region. 

OAS Forum at the Savage Club, Melbourne
by Jim Elmslie

Todd Barlin  
Oceanic Arts 
Australia
 
 

I Buy & Sell Fine Pacific 
Islands & Aboriginal Art 
& Artefacts, Asian Art  
& the Unusual

By Appointment Only 
02 93282512
tbarlin@bigpond.net.au

Matthew Magers successfully bidding for the OAS Savage Club Forum official poster with auctioneer, 
Alex Philips. Image copyright Michelle Haywood.
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As was also the case, the individuals 
organizing these voyages were often 
philanthropists with significant social 
standing in their communities. Others 
were seeking fame. Thus, the blurring 
between private tour and public 
expedition occurred.  
 
This lecture discussed several of these 
voyages and their objectives, itineraries 
and results. One was the Crane Pacific 
Expedition of 1928-29 comprising of 
several scientists under the leadership 
of Cornelius Crane which collected 
some 18,000 flora and fauna specimens 
(the ship, Illyria had its own laboratory 
onboard). They travelled up the Sepik 
River with Father Franz Kirschbaum, 
from the Marienberg Mission, as their 
guide and took copious numbers of 
photographs as well as some of the 
earliest film footage of the region. 
Another was the Julius Fleischman 
Expedition of 1931-32 in the Camargo, 
a half million (in 1930 dollars) purpose 
built luxury boat – what today would be 
called a mega-yacht – which travelled 
through the Solomon Islands and 
West New Guinea collecting Sentani 
Lakes maro (bark cloths) and other 
artefacts. One of the enduring legacies 
of these trips, besides the artefacts 
and specimens collected, were the 
thousands of images recorded. Dr. 
Webb’s talk was lavishly illustrated with 
some of these images showing the 
dramatic intersection between great 
wealth and the freedom it bestows and 
the Pacific peoples of the 1930s still 
living an almost pre-contact life. 
 
Dr Susan Kloman, International 
Head of the African and Oceanic 
Art Department of Christie’s in New 
York, told the fascinating story of 
the Yuat River hero, Bilishoi and the 
provenance of an important corpus of 
Biwat sculptures. The talk discussed 
the iconography of this important 
Biwat (Mundugumor) figure formerly 
in the collection of the Savage Club 
and the concentric circles of collecting 
history in the 1920s and 30s for this 
and the two other major works of art 
of this type of roof figure depicting the 
ancestral hero, Bilishoi. Structurally 
the figure is designed to be viewed 
from below (being a roof finial), and 
Dr. Kloman compared this posture with 
similar purposed sculpture on early 
European cathedrals. The figure is not 
of human or animal form, but relates 
to either bush or river spirits and was 
created to give strength and success 
in war and hunting. 
 

The figure, which is at least 200 years 
old, is presumed to have come from 
the collection of artefacts donated by 
General Wisdom in 1938. It was sold 
by the Savage Club to John Friede in 
the 1970s to finance repairs to the Club 
premises. The figure subsequently 
came back on the market with the sale 
of a portion of the Friede collection and 
sold for more than $2 million. It was 
excellent to hear a detailed assessment 
of a single object that, using Michael 
Hamson’s criteria, above, was so 
clearly a masterpiece.

 

Crispin Howarth, Curator of Pacific 
Arts at the Australian National Gallery, 
in his inimitable style, addressed the 
controversial topic of Skull Portraiture 
of the Sepik River. There are some 400 
over-modelled skulls from the Sepik 
River held in collections in Australia 
and many times more elsewhere in the 
world. Often we are told they are the 
victims from head-hunting expeditions, 
trophies of the vanquished. Crispin 
looked at the production and purpose 
of these startling objects and declares 
that conventional wisdom is wrong. Far 
from being ‘trophy heads’ they are the 
careful recreated visages of revered 

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.

savage club forum

A toast to retiring OAS Secretary by Robert Kroll; Matthew Meyer; Arthur Wahl; Mark Blackburn and 
Ronan Sullich. Image copyright Michelle Haywood.
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savage club forum

ancestors. They represent an act of 
respect and veneration, and allow the 
memory of the deceased to be kept; 
their physical presence to remain even 
after life ends.
 
