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• Thursday 19 April 2018 – floor talk,  Crispin Howarth, Curator Pacific Arts, on The tale of the NGA’s Hawaiian feathered 
helmet. National Gallery of Australia, Canberra.

• Wednesday 16 May 2018 – OAS Lecture - Natalie Wilson.   • Wednesday 18 July 2018 – OAS Lecture - Barry Craig.   
 
• Saturday 21 July 2018 – Tribal Art Fair Sydney - National Art School.     • 2-3 February 2019 – OAS Forum at AGNSW.

dates for your diary

The Prince Alexander Ranges in 
northern Papua New Guinea are home 
to a number of cultures. The largest 
group are the Abelam with a population 
of some 50,000 whose arts have 
heavily influenced their neighbours – 
the Arapesh and the Yangoru-Boiken 
people. These communities share 
artistic and cultural overlaps with the 
Abelam and as a result often the arts 
from this region are attributed solely to 
the Abelam people, or dubbed ‘Maprik’ 
after the main administrative centre for 
the area, established during the 1960s.

The National Gallery of Australia in 
Canberra holds over 200 objects from 
the cultures of the Prince Alexander 
Ranges, this material comes from 
several sources however the majority 
comes from the generous gift in 2006 by 
Cecilia Ng in memory of Anthony Forge 
(1929-1991). Forge was a pioneer in 
the field of visual anthropology and 
through his work in the Sepik region 
between 1958 and 1963 he was one of 
the foremost authorities in the study of 
Sepik art and in particular of the Abelam.

Only a few objects from the Forge 
collection, built over fifty years ago, have 
been exhibited over the past decade and it 
was only recently that the Gallery has been 
able to show a select group of 28 objects 
from the Prince Alexander Ranges; this 
selection is mainly material from the Forge 
collection displayed for the first time but 
also a couple of known highlights including 
the spirit being, Maunwial.

Continued on page 4

Art of the Prince Alexander Ranges at the NGA
by Crispin Howarth

A bapa tagwa. Accession 2006.654.52 IRN 159687. 
Image permission of the National Gallery of Australia.
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JE     Paula, you are an American 
who has lived in Australia for many 
years and held many senior positions in 
the Arts here. When did you first come in 
contact with Oceanic art?
 
PLV  I really did not plan to come live 
in Australia – I came for two years and 
thought it would be a terrific adventure. 
I’d been working as an artist and art 
teacher in Boston and also made street 
banners for the City of Boston, which was 
dressing up its downtown area.  A job 
opportunity for my husband, Biron, came 
up in the most unlikely place: Prahran 
College, Melbourne.  He brought back 
a couple of artefacts from his interview 
trip. He’d stopped off in Sydney and 
gone to New Guinea Arts, located then 
on Elizabeth Street. The pieces were 
like nothing I‘d seen before, powerful 
and visually exciting. I immediately said: 
“We should go there and explore that 
part of the world!” Looking at the world 

perspective on Australian icons, which 
was shown at the Victorian Ministry for 
the Arts gallery before going on to tour 
the Victorian regional galleries. Then out 
of the blue a job came up in Sydney with 
the Australian Gallery Directors Council. 
I was to supervise a major international 
exhibition from France and I learned 
later that being fluent in French was 
the deciding factor in landing the job. 
The exhibition was French painting 
(1760-1820), titled The Revolutionary 
Decades, which required working 
closely with different departments of 
the Art Gallery of NSW. By the time the 
French show finished I knew almost 
everyone at both the NGV and AGNSW.   
 
JE     What is it in Aboriginal and 
Oceanic art that captured your attention 
and where do you think it sits within the 
spectrum of the visual arts today and 
historically?
 
PLV  In the 1980s Aboriginal Art was 
entering a renaissance and completely 
transforming people’s perceptions 

map Melbourne seemed a lot closer to 
New Guinea and in the 1970s you did 
that sort of thing – followed your intuition 
and set your sails for unknown lands.
 
JE     How did you find the art scene 
in Australia in your early days and how 
did that differ from what was going on 
in the US at that time? How do things 
compare now?
 
