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• Wednesday 30 May 2018 – OAS lecture - Natalie Wilson : The Show Must Go On - Australian Museum, 6:30 for 7pm.

• Wednesday 18 July 2018 – OAS Lecture - Bethany Kalk : Tumbuna Sawiyano - Australian Museum, 6:30 for 7pm.  
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• Saturday 10 November 2018 – AGM and Lecture - details to be advised.  

• Friday 1 February 2019 – OAS Forum - Australian Museum.  • 2-3 February 2019 – OAS Forum - AGNSW.
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other events
Canberra, Australia:
Headhunters Revisited
(documentary)
27 July 2018 
National Film and Sound Archives
http://shop.nfsa.gov.au (bookings)
www.headhuntrevisited.org

Paris, France:
Parcours des Mondes
11 - 16 September 2018
Saint-Germain des Pres
www.parcours-des-mondes.com

Canberra, Australia:
Maori Tattoo
19 March 2019
www.nga.gov.au

Port Vila, Vanuatu:
PAA- Pacific
20 - 22 March 2019
www.pacificarts.org

Brisbane, Australia:
PAA XIIIth International Symposium
25 - 28 March 2019
www.pacificarts.org

Oceanic art creates fascination on 
many levels. In this edition of the 
OAS Journal we look at two quite 
different ways of seeing traditional 
artefacts. To Dr. Michael Mel, a 
Papua New Guinean scholar who 
grew up in a Highlands village 
before setting off on his own 
personal odyssey, they are the 
physical embodiment of stories 
— the stories that are the keys 
to understanding, retaining and 
transmitting cultural knowledge. 
To Michael Hamson, one of the 
foremost contemporary dealers of 
Oceanic art, traditional artefacts are 
artistic works of exquisite beauty, 
capable of objective assessment. 
Of course, these interpretations are 
not in the least mutually exclusive; 
rather each reinforces the intrinsic 
power of traditional artefacts, 
a power that all readers of this 
journal will readily acknowledge.

In an interview we follow Dr Mel’s 
journey and how his thoughts 
evolved into his concept of 
museums as being a Ples Namel, 
a middle ground, where different 
peoples and cultures can meet, their 

Different Ways of Seeing
by Jim Elmslie

modern and historical interactions 
told, to some extent, through the 
agency of artefacts. Mr Hamsom’s 
wonderful analysis of the physical 
aspects of objects, of why and 
how that beauty emanates, will 
enrich any student’s or collector’s 
appreciation of this art genre. His 
article, the first half published herein 
and the second in the next edition 
of the Journal, is a summary of 
his excellent presentation at last 
year’s stunning OAS Forum at 
Melbourne’s Savage Club.

Further reinforcing the layers of 
meaning hidden in artefacts is 
the article by Angel Bottaro on 
the king plates that were given to 
Aboriginals in colonial Australia 
for a variety of reasons. The form 
and function of these objects 
changed over time, reflecting the 
changing relationship between the 
European settlers in Australia and 
the original indigenous inhabitants. 
Ms. Bottaro tells this rich story and 
explains why king plates still have 
currency today.

Continued from front cover

Karawari cave female figure. 
See page 6 for more details.

Continued on back cover

We are pleased to announce that 
plans for this year’s Tribal Art Fair 
Sydney are well advanced. TAFS 
is to be held at the Cell Block Hall 
within the National Art School, 
Darlinghurst, Sydney, on Saturday 
21st of July. Places are still available 
for prospective vendors for what 
promises to be another successful 
and fun event for Oceanic art 
lovers. Hearty congratulations 
are to be extended to the TAFS 
Sub-committee for negotiating the 
transition to the new location at the 
NAS and we look forward to a close 
collaboration with the School in the 
years to come.

Also hard at work is the 2019 
OAS Forum Sub-committee. 

This gala event will be held on 
the 2nd and 3rd of February over 
three Sydney locations: the Art 
Gallery of New South Wales; 
the Australian Museum, and the 
National Art School. The Forum’s 
participants will be looking at the 
historical contexts of the formation 
of collections in museums such as 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art 
in New York and the Art Gallery of 
NSW. The OAS is very pleased 
to announce that Maia Nuku, the 
Metropolitan Museum’s Evelyn A. J. 
Hall and John A. Friede Associate 
Curator for Oceanic Art will be the 
keynote speaker. More information 
on the 2019 Forum will appear in the  
next edition.
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next lecture interview

Betni Kalk is a professor of Design 
at Creighton University in Omaha, 
Nebraska.  As the daughter of 
missionaries, Betni grew up in the 
East Sepik Province in Sawiyano 
territory. She returned as a college 
student and later asked permission 
from the elders to film their lives, 
with them deciding which aspects 
of their lives to include. 

In 2012, after a successful Kickstarter 
campaign and a grant, she brought 
in 3 cameras and solar panels for a 
summer off the grid. Betni used one 
of the cameras and the other two 
were used by Sawiyano to film their 
own lives.  In 2016 with additional 
funding, new cameras and solar 
panels were brought in along with 
the edits of the footage for the 
Sawiyano to approve. 

Betni’s intent was to document or 
get documentation of traditional 
methods of crafts and food 

type of project with PNG nationals 
recording their own lives in other 
parts of PNG in the future. Betni will 
speak about her recent times filming 
in the bush, Sawiyano reactions to 
and methods of filming, and show 
clips. Please visit tumbuna.org for 
more content.

gathering for future generations of 
Sawiyano before traditional culture 
drastically changes due to roads 
being built with mining and timber 
companies entering the territory. 
While this project was personal due 
to her childhood with the Sawiyano, 
she intends to facilitate more of this 

SAWIYANO: Life in the East Sepik Province

NEXT LECTURE
Wednesday 18 July - OAS Lecture, 6pm, Australian Museum.
Betni Kalik will be presenting an illustrated talk on:

Namel, with history and heritage. So 
that’s really how I came to bring my 
past, and the European institutional 
past, to come together and say, we need 
to share those stories and we need to 
connect. Then the job at the Australian 
Museum came up and I applied and 
here I am.

JE         How do you see the role of the 
Museum in contemporary society? How 
do you explain Ples Namel?

MM    Ples Namel is really a physical 
space. It is in most of our communities 
where it is the community centre. It is 
the space where community comes to 
debate, discuss, celebrate, mourn. It 
was where the community gathered and 
did all those activities so it’s the physical 
space where the community feels and 
sees and recognizes ‘this is where we 
belong’. In the highlands communities 
you had a round 
house at one end and 
on the sides you had 
very special plants - 
casuarina, and other 
trees from the forest 
and in the middle 
would be this long 
rectangular space 
where you would line 
up the pigs when there was a big moka 
exchange, or a bridal exchange, or a big 
mourning ceremony. That’s the space 
that I think is very important. That’s 
where the community got together and 
really debated and discussed and felt 
that they belonged somewhere. So it 
is that sort of space that I feel is Ples 
Namel.

In that space the great orators spoke.  
In Melanesia because we were not a 
literate society in terms of writing to 
record history and stories, our capacity 
to remember, to record if you like, was 
huge. When the great orators spoke 
they brought the past into the present 
through their poetry, through their 
recitals. Those recitals of people, men 
and women, their deeds, whether good 
or bad, the wars, and the events, the 
activities that happened and things that 
were done, were recounted through 
those stories. The past was relayed 
through those events. Then using the 
past would provide a navigation through 
whatever was happening now and 
would say this is how and why we are 
like this, and therefore it makes sense 
for us to do these things. In that sense it 
really provided a space where the past 
was made present, and the present 
itself where you brought warring parties 

together, communities that needed to 
feel that they belong to that space.

Now transposing all of that into a space 
like this (Australian Museum), like a 
museum, in the way that museums 
happened – museums as institution 
started with curiosities, but today you 
are now dealing with history, you are 
now dealing with stories that have 
been brought here, into this institution. 
The objects don’t necessarily carry the 
stories. The stories have been either 
written or remembered and recounted 
by various means and ways, and they 
need now to be told and shared and 
that aspect is very important for Papua 
New Guineans. If I see an axe, what is 
it about? And what was it about, made 
present here in this facility.

What stories do I need to gain out of this in 
relation to who I am? I think that process 

is very important and 
then the collector 
who brought it here 
and gave it to the 
museum, why and 
how? And the fact that 
the knowledge and 
the skill of the Hagen 
axe is now being 
slowly, or rapidly 

forgotten. The fact that there is material 
culture that is here now, and the stories 
that go with those objects need to be 
shown and told to ourselves but also 
those generations that will come. The 
fact is that we took different reasons 
to have an object here, but the stories 
that come out of that object relate 
to my own history and heritage, the 
stories of colonization and what have 
you, but also the curious object that 
they found interesting and collected it 
– these are the stories that need to be 
told and shared.