The overmodelled skulls are more 
than symbolic; they contain, and are 
comprised of, the actual deceased. As 
such they almost remain part of the 
family, taking a place in day-to-day life 
and especially when ceremonies are 
held where their presence is keenly 
appreciated. Crispin showed many 
fine examples during the talk, which 
reinforced his assertion that the best 
overmodelled skulls are truly great 
artworks by any measure.
 
Sam Singer, a well known Oceanic 
art collector from San Francisco, 
introduced us to his exceptional 
collection by way of giving the audience 
a virtual tour of his home and the many 
treasures that it contains. Sam and 
his wife, Sharon Singer, each grew 
up in academic households on the 
edge of the Pacific and have spent 
the past 20 years collecting Oceanic, 
Aboriginal, Indonesian and Himalayan 
art.  Mr Singer showed never before 
seen photographs of their collection 
inside their home and rare pictures of 
a few of their favourite things. It was a 
visual delight to see a beautiful house 
completely dedicated to the display of 
carefully chosen artworks, all of which 
were of great quality, some undisputed 
masterpieces. Sam commented briefly 
on many pieces, where he had acquired 
them and why he found them so 
wonderful. He was filled with passion for 

his collection, which was heartwarming 
to see. One particular aspect of the 
Singer Collection was the strategy of 
grouping like objects together, both to 
compare and contrast, and to allow the 
dramatic effect of a group of similar 
objects, such as Aboriginal Lonka 
Lonkas, to be greater than the sum 
of the individual pieces. The Singer 
Collection is an outstanding example 
of how dedicated and knowledgeable 
collectors are still able create a world 
class collection in contemporary times.
 
Mark Blackburn, one of the world’s 
greatest collectors of Polynesian 
Art, spoke on Cultural Repatriation 
and the issues facing collectors and 

museums today. In the wake of the 
recent legislation to push through the 
STOP Act in the United States, along 
with the co-sponsored meetings on 
intangible cultural heritage held by 
UNESCO, collectors and institutions 
worldwide are facing even more 
challenges today as indigenous people 
and countries force this issue to the 
forefront. This, along with the original 
1970 UNESCO convention and the 
UNIDROIT Convention of 1995, make 
owning and moving cultural objects 
even more difficult today. Mark gave 
an update on the current proposed 
legislation in both the EU and the 
US and current examples of recent 
seizures and other issues. He then 
discussed the pitfalls from both sides of 
the issue and how a provenance prior 
to the year 1970 is a game changer. In 
essence if the new legislation, in the 
US and elsewhere, is enacted in its 
current form, the difficulties in trading 
in and owning Oceanic and other tribal 
art will become almost insurmountable. 
Mark then outlined his own plans to 
lobby the current US government to 
repeal the legislation in question and 
to replace it with more balanced  laws 
that, while protecting the rights of 
indigenous peoples, will allow people, 
and museums and art institutes, to own 
and deal in works of Oceanic and other 
tribal art.
 
D’Lan Davidson, former Aboriginal 
and Oceanic Art Specialist with 
Sotheby’s and Mossgreen and now an 
independent dealer, spoke on the topic:  
From Conflict to Confidence:  How 
Australian Indigenous Contemporary Bruce and Ramine Seaman enjoying dinner at the Savage Club Forum, with Anthony Meyer and 

Crispin Howarth in the background. Image copyright Michelle Haywood.