PLV  When we set off from Boston 
to Melbourne we sort of jumped into the 
deep end of the pool. I had no idea what 
life would be like in Melbourne or what 
the art scene was like there.  It turned out 
to be a huge change and a big challenge. 
I applied unsuccessfully for lots of jobs, 
some as far way as Adelaide, which was 
then an amazingly vibrant cultural hub.  
Melbourne seemed pretty closed and 
parochial by comparison and focused on 
local art. The commercial galleries at the 
time seemed interested only in Australian 
content. I took note of this and went back 
to making my own artwork, producing a 
playful series that offered a foreigner’s 

Interview with Paula Latos-Valier
Paula Latos-Valier is the Art Director for the Sir William Dobell Art Foundation and chairs the 
Gallery Advisory Committee for the SH Ervin Gallery. She serves as Vice President of the 
Art Gallery Society of NSW, and is a consultant for the Biennale of Sydney’s Archive Project. 
Her former positions include VP of the OAS, Managing Director of the Biennale of Sydney, 
Director of the Art Gallery of Western Australia and past Board Member of the Visual Arts/
Craft Board of the Australia Council. She was awarded a Chevalier des Arts et des Lettres 
in 2005 and an Honorary AM in 2018 for service to the arts and academic exchange. Paula 
spoke to Jim Elmslie about her life and her long association with Aboriginal and Oceanic art.
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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

of indigenous art. Astounding new 
work was being produced, exhibited 
and purchased all over the world. 
Breathtaking works like the Papunya 
paintings captured a singular essence 
and spirit of Australia and acted as an 
international ambassador for Australian 
art in general, something that would 
have been inconceivable a decade 
earlier.  International curators visiting 
the Biennale of Sydney continued to 
question whether this sort of work was 
an extension of traditional indigenous 
art rather than contemporary art per se. 
Interestingly, during my first Biennale 
exhibition in 1982 as Assistant Director 
we commissioned a massive sand 
painting which was created inside the 
AGNSW. Truckloads 
of red earth were 
delivered and packed 
down for the Walpiri 
Sand Painting and 
performance by 
a group of artists 
from the Lajamanu 
community in the NT. 
It was the largest 
sand painting ever produced indoors, 
filling one entire gallery. Not surprisingly 
it became one of the iconic works of the 
Biennale. It was a wonderful project to 
witness and remains one of the great art 
moments in Biennale history. Another 
such moment was in 1988 when the 
Aboriginal Memorial by Ramingining 
artists, a staggering 200 burial posts, 
were installed in the Biennale exhibition 
at Pier 2/3, with the assistance of 
Aboriginal curator, John Mundine. 
This work was commissioned by the 
Australian National Galley, where the 
poles remain on permanent display.
 
JE     How do you think Aboriginal 
and Oceanic art links with other types 
of art? Have you become caught up in 
the politics of art, especially where there 
is a cross over between the historical 
baggage of the settlement of Australia 
and the colonial process in the Pacific 
and artists today? Where do you see this 
heading?
 
PLV  When I was Director of the 
Art Gallery of WA in the early 1990s I 
discovered that the AGWA had one of 
the richest collections of bark paintings 
in Australia. WA’s purchase of 1300 
paintings from the American private 
collector, Louis Allen, offered a treasure 
trove of material to work with and we 
produced a beautiful exhibition and 
publication, Keepers of the Secrets. My 
own collecting came to a halt in the early 
1990s while I was in WA, that is until the 
Alistair McAlpine collection came up for 

auction in Perth. It went on for 2 long days 
and I managed to snare a couple of nice 
shields and a piece from Vanuatu. In 2007 
we travelled throughout Malekula with 
David Baker and that was a revelation.
 
For me one of the real disappointments 
is how little our public institutions seem 
to value the extraordinary collections 
of Oceanic Art that they own.  There is 
stunning material in our collections but it 
is not given pride of place as it is at the 
Met or the Quai Branly or the De Young.  
When you see museums from New York 
to Berlin displaying their collections with 
pride and elegance, and generating 
enormous public interest, you can’t help 
but wonder why we are not doing more 

here in Australia. 
The quality of our 
collections begs this 
question. The words 
‘world class’ are 
bandied about but 
how many truly world 
class collections of art 
are there in Australian 
museums. One could 

argue that certainly one of them would 
be the Oceanic art holdings in the 
Australian Museum, yet that wealth of 
material has largely remained in storage 
over the past few decades. That said 
the Australian Museum deserves an 
accolade for bringing some prized pieces 
out of the vaults in two current displays, 
Pacific Spirit and 200 Treasures. The 
material is superb and the installation 
displays are stunning, yet there is still 
no museum dedicated to Aboriginal Art, 
one of the primary institutions you would 
expect to find in this gateway city.
 