Quite often colonization is not a user-
friendly subject. In this particular place 
it is a difficult subject. Sometimes 
broaching it raises a lot of red herrings 
and in that sense Ples Namel has to 
really come out and say “we need to 
talk and talk frankly without coming to 
fisticuffs over the legacy of colonization. 
Those stories need to be brought to 
the surface. They need to be told. They 
need to be accepted by all parties, but 
not forgotten.” The Ples Namel is the 
Museum – the physical building because 
this place has got all the stories.

For instance two years ago we had 
the famous Asaro mudmen – the clay 
masks that have been created with 

these weird looking faces with things 
hanging out of their mouths. We brought 
them here, we brought the community 
here because we didn’t have any in our 
collection. Rather than send someone 
off to simply collect some masks – we       
got the mudmen here. So we brought 
six of them here. There are a number of 
villages that make them but we went to 
one particular village near Goroka in the 
Eastern Highlands, in the Asaro valley, 
and we said, “Look we would like you 
to come to the Australian Museum and 
we would like you to bring your masks 
and banda and heaps of clay and really 
interact with us and make the masks 
and then perform, and then present and 
leave your stories behind with us”.

When the Asaro men came over they 
interacted with the public. It was one 
of the highest attended, in terms of our 
public engagements, where on the final 
day of the public engagement there were 
well over 280 children wanting to come 
in and make their own figurines. Here 
you had the mudmen with a whole bunch 
of clay, and they started to make their 
figures and the kids were given mud and 
they started to make their own. That kind 
of interactivity between different cultures 
and different communities, suddenly 
exchanging stories and connecting in 
a Ples Namel , in a museum like this, 
that’s the kind of interactivity that really 
talks about recognition and valuing of 
culture from a very experiential point of 
view from an embodied process where 
you are creating something. That for me 
is the significant aspect of Ples Namel. 
It is in the making, in the touching, and 
Ples Namel provides that opportunity. 
That is where these museums are now 
significant – in bridging cultures. The 
Asaro men were totally blown away. 
They went back to their communities 
and said, “We have seen something 
important. What we are doing is 
very important. It is appreciated, it is 
recognized and it is valued. So we must 
keep doing it. We must hold on strong, 
we must maintain the custom whatever 
happens, and teach our children.”

There are over 60,000 artefacts in the 
Museum and they all deserve to be 
given attention, and their stories told in 
as much we have the time and capacity. 
Objects provide the trigger but ultimately 
it is about the people and the stories that 
the objects represent. Heritage is so 
important because it gives you a sense 
of place and purpose and a sense of 
who you are. I really think that is where 
the future is.

What stories do I need  
to gain out of this in 

relation to who I am?
Sawiyano Singsing > http://vimeo.com/tumbuna/singsing
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The Social Life of Aboriginal Breastplates: 
Encoded Objects of Colonisation

The preservation of Aboriginal 
breastplates, with a degree of empathetic 
imagination, evoke powerful stories of 
colonisation. The physical weight of 
the objects around one’s neck and the 
ascriptions given to them – gorgets, 
brass shields, but most commonly ‘King’ 
and ‘Queen’ plates – made them highly 
charged and politicised objects from 
the outset, a status they retain. ‘Gifted’ 
to Aboriginal people in an attempt 
to establish relations, sometimes 
resembling business negotiations, their 
meaning was not universal or constant, 
and the interpretation of their purpose 
was not necessarily shared among 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people, or 
within the members of those categories.
It is my assertion that these breastplates, 
known since 1815 (and with many 
variations and permutations since) were 
highly encoded objects. Institutional 
collections of them continue to benefit 
us and future generations with insight 
into the reasons for deploying such 
objects for various objectives, certainly 
as a significant tool of communication 
of power relations between indigenous 
and non-indigenous populations in 
Australia’s past.
 
The relative omission of Aboriginal voices 
from the colonial record makes it difficult 
to be conclusive about the perceived 
significance of the breastplates to 
the wearer. As such, it is the hearsay 
evidence and inferences made by 
colonial non-Indigenous people which 
provides an entry point to understanding, 
with all of the problems that attends 
this for historians, anthropologists and 
others wishing to better understand our 
past. Add to that the fact that you are 
presently reading an account of that 
pot-holed history from a non-Aboriginal 
author. I wish to acknowledge at the 
outset that the author claims no authority 
over Aboriginal voices, knowledge and 
understandings, but rather the paper 
is principally informed by examination 
of primary and secondary sources. 
In turn, these conclusions have been 
generated from an internship with the 
Barengi Gadjin Aboriginal Land Council 
and an encounter with the biography of 
‘King’ Anthony Anderson, an Aboriginal 
man bestowed with the ‘royal’ title of 
King of Birchip, Morton Plains, Donald 

and Surrounding Districts from 1902, by 
the Birchip Shire Council. Anderson’s 
‘Kingship’ carried with it a broadly-held 
perception by pastoralists in the region 
seeking unfettered ownership of that 
regional land that he represented the 
‘last of his tribe’, but also an underlying 
acknowledgement that he was its 
legitimate land-owner and someone with 
whom negotiations should take place.  
Undaunted by those profoundly complex 
obstacles, let’s press on.  
 
A History of Breastplates

Breastplates are distinctive artefacts of 
Australia’s colonialisation, and although 
they do not constitute Aboriginal material 
culture in an orthodox sense, they 
are via inscription, indelibly tied to the 
individuals to whom they were given.
 
A brief discussion of medieval gorgets, a 
distant conceptual relative of Aboriginal 
breastplates is helpful in understanding 
the likely context in which they were 
both given and received and the role 
they played in facilitating all manner 
of misunderstandings, tensions and 

By Angel Bottaro. 

Lawsons-Menzies, 2012, ‘Collection of five brass Aboriginal King and Queen breastplates’, Antiques 
reporter, Armadale, accessed 8th May 2018, < https://www.antiquesreporter.com.au/index.cfm/
lot/483520-good-collection-of-five-brass-aboriginal-king-and-queen-plates-i/>.

Anthony Anderson (1852-1914) wearing the 
breastplate awarded to him by the Birchip 
Shire Council, inscribed ‘King of Birchip, 
Morton Plains, Donald and Surrounding 
Country’, Origin & date of image unknown. 
Wimmera Regional Library, accessed 
8th May 2018, <https://wrlc.swft.ent.
sirsidynix.net.au/client/en_AU/search/
asset/237765/0>. 

Dr. Michael Mel. Image courtesy Abram 
Powell (AM Digital).

JE         Michael you have had a long 
and interesting journey from the 
highlands of Papua New Guinea to 
the Australian Museum in Sydney. 
Can you tell us a little of how this 
journey unfolded?

MM    I really had a great childhood. 
I am from Mount Hagen, from Wila 
village, which is just about five kilometers 
outside of Hagen. From that village came 
quite a few significant leaders, leaders 
who were great orators. My father was 
a great orator and his memory is still 
crystal clear. He can go back four or five 
generations and account for everyone. 
And for every one of them he can name 
where they come from, who their mother 
was, who their grandmother was. So his 
knowledge is immense and I grew up 
in that kind of connected community. I 
watched them perform and do a lot of 
exchange ceremonies.  

I was born in 1959 and went to school 
in the 1960s. During that time there 
was lots of Australians and missionaries 
but my parents were dressed in the 
traditional costumes and we never 
tasted rice or bread; I grew up on kaukau 
(sweet potato) pretty much. So I really 
had a grounding in my community.

We went to school with the Sisters 
of Mercy, who were very tough, very 
disciplined, but they did a lot of good and 
really trained us well. So from growing 
up in a family that was very much part 
of a traditional community and then 
learning writing and arithmetic - they 
were two very contrasting things as I 
came to realise later,

Then I went to Fatima High School in 
Banz. I trained as a teacher. I wanted to 
become a maths and science teacher, 
but I ended up being trained for the 
arts in Goroka Teachers College. I was 
a teacher of the arts, particularly the 
performing arts and the visual arts – you 
covered everything.