Noelle Rathmell-Stiels; Mina Smith; Bill Rathmell; Michael Martin; Alex Philips and Ned Smith. 
Image copyright Michelle Haywood.
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savage club forum

Art and Artefacts Aesthetically and 
Courageously Collide. The Australian 
Indigenous art market has long been 
divided into two very separate markets 
– art and artefacts. The discussion 
touched on why the international 
and local markets have now taken 
a fresh lens to the entire movement, 
discovering that these early art-objects 
help provide support and confidence by 
protecting and strengthening the market 
for Australia’s Indigenous contemporary 
works of art. The resulting outcome has 
given birth to an ever-increasing and 
internationally revered contemporary 
movement. While adversely affected by 
the global financial crisis, D’Lan gave a 
very upbeat assessment of the current 
market for both Aboriginal paintings 
and artefacts, illustrating the point with 
a stunning range of works that he has 
handled in recent years. Demand for 
such works is not limited to Australian 
collectors with serious collectors now in 
the US, Europe and elsewhere. He also 
noted that the Australian regulations 
concerning the export of culturally 
significant works from Australia – 
where an export permit is required for 
all works older than 20 years and worth 
more than $20,000 – while onerous, are 
being administered in a way that allows 
the international trade in fine Aboriginal 
art to continue.
 
Anthony Meyer, a Paris based dealer 
of fine Oceanic Art, finished the day’s 
lectures with a history of the market 
for tribal art in Europe and the United 
States. The marketplace for tribal art is 
not only spread across the globe it is 
also spread out through time. Anthony 

offered a brief visual foray into the 
early years of the tribal art market, 
starting with the Spanish conquests of 
the early 1500’s, showing us the faces 
of the people who 
were the main early 
makers and shakers 
in Europe and the 
United States.  He 
contended that it is 
people that make 
the market and the 
market makes the 
art – ART. The history of the Tribal Art 
Market is really more about the people 
who found, collected, bought, traded, 
loved, hated, and sold tribal art since 

the very first contact than the artefacts 
we so desperately seek to acquire. 
Through the vision, the intelligence 
and the emotions of collectors, dealers, 

and academics Tribal 
Art has come of age. 
Without all these 
people before us we 
would not be here 
today. 
 
The lecture was a 
condensed version 

of a longer presentation but managed 
to convey with great authority the close 
links between the various participants 
of the tribal art market, including 
between dealers and collectors, on 
one hand, and museums and art 
galleries on the other. Anthony showed 
images of early Kunstkammer – or 
cabinet of curiosities – the precursor of 
today’s museums, and how they were 
created by individuals fascinated by 
the various artefacts and other objects, 
just as we still are today. Rather than 
being in conflict Anthony showed that 
the museums and art galleries grew 
out of the passionate commitment of 
collectors and dealers through the 
ages. He then situated the audience, 
the current generation of collectors, 
dealers, academics and curators, as still 
being intimately involved in this process. 
Along the way Anthony also illustrated 
just how profound was the influence of 
the artistic ideas derived from Oceanic 
and other tribal art as it permeated into 
the collective consciousness of Western 
artists and transformed the whole notion 
of what art is.David Sam Pietro, Anthony Meyer, Nicky Gallagher and Douglas Nielsen enjoying the evening at the 

Savage Club. Image copyright Michelle Haywood.

Elizabeth Pryce, past Secretary of the OAS; Bill Rathmell, President of the OAS, and Robin 
Hodgson, retiring Secretary of the OAS after receiving her Frank Hurley print from the President in 
recognition of her dedication to the OAS. Image copyright Michelle Haywood.

...museums and art 
galleries grew out of the 
passionate commitment 
of collectors and dealers 

through the ages.
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parcour des mondes 2017

‘Parcours’ Pittoresque à Paris Vaut le Voyage
by Noëlle Rathmell-Stiels

In its sixteenth year, the Parisian Tribal 
Art fair has taken visitors on a voyage of 
discovery to new horizons, sailing from 
Polynesia to the borders of contemporary 
art. From 12 to 17 September 2017 a total 
of sixty-six exhibitors, predominantly 
from France, Belgium and the USA, 
opened their treasure chests in the 
‘golden triangle’ of tribal art – just a few  
streets in Saint-Germain-des-Prés – and 
were visited by collectors from all over  
the world.