Oceanic art seems to have fallen between 
the cracks in Australia in a way that 
continues to mystify me. Is it due to that 
old chestnut that these objects belong in 
museums and not art galleries and need 
to be contextualised as anthropology 
and not art? Or does it simply smack 
too much of an uncomfortable colonial 
past that sits awkwardly with today’s 
changing values and politics? Whatever 
the reasons we need to find a way to 
bring these marvellous collections out of 
the shadows and into the light.

“Oceanic art seems  
to have fallen between  

the cracks in Australia in 
a way that continues to 

mystify me.”
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Maunwial is a spirit being who was 
benevolent in creating the fertility of 
garden crops and apparently also 
destructive when asked to magically 
assist in conflict. OAS members 
may recognise Maunwial from being 
published in Anthony Meyer’s landmark 
reference, Oceanic Art of 1995.

Other sculptures include ngwallndu 
ancestor spirit figures and the rather 
unique figure of Assistant District Officer, 
Harold Woodman. Woodman worked 
in the Sepik region during the 1920s 
and 1930s and this figure carved by 
a Wosera artist is probably the only 
pre-World War II portrait of a named 
Australian by a New Guinean artist. The 
sculptures and some of the other items 
were chosen as they retain much of 
their brightly coloured ochres: paint has 
magical associations and even the act 
of painting itself is a significant spiritual 
activity. One headdress includes the 
vivid introduced colour of Reckitt’s Blue, 
a laundry agent, to great effect.

The Forge collection consists of objects 
used in ceremonial or ritual context and 
also items of a more secular nature. 
There are cassowary bone daggers with 
an array of incised patterns on them, the 
group of bilum string bags is deserving 
of further research and the collection of 
coconut shell whistles, and ceremonial 
soup spoons, aiak, are beautifully 
decorated. Three of these are on display 
including a superb example that was 
previously exhibited in The Australian 
Museum’s The Abelam a people of New 
Guinea exhibition of 1982; this coconut 
bowl has a full image of a ngwallndu 
ancestor merging with the tree-fern 
spiral designs.

Interestingly in the Forge gift are folders 
of contact sheets of Forge’s field 
photography all those decades ago. 
While none of these are exhibited, and 
few have ever been published, they are 
a trove of information and perhaps in the 
future may form a presentation to OAS 
members. Another remarkable part of 
the gift was a very worn and tired copy 
of a 1930s or even WW2 military map 
of the Sepik River labelled ‘plan of area 
inspected’ which Forge used whilst on the 
Sepik. The map has the type of patination 
you would expect from years in the East 
Sepik Province and has hand-written 

locations of several villages by Forge; it 
was obviously a very useful map to him 
and is still proving very useful.

The well-known practice of growing 
long yams and harvesting them within 
a ceremonial context by the Abelam is 
represented by a series of yam masks, 

bapa mene. These masks are numerous 
in the collection and were once attached 
to the yams creating the yam’s spirit 
face. Accompanying these are the 
larger over-the-head rattan masks, bapa 
tagwa, which represent pig-like spirits 
that arrive before ceremonial events. 
Each bapa mene and bapa tagwa mask 

Art of the Prince Alexander Ranges at the NGA
Continued from front cover. By Crispin Howarth

Maunwial. Accession 71.211.Female figure. Accession 2006.654.78. All 
images in this article are permission of the 
National Gallery.



OAS Journal Vol.23  No.1 - Page 5

is a fibre masterpiece made by coiling 
and looping fine strips of rattan to create 
the most innovative avant-garde fibre 
sculptures by any tribal community.

The communities of the Prince Alexander 
Ranges today are predominantly Christian 
with a union to strong traditional beliefs 
that has continued into the 21st century. 
One of the most significant objects in the 
Gallery’s collection from these cultures 
is perhaps one of the most impressive 
artworks in the entire National collection 
but it is not on display and has never 
been shown. This, however, is with good 
reason. In 1969 Sir William Dargie, acting 
on behalf of the National Gallery, visited 
the East Sepik Province to build the New 
Guinea art collection. At the Abelam village 
of Kuminibis he arranged the purchase of 
the contents of the Korumbo cult house, 
better known as a haus tambaran. The 
inner chamber was exhibited in the 2008 
exhibition Gods, Ghosts and Men (which 
many OAS members will remember), but 
the arrangements to acquire the outer 
façade of the haus tambaran Sir William, 
at the end of his expedition, left in the 
hands of a patrol officer, a young kiap 
newly stationed in the region.