My major transition to appreciating my 
own history and heritage came when 
I did my Ph.D. I went and taught for a 
couple of years and then they pulled 
me back to come and teach the arts in 
Goroka Teacher’s College. I did that for 

Interview: Dr. Michael Mel
Jim Elmslie talks with the West Pacific Collection Manager from the Australian Museum 
about his life and the concept he has developed of museums being a Ples Namel – or middle 
place, between different peoples, cultures and objects.

a couple of years then went for training 
in Melbourne at the Victorian College of 
Arts. I trained there for about three years, 
particularly in drama, Western theatre 
and Western dance. Eventually I ended 
up in Adelaide in the early 1990s to do 
a Diploma in Humanities as a precursor 
to enrolling in a Masters at Flinders 
University and eventually a Ph.D. I put 
in a proposal after one year of wanting 
to look at my own culture, and my own 
history and heritage in drama and in 
theatre and in performance and really 
looking at how it was in the communities. 
That was when all the things from my 
youth started coming back. Then I went 
home and talked with my father more 
and learnt a lot more about our history, 
my heritage, and then brought it into 
the context of the present day. So Ples 
Namel and those ideas came very much 
from that process.

Then I went back to Goroka College 
and by then it was a university. I spent 
ten years as a lecturer there, and then 
I rose through the ranks and eventually 
I became Deputy Vice-Chancellor 
for eight years and looked after the 
academic programme. In the process 
I came to see that we needed now to 
reintroduce our own knowledge, our 
own art, our own languages.  

I had done quite a number of 
performances at the Asia Pacific 
Triennials in 1993, 1996, and then in 
1999. I also did some performances at 
the ANU, and in Canada and in the UK, 
basically museums and places where 
people really wanted to see and engage 
with what I was developing - with Ples 

Chris Boylan
Oceanic Art

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

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

visits when I am in Sydney. Please call me.

cboylan @tpg.com.au    TEL +61 0405 093 577
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encoded meanings. Situated at the 
neck, metal gorgets served medieval 
warriors by protecting the neck and 
throat in combat. At the close of the 
seventeenth century the gorget was 
one of the few remaining pieces 
of armoury. With the widespread 
introduction of firearms, however this 
once indispensable object proved 
increasingly ineffectual and redundant 
in terms of practicality, matched with a 
corresponding increase in its attraction 
as a nostalgic status symbol for British 
infantry officers. Gorgets were engraved 
to make clear their ownership. Heavy to 
wear and superannuated as a defence 
mechanism in battle, by the eighteenth 
century the British army issued a 
standard-sized gorget, diminished in 
scale. By order of King William IV, they 
were eventually abolished by the mid-
nineteenth century.

Meanwhile, in a distant land known as 
the colony of New South Wales, and now 
returning the reader’s imagination to that 
location in the eighteenth century, the 
marine infantry who were charged with 
defending the colony until 1792, wore 
gorgets to denote their rank, and attached 
them around their necks with ribbons 
“as duty symbols until 1832”. Governor 
Macquarie presented the earliest known 
breastplate to Bungaree, assigned the 
title of ‘Chief of Broken Bay Tribe’. 

An overarching purpose of the issue 
of breastplates becomes evident in 
the case of Bungaree, portrayed in the 
colonial record as a skilled mediator, 

capable of moving easily between 
two cultures. Bungaree had assisted 
Matthew Flinders from 1802. Obviously, 
breastplates served the purpose of 
defining who was to negotiate on 
behalf of Aboriginal people, conveying 
messages from the colonial front, and 
with an underlying and unmistakable 
inference that there was something to 
exchange between people of a certain 
‘rank’ in their respective communities, 
that is, land ownership and attendant 
resource use. The gifting of breastplates 
was not fortuitous and accidental, but 
calculated and deliberate, in the service 
of particular predetermined ends.

As the practice of gifting breastplates 
became obsolete in other colonial 
settings, it was resuscitated in New 
South Wales. The gifting of breastplates 

enveloped Aboriginal leaders as 
extensions of the projection of extant 
colonial power structures, offering at first 
the beguiling appearance of being equals 
engaged in occupations characterised by 
duty and prestige, but soon this of course 
devolved into a pattern of overlords 
and subordinates. Undoubtedly, the 
differential dress code of Aboriginal 
men and colonial soldiers would have 
reinforced this impression, including the 
fact that the breastplates were a ‘past’ 
fashion accessory, possibly the subject of 
mockery rather than respect.

In 1815, Governor Macquarie 
inaugurated grand feasts held annually at 
Parramatta, laden with barrels of “grog”, 
extending an invitation to the feasts to 
members of adjacent Aboriginal groups, 
who in turn invited more senior Aboriginal 

Author unknown, 1816-1852, ‘Cora Gooseberry, Freeman Bungaree, Queen of Sydney & Botany Bay[Brass 
breastplate]’, State Library New South Wales, Ref #447023, accessed 9th May 2018, http://digital.sl.nsw.gov.
au/delivery/DeliveryManagerServlet?dps_pid=FL3237020&embedded=true&toolbar=false>.

Augustus Earle (1793–1838)
Portrait of Bungaree, a Native of New South 
Wales, with Fort Macquarie, Sydney Harbour 
in Background c.1826
oil on canvas; 68.5 x 50.5cm
Pictures Collection, 
National Library of Australia

Leonard Joel, 2010, Aboriginal brass breastplate (King and Queen) and chain, Leonard Joel Auction 
House, accessed 8th May 2018, < https://auctions.leonardjoel.com.au/asp/fullCatalogue.asp?salel
ot=LJ5472+++163+&refno=40024748&saletype=>.

an equal pattern-forming component, or 
even according to the way of looking, to 
be the real pattern: the painting may be 
understood as a picture puzzle.
 
This mask from the Lower Ramu River 
has a refined delicacy that could only 
have been accomplished by a master-
carver.  There is both a simplicity in 

its virtually undecorated surface and 
a level of finesse that only could have 
been achieved by a master.  Notice the 
gentle curve of the forehead and how it 
is repeated in the long sloping nose.
 
3. Clarity
 
One of the most essential and often 
overlooked qualities of great New 
Guinea art is clarity.  It is important to 
remember that New Guinea was without 
a written language and art served as a 
very real form of communication.  And 
the quality of clarity that I am trying to 
define is the ability of the art, through 
the power of its form, to communicate 
effectively. In my experience many 
superior pieces of New Guinea art are 
able to communicate form through only 
the barest essential sculptural elements. 
Again, you can’t get more simple and 
powerful forms as these. The drum is 
pared down to the elongated cylinder and 
the handle an archaic bird beak. These 
ancient pre-contact pieces exemplify 
perfectly how raw brutish power can be 
rendered elegant by a master artist.
 
Sometimes clarity is achieved by 
forgoing excess surface decoration, thus 
allowing the essential compositional 

Two West Sepik drums. Image courtesy 
Michael Hamson.

Sawos suspension hook. Image courtesy 
Michael Hamson.

Papuan Gulf gope board. Image courtesy 
Michael Hamson.

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

elements such as eyes, mouth and 
nose to be accentuated.  Such is the 
case with this pre-contact, stone-carved 
Sawos suspension hook.
 
Clarity is also accomplished by carving 
the sculptural lines in high relief as in 
this fine spirit board from the Papuan 
Gulf. High relief takes advantages of the 
difference in light falling on the raised 
portions contrasting against the dark 
formed by the shadows of the recessed 
areas. A gifted artist plays with this light 
and dark juxtaposition to create both 
structure and graphic quality.
 
The rest of this article will be 
published in the next edition of the 
OAS Journal.
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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 
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members of more remote tribes 
to join in the apparent festivities. 
At these feasts, Macquarie 
publicly bestowed badges to 
those men, both Aboriginal and 
non-Aboriginal whom he believed 
to have served him well, and to 
whom he believed to have the 
capacity for ongoing authority and 
influence among their peers.

As currency, breastplates 
became extremely versatile, 
but the common denominator 
was loyalty to the Crown, 
mediated through the delegated 
authority of Macquarie.  Soon, 
breastplates were not only 
issued to ‘chiefs’ in charge of 
decisions about the use of land in 
exchange for social and material 
favours (was this thought of as 
a form of treaty at the time?) 
but to exploration guides, brave 
individuals, friendly and loyal individuals, 
and for any other arbitrarily emergent use 
to quell unwanted behaviour and reward 
compliant behaviours in the service of 
the Crown’s ultimate ends. This pattern 
of distribution of rewards to people other 
than tribally-nominated elders was at 
odds with the extant indigenous forms of 
political organisation. This undermining 
not only obfuscated alliances but has, 
in current literature, problematised 
breastplate wearers, portraying them 
as ambiguous intermediaries between 
cultures (Nugent 2015, p. 69).
 