The ‘Parcours des Mondes’ is undoubtedly 
amongst the brightest stars in the 
firmament of tribal art fairs worldwide. 
From BRAFA and BRUNEAF in Brussels, 
TEFAF in Maastricht, Tribal Art Fairs in 
Amsterdam, London, San Francisco 
and in New York, the rise in rendezvous 
focused on tribal art has been almost 
exponential. Indeed, in May 2016, France 
even ventured into rural territory with the 
first Bourgogne Tribal Show in Besanceuil, 
which proved a real success.

At the Parcours, it seems Oceanic art 
is slowly gaining ground on African 
art. Collectors of Oceanic art are less 
numerous than African art aficionados, 
and they tend to show particular interest 
in Polynesian art.

The quality of items on display at the 
Parcours is assured by the activities 
of a vetting committee and the ever-
increasing fastidiousness of the dealers. 
Pierre Moos, owner and General 
Manager of the Parcours since 2004, 
commented that, “Five years ago, eighty 
pieces had to be rejected during the 
final selection by the vetting committee, 
against only six nowadays; which means 
the dealers themselves are becoming 
ever more demanding”. A new trend in 
the market, according to Moos, is that 
nowadays a majority of the “big buyers” 
of tribal art come from a modern and 
contemporary art background. “Cross-
collecting” seduces more and more 
buyers. Diversity rhymes with prosperity.

The Parcours is in fact a godsend for 
the exhibitors. Three years ago, in the 
Rue des Beaux-Arts only, transactions 
in African art amounted to four million 
Euros. One prominent local gallery 
owner remarked to me that he achieved 
three-quarters of his yearly turnover 
during the Parcours week. He suspects 
that many of his compatriots do likewise, 
though they are more secretive about 
their chiffres d’affaires.

In addition to the galleries and dealers, 
the Parcours hosts a series of lectures 
and interviews in its headquarters 
gallery, the Espace Tribal. This year 
one of the highlights was on French 
Polynesia, with Tahiti marking the 250th 
anniversary of European contact by one 

Samuel Wallis on board the Dolphin. 
There was also a visit by a cultural 
delegation from that country.

The Parcours also encourages individual 
galleries to put on special thematic 
exhibitions. This year, Anthony Meyer 
was amongst the twenty or so that did 
so – he had a thematic display of tapas 
from the Solomon Islands and Lake 
Sentani. One was a very large and very 
rare blue tapa cloth from Santa Isabel 
Island painted with thirteen dugongs. 
Another was a rare Eharo mask from 

 Rare Eharo Mask. Elema People, Papuan 
Gulf , PNG,  at Galerie Meyer , Paris.   Photo by 
Noelle Rathmell-Stiels. 

The Australian team in the Rue Visconti. Photo by Bill Rathmell.
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the Elema people in the Papuan Gulf. 
This was Meyer’s fourth gallery exhibition 
of early tapa since 1988. This year’s 
coincided with the launch of the book 
‘Tapa, from Bark to Cloth’ 1 which was 
presented by ethnologist and researcher 
Michel Charleux at the Parcours’ Espace 
Tribal. ‘Unwrapping Tongan Barkcloth’ 2 a 
book by Fanny Wonu Veys (2017) was 
also highlighted. In this book, the Oceania 
curator at the National Museum of World 
Cultures in Rotterdam (and currently 
President of the Pacific Arts Association 
Europe) narrates the past and present in 
bark cloth manufacture, designs and use.

Chris Boylan is the only Australia-based 
dealer participating in the Parcours; 
his gallery in the Rue Visconti – a few 
doors away from the Espace Tribal - 
was throughout the week (as ever) a 

buzzing hive of friendly encounters: 
Bruce Seaman and family, Michael 
Martin, Elizabeth Pryce, Sir David 
Attenborough, Philippe Peltier, Christian 
Coiffier, Crispin Howarth, Jonathan 
Fogel and a host of 
others. Some had the 
pleasure of a preview 
of the massive 
masterpiece “New 
Guinea Highlands” 3, 
to be distributed at 
the end of October. 
Chris Boylan has 
contributed significantly to this volume 
as have several other Parcours 
participants such as Michael Hamson, 
whose stunning gallery featured many 
delightful pieces.