We do not know what motivated the young 
Kiap, perhaps he sought to impress Dargie 
and the Arts board at the time because he 
did not purchase the Kuminibis village 
haus tambaran façade; some months 
later in Canberra the façade of a haus 
tambaran from Kalabu II village arrived 
instead.  The Kalabu haus tambaran 
façade was at least double the size of the 
Kuminibus village façade.

This façade is a series of sago spathe 
panels stitched together and painted by 
the artist Gunjel, the façade is in several 
vast sections still secured onto its bamboo 
framework. The overall façade is in excess 
of sixty feet in height and the carved lintel 
alone is some twenty seven feet long. 
It is the largest example known in the 
world today and quite simply too big to be 
currently displayed.

This state of affairs sounds a great pity 
but it may interest OAS members to learn 
that the National Gallery of Australia has 
developed plans to make this massive 
hidden treasure of an artwork a central 
part of a future Pacific arts gallery.

In the meantime, visitors can enjoy seeing 
this selection of Prince Alexander Ranges 
art until 10 June 2018.

galleries

Yam Mask. Accession 2006.654.102. Headdress. Accession 72.638.

Keen collector seeks quality clubs in Australia

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 

Curved club  
from Renell,  

Solomon Islands.
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A Canoe Named Ealamai’iea, or Patience ©

ByJohn Greenshields of Adelaide, South Australia

I took this photo of Joseph Ayodila at the 
Milne Bay Canoe and Drum Festival on 
Alotau, Papua New Guinea, in 2014. I 
told Joseph of my interest in traditional 
canoes. I said I would like to return to 
Papua New Guinea one day to study 
them. Joseph replied that there were 
many canoes. In June 2017, I wrote 
to him at Waluma, his home village on 
Fergusson Island in the D’Entrecasteaux 
group of Milne Bay, on the eastern tip of 
PNG. I told him I would be on my way 
soon. The letter never arrived.
 
In August 2017, I was back in Milne 
Bay with two others who shared my 
enthusiasm for the province’s traditional 
“Massim” style canoes. Dr Harry Beran is 
a Massim researcher and David Payne 
is the Australian National Maritime 
Museum’s curator of historic vessels. 
With four more passengers, we spent 
a month in the northern and southern 
Massim region. At the request of the 
Waluma East villagers, their canoe’s 
story and images are copyright ©. I will 
explain shortly.
 
At 6am on Friday 18 August 2017 we 
reached Waluma. We met a surprised 
Joseph, the canoe’s owner Terry Ronal 
and a gathering of villagers. Peter Siloni 
translated when required.

OWNERSHIP OF THE CANOE STORY
 
David Payne measured up the canoe 
for a drawing. I took still and video shots 
as the vessel was taken from its shed 
and rigged. Then we talked about the 
canoe’s features, such as design motifs. 
The villagers began a discussion about 
story ownership. They said the canoe’s 
story belonged to them. They didn’t 
want it taken by anyone who might 
benefit from it, or turn it into someone 
else’s story.
 

We wanted their story to make sure it 
wasn’t lost, I said. We explained that 
younger folk these days were taking 
less interest in the past. We planned a 
book which may include their canoe’s 
story. Books such as this cost hundreds 
of thousands of kina to publish. We had 
no intention to profit from it. However, 
I said that some websites take public 
images, and claim some ownership*. 
We couldn’t do much about that 
practice. Our only suggestion was to 
assert copyright, which we outlined. The 
Wikipedia definition** is included here, 
as this document will be distributed to 
the Waluma East community.
 
Intellectual property or copyright are 
personal or corporate assets. Here it is 
suggested that story copyright should 
belong to Joseph Ayodila and Terry 
Ronal on behalf of the Waluma East 
Village community.  Google “Pinterest 
canoe Trobriands” to see what has been 
privatised from public images.
 
The Waluma people decided our 
suggestion was acceptable. They 
agreed to tell their story.
 
Here it is, starting with the specifications.
 
 
THE STORY OF A CANOE NAMED 
EALAMAI’IEA, OR PATIENCE©
 
CANOE TYPE: Epoi.
 