The Native Police that soon appeared, 
according to Troy (1993:27) represented 
a “force raised and used against other 

Aboriginal people to prevent them from 
opposing the expansion of the pastoral 
frontier” and regarded at the time and 
since as a duplicitous set of characters. 
Aboriginal trackers and guides were 
employed as allies in the expansion 
of the frontier and the quelling of any 
dissidents who opposed this ambition.
 
As the frontier expanded, impatience 
and lawlessness increased among 
non-traditional owners. Squatters 
began taking the law into their own 
hands, particularly when Governor 
Thomas Brisbane succeeded 
Macquarie’s administration from 1822. 
Correspondingly, breastplates changed 
in size and meaning and became 
more prolific, matching their increasing 
meaninglessness and insincere 
application. Pastoralists created and 
issued their own breastplates for “Kings’ 
and Queens’, mimicking and trying to 
reproduce the manipulative outcomes 
of colonial ancestors. Both Cleary 
and Troy are to be applauded for their 
research in this area. To illustrate, in 
1846, pastoralist James Graham gifted 
a breastplate to the man he believed 
was the most influential Aboriginal 
traditional landowner as a mechanism 
to dilute aggression over the ‘contest’ 
of land, stating, “This is your only 
safe way with the blacks, for so you 
acknowledge and establish authority”.  
Capturing loyalty via trinkets and 

material favours involving food, 
clothing and the like was clearly 
less expensive than the possibility 
of unpredictable manifestations of 
collective antagonism against the 
newcomers on traditional land.

The subsequent division of settler-
land parcels into fenced farms 
excluded Aboriginal people from 
accessing traditional resources, 
therefore increasing dependency 
on non-Aboriginal people for food, 
and more exotic supplies such 
as blankets, alcohol and tobacco, 
setting a self-fulfilling prophecy 
well into train. These were not 
necessarily on offer for free, but 
rather in exchange for information 
about the location and use of water, 
land management, and of course, 
as insurance policies against 
violent raids and retributive justice. 
Breastplates, still being issued 

prolifically, allowed government workers 
to readily identify trustworthy allies and 
informants.
 
Aboriginal people however, continually 
adapting to the pressures of colonial 
society, where possible appropriated 
its codes to their advantage.  Edward 
Ryan (1999) demonstrates for example, 
that Anthony Anderson (in 1902) “…
appropriated European power structures 
by requesting the local government to 
present him with a brass plate”, in doing 
so establishing legitimacy within both his 
own and the white community.
 
By the mid-1840s, the currency of 
breastplates as a signifier of ‘royalty’ 
was being devalued, and their power 
to extract information and favours in 
return began to also diminish, while 
the breastplates themselves generally 
increased physically in size.
 
Based on the revered arguments of 
Darwin, Wallace and others, translated 
into relations among humans, it was widely 
assumed that Aboriginal people would 
inevitably face extinction, leaving the issue 
of land ownership non-problematic.
 
It did not. 

Breastplates are objects with 
multiple embedded meaning and 
memories from our past. They are 
patently important to preserve.  
 
Angel Bottaro is completing her Honours 
in Anthropology at La Trobe University, 
Melbourne focusing on her major interest 
areas – Oceanic Arts and museology, and 
Indigenous affairs in post-colonial Victoria.

Noble Numismatics, 2004, Aboriginal 
breastplate in unique heart shape (King 
Jury), Noble Numismatics Pty Ltd, accessed 
8th May 2018, < http://www.noble.com.au/
auctions/lot/?id=18446>.

Finisterre Mountain tapa cloth. Image 
courtesy Michael Hamson.

Lower Ramu River mask. Image courtesy Michael Hamson.

beautifully complex tapa cloth. Each 
descent group (patrilineage) holds a 
repertoire of graphic elements that are 
for example, called “lizard,” “eel” or 
“folded leaf”; others are just called “dot” 
or “straight line.” The painter is free to 
compose his painting from a selection 
of these graphic elements held by his 
paternal lineage. These are now laid 
out on the bark cloth in such a way that 
they are linked to each other. It is most 
important that the painter applies the 
two pigments separately, red and black, 
and that they do not intersect. Thus the 
finished pattern consists of two separate 
series of linked graphic elements. These 
series have to be separated from each 
other by a narrower or broader part of 
the light-colored background provided 
by the bark cloth. Ideally the painter 
applies first the one and only then the 
other series of elements. However, 
only a few men possess the necessary 
spatial powers of imagination to create 
in this way a well-balanced composition. 
Most painters are forced to switch 
between the two colors because they get 
uncertain about the space the second 
series will occupy. Thus, the process 
of painting requires concentration and 
contemplation and is consequently 
seen as a veritable training of the mind. 
These mental processes are important 
to the painter. However, the beholder 
cannot easily gather them from the 
finished artwork. To him (or her) the 
light background appears to constitute 
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Aesthetics of New Guinea Art

Lecture by Michael Hamson, Savage Club, Melbourne, 21 October 2017. 

Introduction
Aesthetics by definition are subjective — 
being one’s response to and appreciation 
of beauty. That subjective dimension 
becomes even more pronounced when 
discussing artifacts made by another 
culture where beauty may not have been 
a facture when producing the object or a 
facture important in its original use. Yet, 
nonetheless, as appreciators of New 
Guinea art, we can and should make 
aesthetic judgments. The focus of this 
essay is an attempt to create order out of 
the subjective, to delineate those factors 
to consider when judging the quality of a 
piece of New Guinea art.
 
It is important to realize that I come at 
the aesthetics of New Guinea art from 
three directions. First, my academic 
background is in art history.  Thus I am 
concerned with art and its historical 
significance. I’m trained to look at an 
object and ask myself if it is art and why 
is it important.  Secondly, I have been an 
active field collector — meaning I don’t 
just buy from auctions, private collectors 
or other dealers. I used to go into the 
bush in Papua New Guinea four times 
a year to buy directly from people living 
in the villages. Lastly, it is important to 
realize that I am a dealer. My livelihood 
depends on my ability to recognize and 
judge quality. Putting a value on art, 
subjecting it to the marketplace has a 
way of clarifying issues, of quantifying 
and prioritizing the often amorphous 
aesthetic qualities.
 
 
Seven Aesthetic Criteria For 
Determining Quality of New Guinea Art 
(to be concluded in the next edition)
 
1. Age
 
Why the almost fanatical insistence 
on age? Why is it that most people 
and the market so highly values older 
carvings? The most important reason 
for this relates to the idea of authenticity.  
And authenticity basically boils down to 
artistic intention. And artistic intention 
is of paramount importance in all art.  
We buy art not just for how it looks 
but to capture a piece of the artistic 
genius that passed from the hand of 
the artist into the work itself. With tribal 
art these pieces are valued as well as 
physical representatives of the culture 

that produced it. Many of these cultures 
have changed drastically from how they 
existed when the work was produced.  
These past cultures are both intriguing 
and now virtually extinct and thus rare.
Related to the idea of authenticity is the 
fact that with few exceptions the older 
material is just plain better. The majority 
of pieces made in the last fifty years 
were made to sell to tourists. And when 
the artist’s intention was to carve a piece 
to sell to a hapless tourist you can be 
assured that the effort is not the same 
as when a carver was bringing into 
existence an ancestral spirit who had the 
power over life and death.
 

This elegant male figure is a great 
pre-contact example. The forms are 
powerful with the limbs cut free from the 
torso — newer examples have the arms 
and legs barely, if at all, cut free from the 
body. The face has a calm, serene but 
intense gaze.

One of the easiest and most sure 
indicators of older New Guinea wood 
figurative carving is pierced ears and 
nasal septum. You would be surprised 
on how true a diagnostic this turns out 
to be. Basically it works like this: Prior 
to say 1930 most men had their ears 
and noses pierced and virtually all 
representations of the ancestors had 

Abelam male figure. Image courtesy Michael 
Hamson.

the same.  Around 1940/50s when the 
missionary influence started to really 
take hold most men stopped going 
through initiation and having their noses 
pierced. Subsequently, when men would 
carve things — even authentic ritual 
pieces — they often neglected to pierce 
the nose and ears of the figure or mask. 
You can see the large pierced septum 
clearly on this piece.  You can also begin 
to see the smooth, almost satiny surface 
to the wood on some pre-contact pieces.
 