Australian Aboriginal art makes up a 
small but significant segment to the 
Parcours des Mondes. Stephane 
Jacob (Paris) has been a long-standing 
participant. A relative newcomer, 
Bertrand Estrangin, who opened a 
gallery in Brussels a couple of years 
ago presented ‘Gems from the remote 
Australian APY lands desert’. These 
dealers showed many examples of high 
quality contemporary Aboriginal art.

Even a bright star like the Parcours des 
Mondes is just a part of the Parisian 
constellation. If anyone was not totally 
overwhelmed by the incredible number 
of galleries and pieces to inspect at the 
Parcours, they could take a short Metro 
ride to the Musée du Quai Branly - 
Jacques Chirac. This museum (famous, 
inter alia, for the aboriginal artwork that 
forms part of Jean Nouvel’s architecture) 
has just celebrated its tenth birthday 
with a stunning “rehang” of its wonderful 
Oceanic collection.  As if in a secret 
jewellery box, in the East Mezzanine of 
the museum, visitors also had access to a 

small, but beautifully 
presented temporary 
exhibition - “La Pierre 
Sacrée des Maoris” 
(“The Sacred Stone 
of the Maoris” or 
Pounamu). This 
show had travelled 
from the Te Papa 
Tongarewa Museum 

of New Zealand and was on display 
during the Parcours. Rather narrowly 
didactic in approach, some said, the 
exhibition nevertheless showed no less 
than two hundred delicately sculpted 
objects, ancient and contemporary in 
the hard jade so prized by the Maori 
peoples. The most stunning display was 
a case of almost a hundred hei tiki.

With its concurrent annual fair - La 
Biennale de Paris, the City of Light this 
September was really worth the journey 
across the world just for itself alone.
 
References
 
1.  Chartreux, M. (ed et al.).  2017. TAPA, 

from Tree Bark to Cloth: An Ancient 
Art of Oceania. From Southeast 
Asia to Eastern Polynesia. Paris: 
Association TAPA/Somogy Editions 
d’Art. (Bilingual French/English).

2.  Veys, F.W.  2017. Unwrapping 
Tongan Barkcloth : Encounters, 
Creativity and Female Agency. 
London: Bloomsbury Publishing Plc.

3.  Friede, J., Hays, T., Hellmich C. (eds 
et al.)  2017. New Guinea Highlands. 
Munich: Prestel.

Collection of kapkaps, at ‘Voyageurs et Curieux’ (Jean-Edouard Carlier), Paris. Photo by Noelle Rathmell-Stiels.

A New Ireland Tatanua mask inspects one of Michael Hamson’s visitors! Photo by Bill Rathmell.
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research

Since the mid-1920s, this masterpiece of 
Oceanic sculpture with its gently twisting 
elongated torso, oversized hands and 
stout powerful legs was displayed in a 
small museum at the Lutheran Wartburg 
Theological Seminary, Dubuque, 
Iowa. The museum is a celebration of 
missionary work by Americans in New 
Guinea during the 20th century and is 
crammed with fascinating ethnographical 
material, especially from Papua New 
Guinea. So little was known about this 
figure, that to the very few Pacific art 
connoisseurs who knew of its existence, 
it was dubbed ‘the green-faced god’.  
Upon learning that after 90 years the 
missionary museum had sold parts of 
its collection, the National Gallery of 
Australia moved quickly and diligently to 
acquire this remarkable sculpture. The 
‘green-faced god’ 
was a masterpiece 
known to me for 
almost 20 years 
and, as luck would 
have it, the Gallery 
was able to secure 
it just before it was 
publicly shown at the major art Asian, 
African and Pacific Art fair Parcours Des 
Mondes in Paris in 2016.