OWNER: Terry Ronal.
 
CARVER: Joseph didn’t know his age, 
but possibly 60.
 
BUILT: About 2013/14.
 
BUILDER: Hull and outrigger “built by all 
of us”.
 
MATERIALS: From bush and forest 
behind Waluma East village.
 
KEEL: Busu means keel. It is rosewood 
from nearby Sanaroa Island.
 
PLANKS, STRAKES: Called bwada’ai, 
they are cut from tawana wood.
 

Canoe carver Joseph Ayodila.

Left to right: Owner Terry Ronal, Egamwa Tubuwa, Joseph Ayodila and sailor John.

** Copyright is a legal right created by the law of 
a country that grants the creator of an original 
work exclusive rights for its use and distribution. 
(Wikipedia)
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OUTRIGGER BEAMS: Liu means 
beam.
 
OUTRIGGER: Lowana is the name for 
both the wood for the outrigger and the 
outrigger itself.
 
OAR/RUDDER: Bwaloa means oar or 
rudder. It was cut from kwila wood.
 
 
Talking with Joseph through Peter 
Siloni, we learnt that there were three 
canoes in the village. They go to Alotau, 
the capital of Milne Bay province, but 
not for Kula, the ceremonial exchange 
system of the Massim region. When I 
asked Joseph if one end of the canoe 
was different from the other, he replied, 
“Both ends are the same”. He said 
the beach end was a branch end of a 
tree. To buy such a canoe would cost 
2000 to 3000 kina, or some huge pigs’ 
tusks, m’wali, or bracelets, and bagi, or 
necklaces, 20 to 30 big baskets of yams, 
and betel nuts. In the villagers’ ancestral 
past, they used to do Kula in canoes for 
m’wali. Now people use dinghies with 
outboard motors.
 
“Both canoe ends are the same, 
except for the measurement,” Joseph 
continued. “They make it wider at the 
back because the captain stands there. 
He is important, the overall man in 
control. He should be a bit higher.”
 
 
1 The lagimu is a woman, or 
gwamamuyo, with open wide legs. 
Almost every aspect of the lagimu 
represents female parts.
 
2  BWALUWADA: The meaning of the 
red shapes had not been explained to 
Joseph.
 
3 LUMATAGA: Male part of the chest.
 
4 LUMATAGA: Female parts of the 
chest, below numeral 3 in the photo.
 
5 KOIKOIBWABWA: Vagina.
 
6 BWASIBWASI : 
Female pubic hair. 
The ferns on top and 
scrolls down each 
side are all part of 
female pubic hair.
 
7 AIDEBWA: Female’s ear.
 
8 MATAGATU: Female’s eye, on each 
side of the lagimu.
 

9 PESAPESA:  The running scroll 
around the top edges represents a 
“male and female mating in the grass, 
and is also a grass that grows around 

the beach.”

10 Just a 
decoration, in this 
canoe a mermaid. It 
doesn’t have a special 
name - it’s the  carver’s 

decision to make it a fish or a snake, and 
so on.
 
11 MANULAI: Female’s sides, in red.
 
12 LOULELE: The thin black lines each 

side of the red manulai, with thin black 
points above the numeral 12. Joseph 
had not been given an explanation.
 
13 LABESITA: Red. No explanation 
known to Joseph.
 
A BWASI BWASI: Female pubic hair 
(see image on page 8). 

B Not all the stories have been given to 
Joseph for this part of the tabuye, which 
is letter B. “Usually when it goes onshore, 
the tabuye asks people on the land for 
wealth such as pigs for exchange (see 
image on page 8).
               Continued on page 8

Lagimu, the splashboard. © The branch or beach end of the canoe is closest, looking towards the 
root or bush end, the far end.

“The canoe looks more 
like a dragon with an open 

mouth, or a big snake”
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Continued from page 7

Going into a new place, the front goes in 
first.” This is the front or beach end and 
makes sense because the bigger root 
end is where the captain sits. He must 
look forward to the beach when landing.
 
1 GOLA: “Sula Sula shells are 
fastened to five holes, to make the 

canoe more attractive. The canoe looks 
more like a dragon with an open mouth, 
or a big snake.”
 
2 MATA SELU SELU: The red and 
black tears of a woman crying, maybe 
raped. A story that was passed down. 
Mata is eye. Selu is tears. Hence mata 
selu selu is many tears.
 