 

Karawari Cave pieces from the 
limestone recesses well up into the 
upper tributaries of the Karawari River 
are some of the most powerful pieces of 
Oceanic art. Such carvings were often 
only accessed by its owner who would 
petition the ancestor before a fight to 
intervene and pre-kill the enemy. This 
gives the warrior enormous confidence 
when he considers his opponent already 
dead — he just doesn’t know it yet.
 

This ancient female figure shows 
some important traits of pre-contact 
New Guinea art — notice the smooth, 
organic and flowing lines. There is a 
total lack of straight lines and the clear, 
competent carving style does not rely 
on paint to delineate form. Also this 
carving, like most old ones, is carved 
from a dense hardwood. This is much 
more difficult to carve but the result will 
last for generations. Here, with virtually 
no paint remaining the composition 
is clear — with the three-dimensional 
form of ancestral spirits has often been 
reduced to two dimensions. Hid high in 
limestone recesses for generations the 
carvings are somewhat exposed to the 
elements and often become eroded 
fragments but because of the density of 
the wood and the strength of the carving 
the expressive and powerful sculptural 
quality still boldly communicates. 
 

2. Technical Virtuosity
 
Technical virtuosity is the mastery over 
materials that comes from taking the 
intent of the work and its execution 
very seriously over many years. The 
effort put into such a thing must befit 
the gravity of bringing to life a carving 
that will ultimately enable the owner, 
his family and his clan to survive and 
flourish. This heightened level of artistry 
manifests itself not only in complex and 
technical masterpieces but also in the 
artist’s ability to convey expression with 
the minimal amount of line and form
 

Karawari cave female figure. Image courtesy 
Michael Hamson.

Massim presentation axe. Image courtesy Michael Hamson.

This pre-contact Karawari River yipwon 
is an excellent example.  There are a lot 
of fakes of these on the market — less 
than 1% seen today are real, authentic 
yipwon figures. First, they must be 
carved from a heavy, dense hardwood.  
Of course the nose must be pierced.  
Then the body and hooks must have 
real volume — not just flat, cookie-
cutter side-view profile. The head should 
have a bulging forehead. The hooks will 
have real meat at the base and be both 
delicate and powerful. Only a master 
could compose such an elegant figure 
with the menacing tension produced by 
the nearly touching hooks.
 
High up the northern slopes of the 
Finisterre Mountains in the Huon 
Peninsula live the Yopno who create Karawari yipwon. Image courtesy Michael 

Hamson.
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to consider when judging the quality of a 
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but to capture a piece of the artistic 
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have changed drastically from how they 
existed when the work was produced.  
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and now virtually extinct and thus rare.
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fact that with few exceptions the older 
material is just plain better. The majority 
of pieces made in the last fifty years 
were made to sell to tourists. And when 
the artist’s intention was to carve a piece 
to sell to a hapless tourist you can be 
assured that the effort is not the same 
as when a carver was bringing into 
existence an ancestral spirit who had the 
power over life and death.
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powerful with the limbs cut free from the 
torso — newer examples have the arms 
and legs barely, if at all, cut free from the 
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and noses pierced and virtually all 
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missionary influence started to really 
take hold most men stopped going 
through initiation and having their noses 
pierced. Subsequently, when men would 
carve things — even authentic ritual 
pieces — they often neglected to pierce 
the nose and ears of the figure or mask. 
You can see the large pierced septum 
clearly on this piece.  You can also begin 
to see the smooth, almost satiny surface 
to the wood on some pre-contact pieces.
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upper tributaries of the Karawari River 
are some of the most powerful pieces of 
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only accessed by its owner who would 
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gives the warrior enormous confidence 
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last for generations. Here, with virtually 
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the expressive and powerful sculptural 
quality still boldly communicates. 
 

2. Technical Virtuosity
 
Technical virtuosity is the mastery over 
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that will ultimately enable the owner, 
his family and his clan to survive and 
flourish. This heightened level of artistry 
manifests itself not only in complex and 
technical masterpieces but also in the 
artist’s ability to convey expression with 
the minimal amount of line and form
 

Karawari cave female figure. Image courtesy 
Michael Hamson.

Massim presentation axe. Image courtesy Michael Hamson.

This pre-contact Karawari River yipwon 
is an excellent example.  There are a lot 
of fakes of these on the market — less 
than 1% seen today are real, authentic 
yipwon figures. First, they must be 
carved from a heavy, dense hardwood.  
Of course the nose must be pierced.  
Then the body and hooks must have 
real volume — not just flat, cookie-
cutter side-view profile. The head should 
have a bulging forehead. The hooks will 
have real meat at the base and be both 
delicate and powerful. Only a master 
could compose such an elegant figure 
with the menacing tension produced by 
the nearly touching hooks.
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members of more remote tribes 
to join in the apparent festivities. 
At these feasts, Macquarie 
publicly bestowed badges to 
those men, both Aboriginal and 
non-Aboriginal whom he believed 
to have served him well, and to 
whom he believed to have the 
capacity for ongoing authority and 
influence among their peers.

As currency, breastplates 
became extremely versatile, 
but the common denominator 
was loyalty to the Crown, 
mediated through the delegated 
authority of Macquarie.  Soon, 
breastplates were not only 
issued to ‘chiefs’ in charge of 
decisions about the use of land in 
exchange for social and material 
favours (was this thought of as 
a form of treaty at the time?) 
but to exploration guides, brave 
individuals, friendly and loyal individuals, 
and for any other arbitrarily emergent use 
to quell unwanted behaviour and reward 
compliant behaviours in the service of 
the Crown’s ultimate ends. This pattern 
of distribution of rewards to people other 
than tribally-nominated elders was at 
odds with the extant indigenous forms of 
political organisation. This undermining 
not only obfuscated alliances but has, 
in current literature, problematised 
breastplate wearers, portraying them 
as ambiguous intermediaries between 
cultures (Nugent 2015, p. 69).
 
The Native Police that soon appeared, 
according to Troy (1993:27) represented 
a “force raised and used against other 

Aboriginal people to prevent them from 
opposing the expansion of the pastoral 
frontier” and regarded at the time and 
since as a duplicitous set of characters. 
Aboriginal trackers and guides were 
employed as allies in the expansion 
of the frontier and the quelling of any 
dissidents who opposed this ambition.
 
As the frontier expanded, impatience 
and lawlessness increased among 
non-traditional owners. Squatters 
began taking the law into their own 
hands, particularly when Governor 
Thomas Brisbane succeeded 
Macquarie’s administration from 1822. 
Correspondingly, breastplates changed 
in size and meaning and became 
more prolific, matching their increasing 
meaninglessness and insincere 
application. Pastoralists created and 
issued their own breastplates for “Kings’ 
and Queens’, mimicking and trying to 
reproduce the manipulative outcomes 
of colonial ancestors. Both Cleary 
and Troy are to be applauded for their 
research in this area. To illustrate, in 
1846, pastoralist James Graham gifted 
a breastplate to the man he believed 
was the most influential Aboriginal 
traditional landowner as a mechanism 
to dilute aggression over the ‘contest’ 
of land, stating, “This is your only 
safe way with the blacks, for so you 
acknowledge and establish authority”.  
Capturing loyalty via trinkets and 

material favours involving food, 
clothing and the like was clearly 
less expensive than the possibility 
of unpredictable manifestations of 
collective antagonism against the 
newcomers on traditional land.

The subsequent division of settler-
land parcels into fenced farms 
excluded Aboriginal people from 
accessing traditional resources, 
therefore increasing dependency 
on non-Aboriginal people for food, 
and more exotic supplies such 
as blankets, alcohol and tobacco, 
setting a self-fulfilling prophecy 
well into train. These were not 
necessarily on offer for free, but 
rather in exchange for information 
about the location and use of water, 
land management, and of course, 
as insurance policies against 
violent raids and retributive justice. 
Breastplates, still being issued 

prolifically, allowed government workers 
to readily identify trustworthy allies and 
informants.
 
Aboriginal people however, continually 
adapting to the pressures of colonial 
society, where possible appropriated 
its codes to their advantage.  Edward 
Ryan (1999) demonstrates for example, 
that Anthony Anderson (in 1902) “…
appropriated European power structures 
by requesting the local government to 
present him with a brass plate”, in doing 
so establishing legitimacy within both his 
own and the white community.
 
By the mid-1840s, the currency of 
breastplates as a signifier of ‘royalty’ 
was being devalued, and their power 
to extract information and favours in 
return began to also diminish, while 
the breastplates themselves generally 
increased physically in size.
 