The figure comes from the Adzera 
communities of the Markham Valley and 
is exceptionally old; carved with only 
lithic technology, it is among a small 
body of sculptures from Papua New 
Guinea that have been radiocarbon 
dated. This figure is at least 220 years 
in age and could possibly be some 450 
years old. It is a true relic of an almost 
forgotten culture as German Lutheran 
missionaries entered the area around 
1910 bringing Christianity into the valley 
which quickly brought to an end many 
aspects of Markham Valley traditional life. 
Once World War I broke out, the German 
missionaries were expelled from New 
Guinea but by mid 1920s the American 
Lutherans continued their work in the 
valley and this figure’s provenance is 
either to the first American Missionary 
to New Guinea - Edward Frederick 
Pietz, or Father Kraushaar who sent an 
ethnographical collection to Dubuque in 

Mugus - the terrible blind god, the lord of pigs 
– a unique sculpture from Papua New Guinea
by Crispin Howarth, Curator, Pacific Arts, National Gallery of Australia

1927. There also remains a possibility the 
figure comes from the Missionary, Johan 
Flierl, who was active in New Guinea 
from 1886 via the Neudettensal Mission, 
Germany. The figure has a dome-like 
head which represents a barkcloth 
padded hat and on the chest is a carved 
depiction of an adornment made from a 
pair of curved boar tusks, both of these 
were worn only by privileged men.

The ‘green-faced god’ is highly likely to 
be a unique depiction of an important 
figure in Markham Valley creation myths; 
Mugus – the cannibal god and lord of 
pigs. According to mythologies collected 
by anthropologist Carl Schmitz in the 
1950s, heaven and earth were very close 
realms and the life of gods and people 
were in turmoil because of a terrible 

being, the lord of pigs, a 
giant known as Mugus. 
He could change his 
form, sometimes being 
a giant boar with curled 
tusks and a wasp’s nest 
upon his forehead and 
at other times a giant 

human who fastened claws to his hands 
to tear people to shreds.
 
Mugus was blind but tracked his victims 
by their scent. He hunted down and 
devoured everyone he could find. 
Perhaps the emaciated ribs on the 
sculpture are a visual allusion to the ever-
hungry nature of Mugus. His appetite 
for destruction was so big, he ate entire 
populations leaving only desolation 
behind him. Finally, the last remaining 
human survivors decided to flee from 
the region and only an old woman was 
left behind. The woman, who has been 
described as the ‘mother of the earth’ 
and credited with the role of the human 
opposition to the rampaging god, was 
too frail for the long journey and so she 
hid in a cave. According to the myths one 
day the old woman made two hollows in 
the earth then cut her hand with a Taro 
leaf. Her blood ran into the hollows which 
she then covered with leaves. The next 
day the old woman saw in the hollows 
two children formed out of her blood. 
They were a pair of twin brothers, one 

left handed and the other right handed. 
They acted together in unison as if they 
were a single person. The twins grew at 
astonishing speed into men and the old 
woman taught the twins how to fight.

The old woman told them to find and kill 
the man-eating god Mugus - as his death 
would save humankind. An epic battle 
ensued and finally Mugus was slain. The 
twin brothers sat upon his body in triumph 
and then cut the god up, cooked and ate 
him. Other gods who had fled returned 
and took part in the meal of victory and at 
this point heaven, the realm of the gods, 
moved away from the earth and became 
the sky. From this event onwards people 
could repopulate the valley undisturbed 
by the gods.

Until the early 20th century the Adzera 
people lived in a perpetual cycle of 
hostilities, raids, ambushes, warfare and 
ritualised cannibalism. Central to the act 
of cannibalism was the re-enactment of 
this primordial struggle - the killing of a 
god to in order to bring life back to the 
valley – the victim’s body conceptually 
became the body of Mugus and the killer, 
or killers, assumed the mantle of the 
ancestral twins. One of the more common 
objects from the Markham Valley are 
headrests with faces to one end also 
wearing the domed barkcloth hat, this 
is also a representation of the blind god 
Mugus and these headrests are directly 
related to the activity of cannibalism.