3 SEDA: “Jaw of a snake.” These 
designs go from the tip of the keel up to 
the point marked 3R. The designs in that 
length were not explained, other than 
jaw of a snake.
 
4 PWALA PWALA: These designs 
were not understood by those present. 
The stylised whale shapes run almost 
the canoe’s full length.
 
5 KIWIKIWIWI: The white part at the 
front of the keel.

X MAGISUBU ANA LULU IGIYAINA: 
“A bird, the eagle, catching his prey with 
his legs; the bird is holding onto a bone.”
 

Our research complete, the canoe went 
back in its shed. I gave gifts and thanked 
the villagers for their helpfulness. As we 
were about to leave, John the sailor 
made a touching speech. It went like 
this:
 
“We thank you all for coming to our village 
Waluma East to seek out Joseph, the 
carver of the canoe in the photograph.
You have come from far away, and it has 
taken you many years to get here.
 
“We have shared the story of our canoe 
with you, for you to tell. It is our story.
 
“Because you have come so far, and we 
have shared the story with you, you are 
now one of us. You are all welcome here 
any time.
 
“Thank you.”

Tabuye, the wavesplitter, and busu, the keel © This photo is at the root end of the tree, closest to 
the bush.

Tabuye, the wavesplitter, and busu, the keel 
© This photo is at the branch end of the tree, 
closest to the sea.

ABORIGINAL &  
OCEANIC ART AUCTION

ENTRIES INVITED
Appointments and Enquiries:

Adrian Newstead – Specialist
+61 2 (0)412126645     adrian@cooeeart.com.au

Kathleen Roberts - Administrator
+61 2 (0)431535611    kathleen@cooeeart.com.au

Send images and artwork specifications to: 
artworks@cooeeart.com.au

At our previous auction Emily Kngwarreye’s Earth’s Creation I doubled the previous 
highest price ever achieved for a work of art by a female Australian artist.

Artist Unknown
Gope Board Papuan Gulf, PNG
pigments on carved wood 

187 x 30 cm
Sold for $14,000 AUD
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Camel Driver Nick and JB are ready for the final etape into Wailpiri tribe, photo: JB

The ceremony ended with 
the men sitting in a circle 
singing for about an hour, 
while they beat time with 

their boomerangs.

collectors

At the end of the Second World War the 
Danish travel ban ceased and the door 
had opened to the wider world. Jens 
Bjerre, a budding young adventurer 
could finally realize his great childhood 
dream of becoming a globetrotter. He 
left his regular job as political editor on 
Aftenbladet, sold all his possessions 
and bought film and audio equipment to 
record his travels.
 
New Guinea was the destination. But the 
journey passed through Australia. Since 
Jens Bjerre in his early youth had read 
Spencer and Gillen’s classic work The 
Native Tribes of Central Australia (1899), 
about the Australian Aboriginal people’s 
mysterious life and culture, he had had a 
yearning to get to know them.
 
Major preparations were needed, such 
as discussions with experts in museums 
and universities, and with government 
authorities in Canberra- for authorization 
to travel into the restricted areas where 
the remaining indigenous nomadic tribes 
lived. Jens Bjerre was given a rarely 
granted authorization thanks to the Royal 
Geographical Society in London and to 
Professor A.P. Elkin at Sydney University.
 
To get to the Warlpiri tribe, Jens first 
had to undertake a seven-hour flight 
from Adelaide to Alice Springs. From 
there he and his interpreter, Jimmy, 
drove 400 km to the remote government 
station, Yuendumu. From Yuendumu 
they continued on a four-day journey 
by camel in the blazing sun, before 
Jens, the camel driver, Nich and Jimmy, 
reached the Warlpiri tribe’s settlement.
 
There Jens Bjerre was invited to visit 
one of the tribe’s most sacred places, 
Ngama. Ngama is the big snake, 
which according to the Warlpiri tribe’s 
mythology was the earth’s creator. After 
a half day’s journey, they reached the 
Ngama rock, which was surrounded 
by a 15-20 metre long snake, painted 
with charcoal, chalk, ochre and blood. 
The snake’s “guardian”, an elderly 
tribesman, first had to invoke the snake’s 
spirit, called Tjurunga, which lay hidden 
under the rock, before the rest of the 
company could approach. The tribe’s 
elder told them the legend of the magical 
rainbow snake and its power, which for 
thousands of years had bonded the 
people together.