Based on the revered arguments of 
Darwin, Wallace and others, translated 
into relations among humans, it was widely 
assumed that Aboriginal people would 
inevitably face extinction, leaving the issue 
of land ownership non-problematic.
 
It did not. 

Breastplates are objects with 
multiple embedded meaning and 
memories from our past. They are 
patently important to preserve.  
 
Angel Bottaro is completing her Honours 
in Anthropology at La Trobe University, 
Melbourne focusing on her major interest 
areas – Oceanic Arts and museology, and 
Indigenous affairs in post-colonial Victoria.

Noble Numismatics, 2004, Aboriginal 
breastplate in unique heart shape (King 
Jury), Noble Numismatics Pty Ltd, accessed 
8th May 2018, < http://www.noble.com.au/
auctions/lot/?id=18446>.

Finisterre Mountain tapa cloth. Image 
courtesy Michael Hamson.

Lower Ramu River mask. Image courtesy Michael Hamson.

beautifully complex tapa cloth. Each 
descent group (patrilineage) holds a 
repertoire of graphic elements that are 
for example, called “lizard,” “eel” or 
“folded leaf”; others are just called “dot” 
or “straight line.” The painter is free to 
compose his painting from a selection 
of these graphic elements held by his 
paternal lineage. These are now laid 
out on the bark cloth in such a way that 
they are linked to each other. It is most 
important that the painter applies the 
two pigments separately, red and black, 
and that they do not intersect. Thus the 
finished pattern consists of two separate 
series of linked graphic elements. These 
series have to be separated from each 
other by a narrower or broader part of 
the light-colored background provided 
by the bark cloth. Ideally the painter 
applies first the one and only then the 
other series of elements. However, 
only a few men possess the necessary 
spatial powers of imagination to create 
in this way a well-balanced composition. 
Most painters are forced to switch 
between the two colors because they get 
uncertain about the space the second 
series will occupy. Thus, the process 
of painting requires concentration and 
contemplation and is consequently 
seen as a veritable training of the mind. 
These mental processes are important 
to the painter. However, the beholder 
cannot easily gather them from the 
finished artwork. To him (or her) the 
light background appears to constitute 
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encoded meanings. Situated at the 
neck, metal gorgets served medieval 
warriors by protecting the neck and 
throat in combat. At the close of the 
seventeenth century the gorget was 
one of the few remaining pieces 
of armoury. With the widespread 
introduction of firearms, however this 
once indispensable object proved 
increasingly ineffectual and redundant 
in terms of practicality, matched with a 
corresponding increase in its attraction 
as a nostalgic status symbol for British 
infantry officers. Gorgets were engraved 
to make clear their ownership. Heavy to 
wear and superannuated as a defence 
mechanism in battle, by the eighteenth 
century the British army issued a 
standard-sized gorget, diminished in 
scale. By order of King William IV, they 
were eventually abolished by the mid-
nineteenth century.

Meanwhile, in a distant land known as 
the colony of New South Wales, and now 
returning the reader’s imagination to that 
location in the eighteenth century, the 
marine infantry who were charged with 
defending the colony until 1792, wore 
gorgets to denote their rank, and attached 
them around their necks with ribbons 
“as duty symbols until 1832”. Governor 
Macquarie presented the earliest known 
breastplate to Bungaree, assigned the 
title of ‘Chief of Broken Bay Tribe’. 

An overarching purpose of the issue 
of breastplates becomes evident in 
the case of Bungaree, portrayed in the 
colonial record as a skilled mediator, 

capable of moving easily between 
two cultures. Bungaree had assisted 
Matthew Flinders from 1802. Obviously, 
breastplates served the purpose of 
defining who was to negotiate on 
behalf of Aboriginal people, conveying 
messages from the colonial front, and 
with an underlying and unmistakable 
inference that there was something to 
exchange between people of a certain 
‘rank’ in their respective communities, 
that is, land ownership and attendant 
resource use. The gifting of breastplates 
was not fortuitous and accidental, but 
calculated and deliberate, in the service 
of particular predetermined ends.

As the practice of gifting breastplates 
became obsolete in other colonial 
settings, it was resuscitated in New 
South Wales. The gifting of breastplates 

enveloped Aboriginal leaders as 
extensions of the projection of extant 
colonial power structures, offering at first 
the beguiling appearance of being equals 
engaged in occupations characterised by 
duty and prestige, but soon this of course 
devolved into a pattern of overlords 
and subordinates. Undoubtedly, the 
differential dress code of Aboriginal 
men and colonial soldiers would have 
reinforced this impression, including the 
fact that the breastplates were a ‘past’ 
fashion accessory, possibly the subject of 
mockery rather than respect.

In 1815, Governor Macquarie 
inaugurated grand feasts held annually at 
Parramatta, laden with barrels of “grog”, 
extending an invitation to the feasts to 
members of adjacent Aboriginal groups, 
who in turn invited more senior Aboriginal 

Author unknown, 1816-1852, ‘Cora Gooseberry, Freeman Bungaree, Queen of Sydney & Botany Bay[Brass 
breastplate]’, State Library New South Wales, Ref #447023, accessed 9th May 2018, http://digital.sl.nsw.gov.
au/delivery/DeliveryManagerServlet?dps_pid=FL3237020&embedded=true&toolbar=false>.

Augustus Earle (1793–1838)
Portrait of Bungaree, a Native of New South 
Wales, with Fort Macquarie, Sydney Harbour 
in Background c.1826
oil on canvas; 68.5 x 50.5cm
Pictures Collection, 
National Library of Australia

Leonard Joel, 2010, Aboriginal brass breastplate (King and Queen) and chain, Leonard Joel Auction 
House, accessed 8th May 2018, < https://auctions.leonardjoel.com.au/asp/fullCatalogue.asp?salel
ot=LJ5472+++163+&refno=40024748&saletype=>.

an equal pattern-forming component, or 
even according to the way of looking, to 
be the real pattern: the painting may be 
understood as a picture puzzle.
 
This mask from the Lower Ramu River 
has a refined delicacy that could only 
have been accomplished by a master-
carver.  There is both a simplicity in 

its virtually undecorated surface and 
a level of finesse that only could have 
been achieved by a master.  Notice the 
gentle curve of the forehead and how it 
is repeated in the long sloping nose.
 
3. Clarity
 
One of the most essential and often 
overlooked qualities of great New 
Guinea art is clarity.  It is important to 
remember that New Guinea was without 
a written language and art served as a 
very real form of communication.  And 
the quality of clarity that I am trying to 
define is the ability of the art, through 
the power of its form, to communicate 
effectively. In my experience many 
superior pieces of New Guinea art are 
able to communicate form through only 
the barest essential sculptural elements. 
Again, you can’t get more simple and 
powerful forms as these. The drum is 
pared down to the elongated cylinder and 
the handle an archaic bird beak. These 
ancient pre-contact pieces exemplify 
perfectly how raw brutish power can be 
rendered elegant by a master artist.
 
Sometimes clarity is achieved by 
forgoing excess surface decoration, thus 
allowing the essential compositional 

Two West Sepik drums. Image courtesy 
Michael Hamson.

Sawos suspension hook. Image courtesy 
Michael Hamson.

Papuan Gulf gope board. Image courtesy 
Michael Hamson.
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elements such as eyes, mouth and 
nose to be accentuated.  Such is the 
case with this pre-contact, stone-carved 
Sawos suspension hook.
 
Clarity is also accomplished by carving 
the sculptural lines in high relief as in 
this fine spirit board from the Papuan 
Gulf. High relief takes advantages of the 
difference in light falling on the raised 
portions contrasting against the dark 
formed by the shadows of the recessed 
areas. A gifted artist plays with this light 
and dark juxtaposition to create both 
structure and graphic quality.
 
The rest of this article will be 
published in the next edition of the 
OAS Journal.
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interview objects

The Social Life of Aboriginal Breastplates: 
Encoded Objects of Colonisation

The preservation of Aboriginal 
breastplates, with a degree of empathetic 
imagination, evoke powerful stories of 
colonisation. The physical weight of 
the objects around one’s neck and the 
ascriptions given to them – gorgets, 
brass shields, but most commonly ‘King’ 
and ‘Queen’ plates – made them highly 
charged and politicised objects from 
the outset, a status they retain. ‘Gifted’ 
to Aboriginal people in an attempt 
to establish relations, sometimes 
resembling business negotiations, their 
meaning was not universal or constant, 
and the interpretation of their purpose 
was not necessarily shared among 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people, or 
within the members of those categories.
It is my assertion that these breastplates, 
known since 1815 (and with many 
variations and permutations since) were 
highly encoded objects. Institutional 
collections of them continue to benefit 
us and future generations with insight 
into the reasons for deploying such 
objects for various objectives, certainly 
as a significant tool of communication 
of power relations between indigenous 
and non-indigenous populations in 
Australia’s past.
 