The National Gallery of Australia’s 
sculpture of Mugus, with his malicious 
smile and protruding tongue, is only the 
decorated top section of a longer post. 
One of the most important traditional 
festivals for the Adzera people is also 
called Mugus, it is a celebration of the 
Yam harvest.

Yams among the Adzera are connected 
to the spirit world and are considered to 
have their own personalities and to be 
male and female. During the yam festival 
carved posts with images of Mugus were 
set up1. The carved post figure would 
be practically obscured by an attached 
elaborate cane framework 

[1] To my knowledge, there is a single image of two of these posts from the 1930s and in this image, they are not full figures but only faces, similar to those found 
on the headrests. I have yet to locate an example post in any Museum collection or in private hands although they were recorded as been in ceremonial use until 
at least the late 1940s. Would any members of the OAS know of the location of any such posts?

This figure is at least  
220 years in age and  

could possibly be  
some 450 years old
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which was when heavily festooned with 
yams. Part of the recorded ceremonies 
at the harvest event included the ritual 
of sprinkling the yams with a mixture of 
blood and water. It is unclear as to the 
connection between the legend of Mugus 
and yams.  Perhaps the relationship has 
some bearing to Mugus’ magical ability to 
transform into a giant pig What is the yam 
harvest connection to the blind cannibal 
lord of pigs? More research needs to be 
done regarding this supposition: are the 

yams viewed as people and the pig as 
Mugus? Pigs can be greedy and when 
left to their own devices a pig will dig out 
and eat yams. Lots and lots of them.
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other events
London:
Oceania 
29 September to 10 December 2018
The first major survey in the UK 
of Oceanic art to mark the 250th 
anniversary of Captain James Cook’s 
first voyage on the HMS Endeavour to 
Oceania. The Royal Academy.

Geneva:
The Boomerang Effect: 
The Aboriginal Arts in Australia
19 May 2017 to 7 January 2018
Musee d’ethnographie de Geneve.

Brussels:
Oceania 
26 October 2017 to 29 April 2018
Cinquantenaire Museum.

Paris:
Arts d’Afrique et d’Oceanic Auction 
12 December 2017
Sotheby’s.

Sydney:
Aboriginal and Oceanic Art Auction
11 February 2018
Theodore Bruce Auctions.

Continued from front cover

In this edition we also have a 
report by Noelle Rathmel-Stiels 
of Parcours 2017 in Paris, which 
once again captured the attention 
of the Oceanic art world. Now 
firmly established as the premier 
event of its type it can be seen as a 
bellwether for the tribal art market 
as a whole, all 
indications being 
that the market 
is thriving. We 
also learn from 
Crispin Howarth 
of the National Gallery of 
Australia’s recent acquisition of 
the ancient Mugus figure, adding 
yet another masterpiece to the 
national estate.

Members are reminded that this 
year’s AGM and end of year 
function will be held on Saturday, 
November 11, 2017, at the 
Australian Museum. The AGM will 
commence at 10:00am followed 
by a lecture by Dr. Michael Mel, 
Manager West Pacific Collection 
Programs, Australian Museum, 

on Navigating for a Ples Namel: 
Between the Museum, Collections 
and Communities, from 11:00am 
to 12 noon. A casual lunch at 
the Museum’s top floor cafeteria 
will follow. Please see further 
information on the AGM and proxy 
forms inside. 

Finally we 
reluctantly bid 
farewell (at 
least as OAS 
Secretary) to 

Robin Hodgson. After six years 
excellent service Robin is to retire 
from her post at this year’s AGM. 
The Society (and especially the 
Editor) thank her deeply for her 
incredible diligence and hard work 
that has kept the OAS functioning 
so well for so long. Please note 
the advertisement on page 2 
calling out for a new person to fill 
this vital role.

Jim Elmslie 

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

... adding yet another 
masterpiece to the  

national estate.