Jens Bjerre – Danish Adventurer
by Leif Birger Holmstedt

The ceremony ended with the men 
sitting in a circle singing for about an 
hour, while they beat time with their 
boomerangs. It was 
for Jens Bjerre a 
beautiful conclusion 
to the visit to the 
Warlpiri tribe.
 
After visiting the 
Warlpiri in the central 
Australian desert, 
Jens Bjerre continued 
to New Guinea’s Central Highlands, 
where the Kukuku* people lived. A 
small chartered plane brought Jens 
Bjerre up to the government station 
for the remote Menyamya Sub-District 
and landed on a hillside where he was 
welcomed by the two patrol officers, Bill 
Purdy and Jack Mater.
 
The Menyamya station was relatively 
new, only two years old. It had been 
established in this unknown part of New 
Guinea’s wild mountainous area after 
reports of fierce fighting between the 

local indigenous tribes. It was still far 
from safe for the assigned patrol officers 
to be able to leave the place without an 
armed escort.

 
One early morning 
three days after his 
arrival at the patrol 
station, Jens Bjerre 
set out with Jack 
Mater and a caravan 
of 54 men including 
42 porters, 8 armed 
police soldiers and 2 

interpreters, on a lengthy inspection trip to 
Kukuku* villages that had not previously 
been visited.
 
Each week a runner was sent down to 
the patrol station with a report on what the 
expedition had been doing. After several 
weeks on patrol a runner returned with 
an alarming letter from patrol officer Bill 
Purdy saying: “There is unrest and fighting 
between the natives in the west valley. So 
far, eight have been killed. Need all police 
soldiers. Reply immediately. Bill”
            Continued on page 10
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Jens Bjerre then had to quickly pack 
up the ethnographic objects he had 
acquired and follow the inspection team 
back to the patrol station. Here he waited 
a week for the next supply flight to take 
him down to the coast. In the meantime, 
Bjerre visited Pastor Freund and his wife 
at the Lutheran mission station. Pastor 
Freund told him of the Kukukus’* lifestyle 
and culture. They were a people who had 
very few and simple ceremonies, and 
almost all of them were associated with 
their main interest, fighting and killing. 
He told of their fear of evil spirits, against 
which they had no rituals to protect 
themselves, and that the most important 
thing in their lives was to create fear 
among their neighbours. They enjoyed 
fighting, and did not hesitate to pick a 
fight with neighbouring tribes.
 
After the expedition’s abrupt interruption, 
caused by the troubles in the Kukuku* 
cannibals’ villages, 
Bjerre returned 
to  Lae. Here he 
received information 
from District 
C o m m i s s i o n e r 
Downes in Goroka 
that the Morombo 
tribe in the Central 
Highlands, were 
preparing for their 
dance feast in 
connection with the annual harvest 
ceremonies.

To get there, Bjerre chartered a small 
deHavilland Drover aeroplane in Goroka, 

to fly him to the airfield at a small mission 
station that was run by the American 
Lutheran Mission Society. He set off the 

following morning with 
four porters from the 
mission station. One 
of them was Maio, who 
was both an interpreter 
and guide and himself 
a Morombo.
 
With the help of gifts, 
Jens Bjerre was given 
permission by the 
luluai (the headman) to 

witness and film the dance feast. Bjerre 
also wanted to film the boys’ initiation 
ceremony, but as it wasn’t to take place 
until after the dance feast, he made a gift 
of a large knife to the luluai, to get him to 

move the ceremony forward.
 
The next morning the luluai came to 
get Jens Bjerre, who followed him into 
a small clearing in the jungle, through 
which ran a stream - the place where 
the initiation ceremony would take 
place. First the boys had to undergo 
the required trials for the initiation rites, 
which amounted to several hours of long 
punishing drill. Thereafter, the last and 
most painful part of the initiation was 
carried out. One by one, the boys were 
called to the stream, where the their 
noses were pierced. A pointed piece of 
bone was forced through the cartilage 
between their nostrils. After the bone 
had been withdrawn, the boys got up 
and held their heads over the stream, 
so that the blood from the pierced nose 
could drip into the water; this symbolized 
the boy freeing himself of the blood he 
had accumulated while he had been in 
his mother’s womb.
 