The relative omission of Aboriginal voices 
from the colonial record makes it difficult 
to be conclusive about the perceived 
significance of the breastplates to 
the wearer. As such, it is the hearsay 
evidence and inferences made by 
colonial non-Indigenous people which 
provides an entry point to understanding, 
with all of the problems that attends 
this for historians, anthropologists and 
others wishing to better understand our 
past. Add to that the fact that you are 
presently reading an account of that 
pot-holed history from a non-Aboriginal 
author. I wish to acknowledge at the 
outset that the author claims no authority 
over Aboriginal voices, knowledge and 
understandings, but rather the paper 
is principally informed by examination 
of primary and secondary sources. 
In turn, these conclusions have been 
generated from an internship with the 
Barengi Gadjin Aboriginal Land Council 
and an encounter with the biography of 
‘King’ Anthony Anderson, an Aboriginal 
man bestowed with the ‘royal’ title of 
King of Birchip, Morton Plains, Donald 

and Surrounding Districts from 1902, by 
the Birchip Shire Council. Anderson’s 
‘Kingship’ carried with it a broadly-held 
perception by pastoralists in the region 
seeking unfettered ownership of that 
regional land that he represented the 
‘last of his tribe’, but also an underlying 
acknowledgement that he was its 
legitimate land-owner and someone with 
whom negotiations should take place.  
Undaunted by those profoundly complex 
obstacles, let’s press on.  
 
A History of Breastplates

Breastplates are distinctive artefacts of 
Australia’s colonialisation, and although 
they do not constitute Aboriginal material 
culture in an orthodox sense, they 
are via inscription, indelibly tied to the 
individuals to whom they were given.
 
A brief discussion of medieval gorgets, a 
distant conceptual relative of Aboriginal 
breastplates is helpful in understanding 
the likely context in which they were 
both given and received and the role 
they played in facilitating all manner 
of misunderstandings, tensions and 

By Angel Bottaro. 

Lawsons-Menzies, 2012, ‘Collection of five brass Aboriginal King and Queen breastplates’, Antiques 
reporter, Armadale, accessed 8th May 2018, < https://www.antiquesreporter.com.au/index.cfm/
lot/483520-good-collection-of-five-brass-aboriginal-king-and-queen-plates-i/>.

Anthony Anderson (1852-1914) wearing the 
breastplate awarded to him by the Birchip 
Shire Council, inscribed ‘King of Birchip, 
Morton Plains, Donald and Surrounding 
Country’, Origin & date of image unknown. 
Wimmera Regional Library, accessed 
8th May 2018, <https://wrlc.swft.ent.
sirsidynix.net.au/client/en_AU/search/
asset/237765/0>. 

Dr. Michael Mel. Image courtesy Abram 
Powell (AM Digital).

JE         Michael you have had a long 
and interesting journey from the 
highlands of Papua New Guinea to 
the Australian Museum in Sydney. 
Can you tell us a little of how this 
journey unfolded?

MM    I really had a great childhood. 
I am from Mount Hagen, from Wila 
village, which is just about five kilometers 
outside of Hagen. From that village came 
quite a few significant leaders, leaders 
who were great orators. My father was 
a great orator and his memory is still 
crystal clear. He can go back four or five 
generations and account for everyone. 
And for every one of them he can name 
where they come from, who their mother 
was, who their grandmother was. So his 
knowledge is immense and I grew up 
in that kind of connected community. I 
watched them perform and do a lot of 
exchange ceremonies.  

I was born in 1959 and went to school 
in the 1960s. During that time there 
was lots of Australians and missionaries 
but my parents were dressed in the 
traditional costumes and we never 
tasted rice or bread; I grew up on kaukau 
(sweet potato) pretty much. So I really 
had a grounding in my community.

We went to school with the Sisters 
of Mercy, who were very tough, very 
disciplined, but they did a lot of good and 
really trained us well. So from growing 
up in a family that was very much part 
of a traditional community and then 
learning writing and arithmetic - they 
were two very contrasting things as I 
came to realise later,

Then I went to Fatima High School in 
Banz. I trained as a teacher. I wanted to 
become a maths and science teacher, 
but I ended up being trained for the 
arts in Goroka Teachers College. I was 
a teacher of the arts, particularly the 
performing arts and the visual arts – you 
covered everything.

My major transition to appreciating my 
own history and heritage came when 
I did my Ph.D. I went and taught for a 
couple of years and then they pulled 
me back to come and teach the arts in 
Goroka Teacher’s College. I did that for 

Interview: Dr. Michael Mel
Jim Elmslie talks with the West Pacific Collection Manager from the Australian Museum 
about his life and the concept he has developed of museums being a Ples Namel – or middle 
place, between different peoples, cultures and objects.

a couple of years then went for training 
in Melbourne at the Victorian College of 
Arts. I trained there for about three years, 
particularly in drama, Western theatre 
and Western dance. Eventually I ended 
up in Adelaide in the early 1990s to do 
a Diploma in Humanities as a precursor 
to enrolling in a Masters at Flinders 
University and eventually a Ph.D. I put 
in a proposal after one year of wanting 
to look at my own culture, and my own 
history and heritage in drama and in 
theatre and in performance and really 
looking at how it was in the communities. 
That was when all the things from my 
youth started coming back. Then I went 
home and talked with my father more 
and learnt a lot more about our history, 
my heritage, and then brought it into 
the context of the present day. So Ples 
Namel and those ideas came very much 
from that process.

Then I went back to Goroka College 
and by then it was a university. I spent 
ten years as a lecturer there, and then 
I rose through the ranks and eventually 
I became Deputy Vice-Chancellor 
for eight years and looked after the 
academic programme. In the process 
I came to see that we needed now to 
reintroduce our own knowledge, our 
own art, our own languages.  

I had done quite a number of 
performances at the Asia Pacific 
Triennials in 1993, 1996, and then in 
1999. I also did some performances at 
the ANU, and in Canada and in the UK, 
basically museums and places where 
people really wanted to see and engage 
with what I was developing - with Ples 

Chris Boylan
Oceanic Art

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

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

visits when I am in Sydney. Please call me.

cboylan @tpg.com.au    TEL +61 0405 093 577
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next lecture interview

Betni Kalk is a professor of Design 
at Creighton University in Omaha, 
Nebraska.  As the daughter of 
missionaries, Betni grew up in the 
East Sepik Province in Sawiyano 
territory. She returned as a college 
student and later asked permission 
from the elders to film their lives, 
with them deciding which aspects 
of their lives to include. 

In 2012, after a successful Kickstarter 
campaign and a grant, she brought 
in 3 cameras and solar panels for a 
summer off the grid. Betni used one 
of the cameras and the other two 
were used by Sawiyano to film their 
own lives.  In 2016 with additional 
funding, new cameras and solar 
panels were brought in along with 
the edits of the footage for the 
Sawiyano to approve. 

Betni’s intent was to document or 
get documentation of traditional 
methods of crafts and food 

type of project with PNG nationals 
recording their own lives in other 
parts of PNG in the future. Betni will 
speak about her recent times filming 
in the bush, Sawiyano reactions to 
and methods of filming, and show 
clips. Please visit tumbuna.org for 
more content.

gathering for future generations of 
Sawiyano before traditional culture 
drastically changes due to roads 
being built with mining and timber 
companies entering the territory. 
While this project was personal due 
to her childhood with the Sawiyano, 
she intends to facilitate more of this 

SAWIYANO: Life in the East Sepik Province

NEXT LECTURE
Wednesday 18 July - OAS Lecture, 6pm, Australian Museum.
Betni Kalik will be presenting an illustrated talk on:

Namel, with history and heritage. So 
that’s really how I came to bring my 
past, and the European institutional 
past, to come together and say, we need 
to share those stories and we need to 
connect. Then the job at the Australian 
Museum came up and I applied and 
here I am.

JE         How do you see the role of the 
Museum in contemporary society? How 
do you explain Ples Namel?