Much later after this experience, in 
1960 Jens Bjerre took the initiative to 
organize a Danish scientific expedition - 
the Noona Dan Expedition. Its purpose 
was to visit lesser known Oceanic island 
communities, such as the Admiralty 
Islands and Bismarck Islands; here 
Danish and other European scientists 
were to explore the islands’ flora and 
fauna. Jens Bjerre’s goal again was 
New Guinea, this time he would seek 
contact with the Enga tribes up in the 
uncontrolled area of Mount Hagen and 
collect ethnographic artefacts for the 
National Museum of Denmark and the 
Moesgaard Museum.
 

Skull. Photo: Steen Blomquist

They were a people who 
had very few and simple 

ceremonies, and almost all 
of them were associated 
with their main interest, 

fighting and killing.

Boy with magic items. Photo: Jens Bjerre.
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After a busy week in Port Moresby 
negotiating with the authorities and 
buying goods for trading, such as 
axes, knives and salt, Jens Bjerre flew 
to the district neighbourhood of Mount 
Hagen and reported himself ready to 
participate in upcoming missions. A 
week after having arrived in Laiagam, 
the most remote patrol post in the 
controlled area west of Mount Hagen, 
Jens Bjerre took off with the local patrol 
officer, Dennis Faithful, on a mission into 
the uncontrolled area, where the patrol 
inter alia had the task of carrying out a 
population census and settling some 
violent disputes between hostile tribes.
 

Owing to a heavy storm with thunder 
and lightning, they had, after half a 
day’s march, to seek shelter under a 
rocky outcrop. The site turned out to be 
an old burial ground where, just below 
the surface, skulls were scattered, 
along with stones formed into various 
shapes. Dennis Faithful said that 
the natives consider the stones as 
being sacred and kept them in their 
ceremonial houses. No one - not even 
the natives themselves -- know where 
the stones had originated from nor who 
had made them. Only the heads of the 
tribe’s leading men were buried with 
the sacred stones, which are known as 
“Kepple”. The Kepple stones are now 
kept in the ethnographic collection at 
the National Museum in Denmark.
 

Jens Bjerre made many successful 
films including one of his adventures in 
Africa, From Cairo to the Cape, which 
allowed him to finance his travels 
across world, including to New Guinea 
and Australia. He became a Fellow 
of the Royal Geographic Society in 
London and was awarded the Cherry 
Kearnton medal in 2014.

*The term Kukuku is no longer acceptable. The 
people are now correctly referred to as Anga.

The sacred image of the Ngama-snake painted on the rock wall. Photo: Jens Bjerre.

Imaginary figure of the Enga tribes secret god 
Opin. Photo: Denmark’s Nationalmuseum.
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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

James (Jim) Sinclair CSM 
OBE D.Litt, passed away 
in Queensland’s Sunshine 
Coast on 9 October 2017. 
Jim Sinclair was awarded 
the Order of the British 
Empire (OBE) in 1992, an 
honorary doctorate from 
the Australian National 
University in 1999 and a 
Companion in the Order 
of the Star of Melanesia in 
2008.

Born 1928, Jim at the 
age of 20 joined the 
administration of the 
Territory of Papua and New 
Guinea as a Cadet Patrol 
Officer. He conducted 
extensive exploratory 
and pacification patrols in 
Morobe and the Southern 
Highlands, opening the 
Koroba station in 1955, the 
Lake Kopiago base camp 
in 1956 and exploring then 
uncontrolled areas as far 
as the Strickland River. 

Vale Jim Sinclair

Jim Sinclair with a man named Pami, Lake Kopiago, c. 1952.

books on PNG.  As Andrea Williams of the 
PNGAA says: “An extraordinary legacy 
… a history of which Australia can be 
tremendously proud.”

On a personal note, Jim was a frequent 
visitor and most welcome guest in my 
home in Lae and in Goroka as he travelled 
to collect and collate his extensive histories 
of PNG. I am grateful for those days. 

Robin Hodgson

Between 1969 and 1974, he was the 
last Australian District Commissioner 
presiding over what is now Eastern 
Highlands Province until retiring in 
1975, the time of Papua New Guinea’s 
independence. He then became a full-
time author and a prolific recorder of 
PNG history.

Jim’s significant contribution to Papua 
New Guinea was not only as a kiap, but 
also through his nearly 40 highly respected 