MM    Ples Namel is really a physical 
space. It is in most of our communities 
where it is the community centre. It is 
the space where community comes to 
debate, discuss, celebrate, mourn. It 
was where the community gathered and 
did all those activities so it’s the physical 
space where the community feels and 
sees and recognizes ‘this is where we 
belong’. In the highlands communities 
you had a round 
house at one end and 
on the sides you had 
very special plants - 
casuarina, and other 
trees from the forest 
and in the middle 
would be this long 
rectangular space 
where you would line 
up the pigs when there was a big moka 
exchange, or a bridal exchange, or a big 
mourning ceremony. That’s the space 
that I think is very important. That’s 
where the community got together and 
really debated and discussed and felt 
that they belonged somewhere. So it 
is that sort of space that I feel is Ples 
Namel.

In that space the great orators spoke.  
In Melanesia because we were not a 
literate society in terms of writing to 
record history and stories, our capacity 
to remember, to record if you like, was 
huge. When the great orators spoke 
they brought the past into the present 
through their poetry, through their 
recitals. Those recitals of people, men 
and women, their deeds, whether good 
or bad, the wars, and the events, the 
activities that happened and things that 
were done, were recounted through 
those stories. The past was relayed 
through those events. Then using the 
past would provide a navigation through 
whatever was happening now and 
would say this is how and why we are 
like this, and therefore it makes sense 
for us to do these things. In that sense it 
really provided a space where the past 
was made present, and the present 
itself where you brought warring parties 

together, communities that needed to 
feel that they belong to that space.

Now transposing all of that into a space 
like this (Australian Museum), like a 
museum, in the way that museums 
happened – museums as institution 
started with curiosities, but today you 
are now dealing with history, you are 
now dealing with stories that have 
been brought here, into this institution. 
The objects don’t necessarily carry the 
stories. The stories have been either 
written or remembered and recounted 
by various means and ways, and they 
need now to be told and shared and 
that aspect is very important for Papua 
New Guineans. If I see an axe, what is 
it about? And what was it about, made 
present here in this facility.

What stories do I need to gain out of this in 
relation to who I am? I think that process 

is very important and 
then the collector 
who brought it here 
and gave it to the 
museum, why and 
how? And the fact that 
the knowledge and 
the skill of the Hagen 
axe is now being 
slowly, or rapidly 

forgotten. The fact that there is material 
culture that is here now, and the stories 
that go with those objects need to be 
shown and told to ourselves but also 
those generations that will come. The 
fact is that we took different reasons 
to have an object here, but the stories 
that come out of that object relate 
to my own history and heritage, the 
stories of colonization and what have 
you, but also the curious object that 
they found interesting and collected it 
– these are the stories that need to be 
told and shared.

Quite often colonization is not a user-
friendly subject. In this particular place 
it is a difficult subject. Sometimes 
broaching it raises a lot of red herrings 
and in that sense Ples Namel has to 
really come out and say “we need to 
talk and talk frankly without coming to 
fisticuffs over the legacy of colonization. 
Those stories need to be brought to 
the surface. They need to be told. They 
need to be accepted by all parties, but 
not forgotten.” The Ples Namel is the 
Museum – the physical building because 
this place has got all the stories.

For instance two years ago we had 
the famous Asaro mudmen – the clay 
masks that have been created with 

these weird looking faces with things 
hanging out of their mouths. We brought 
them here, we brought the community 
here because we didn’t have any in our 
collection. Rather than send someone 
off to simply collect some masks – we       
got the mudmen here. So we brought 
six of them here. There are a number of 
villages that make them but we went to 
one particular village near Goroka in the 
Eastern Highlands, in the Asaro valley, 
and we said, “Look we would like you 
to come to the Australian Museum and 
we would like you to bring your masks 
and banda and heaps of clay and really 
interact with us and make the masks 
and then perform, and then present and 
leave your stories behind with us”.

When the Asaro men came over they 
interacted with the public. It was one 
of the highest attended, in terms of our 
public engagements, where on the final 
day of the public engagement there were 
well over 280 children wanting to come 
in and make their own figurines. Here 
you had the mudmen with a whole bunch 
of clay, and they started to make their 
figures and the kids were given mud and 
they started to make their own. That kind 
of interactivity between different cultures 
and different communities, suddenly 
exchanging stories and connecting in 
a Ples Namel , in a museum like this, 
that’s the kind of interactivity that really 
talks about recognition and valuing of 
culture from a very experiential point of 
view from an embodied process where 
you are creating something. That for me 
is the significant aspect of Ples Namel. 
It is in the making, in the touching, and 
Ples Namel provides that opportunity. 
That is where these museums are now 
significant – in bridging cultures. The 
Asaro men were totally blown away. 
They went back to their communities 
and said, “We have seen something 
important. What we are doing is 
very important. It is appreciated, it is 
recognized and it is valued. So we must 
keep doing it. We must hold on strong, 
we must maintain the custom whatever 
happens, and teach our children.”

There are over 60,000 artefacts in the 
Museum and they all deserve to be 
given attention, and their stories told in 
as much we have the time and capacity. 
Objects provide the trigger but ultimately 
it is about the people and the stories that 
the objects represent. Heritage is so 
important because it gives you a sense 
of place and purpose and a sense of 
who you are. I really think that is where 
the future is.

What stories do I need  
to gain out of this in 

relation to who I am?
Sawiyano Singsing > http://vimeo.com/tumbuna/singsing
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Oceanic art creates fascination on 
many levels. In this edition of the 
OAS Journal we look at two quite 
different ways of seeing traditional 
artefacts. To Dr. Michael Mel, a 
Papua New Guinean scholar who 
grew up in a Highlands village 
before setting off on his own 
personal odyssey, they are the 
physical embodiment of stories 
— the stories that are the keys 
to understanding, retaining and 
transmitting cultural knowledge. 
To Michael Hamson, one of the 
foremost contemporary dealers of 
Oceanic art, traditional artefacts are 
artistic works of exquisite beauty, 
capable of objective assessment. 
Of course, these interpretations are 
not in the least mutually exclusive; 
rather each reinforces the intrinsic 
power of traditional artefacts, 
a power that all readers of this 
journal will readily acknowledge.

In an interview we follow Dr Mel’s 
journey and how his thoughts 
evolved into his concept of 
museums as being a Ples Namel, 
a middle ground, where different 
peoples and cultures can meet, their 

Different Ways of Seeing
by Jim Elmslie

modern and historical interactions 
told, to some extent, through the 
agency of artefacts. Mr Hamsom’s 
wonderful analysis of the physical 
aspects of objects, of why and 
how that beauty emanates, will 
enrich any student’s or collector’s 
appreciation of this art genre. His 
article, the first half published herein 
and the second in the next edition 
of the Journal, is a summary of 
his excellent presentation at last 
year’s stunning OAS Forum at 
Melbourne’s Savage Club.

Further reinforcing the layers of 
meaning hidden in artefacts is 
the article by Angel Bottaro on 
the king plates that were given to 
Aboriginals in colonial Australia 
for a variety of reasons. The form 
and function of these objects 
changed over time, reflecting the 
changing relationship between the 
European settlers in Australia and 
the original indigenous inhabitants. 
Ms. Bottaro tells this rich story and 
explains why king plates still have 
currency today.

Continued from front cover

Karawari cave female figure. 
See page 6 for more details.

Continued on back cover

We are pleased to announce that 
plans for this year’s Tribal Art Fair 
Sydney are well advanced. TAFS 
is to be held at the Cell Block Hall 
within the National Art School, 
Darlinghurst, Sydney, on Saturday 
21st of July. Places are still available 
for prospective vendors for what 
promises to be another successful 
and fun event for Oceanic art 
lovers. Hearty congratulations 
are to be extended to the TAFS 
Sub-committee for negotiating the 
transition to the new location at the 
NAS and we look forward to a close 
collaboration with the School in the 
years to come.

Also hard at work is the 2019 
OAS Forum Sub-committee. 

This gala event will be held on 
the 2nd and 3rd of February over 
three Sydney locations: the Art 
Gallery of New South Wales; 
the Australian Museum, and the 
National Art School. The Forum’s 
participants will be looking at the 
historical contexts of the formation 
of collections in museums such as 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art 
in New York and the Art Gallery of 
NSW. The OAS is very pleased 
to announce that Maia Nuku, the 
Metropolitan Museum’s Evelyn A. J. 
Hall and John A. Friede Associate 
Curator for Oceanic Art will be the 
keynote speaker. More information 
on the 2019 Forum will appear in the  
next edition.


