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• Wednesday 19 September 2018 – OAS Lecture - Dr Barry Craig on “New Guinea: What I Did and What I Saw”, Australian 
Museum, 6:30 for 7pm.  See details on page 2.

• Saturday 10 November 2018 – AGM and Lecture - speaker to be advised.  ‘Skiffies’ in Mosman , 10am - 12:30pm.

• Friday 1 February 2019 – OAS Forum - Australian Museum.  

• 2-3 February 2019 – OAS Forum - AGNSW.

dates for your diary

Oceanic Art means different things 
to different people. Made by 
indigenous peoples for traditional 
cultural and utilitarian practice, 
artefacts are now prized by many 
people far removed from their 
geographical origins. Just why 
this is so is sometimes hard to 
fathom. In the last edition of the 
OAS Journal, and continuing in 
this edition, Michael Hamson has 
forensically probed into what it is 
that gives an artefact its particular 
appeal and beauty. To analyse 
what our eyes and senses might 
instinctively judge, and why, is an 
intellectually satisfying process. 
Certainly it was not the intention 
of the creators of these artworks 
to appeal to the sensibilities of 
non-indigenous collectors, but 
nonetheless they have. Mr Hamson 
certainly adds to our understanding 
of this process by looking at specific 
aspects of individual pieces.

San Francisco collectors, Sam and 
Sharon Singer take this concept one 
step further by making an element 
of their wonderful collection the 
display of groups of similar objects 
to allow the viewer the opportunity 

The Art of Collecting
by Jim Elmslie

to compare and contrast things 
of the same ilk. As Mr Singer 
explains this wunderkammer 
(cabinet of curiosities) approach 
yields particular benefits and harks 
back to the earliest days of ‘curio’ 
collecting, which was the genesis of 
today’s museums.

This edition also reports on the very 
successful Tribal Art Fair Sydney, 
held for the first time at the National 
Art School in Darlinghurst, Sydney, 
on 21st of July. This beautiful venue 
formed a spectacular backdrop 
to the well attended event with 
its wide variety of works on offer. 
Congratulations to Warwick Majcher 
and the TAFS team and many 
thanks for all the time and effort. 
Hopefully the OAS will continue and 
deepen its engagement with the 
NAS to promote the understanding, 
and celebration, of Oceanic art.

We also present an update on the 
progress of the OAS Forum 2019, 
themed Connecting the Old and the 
New : Aboriginal and Oceanic Art - 
Collections and Collectors, which 
will be in Sydney at the beginning of 

A fine Massim lime spatula, ex- Galerie 
Renaud Vanuxem, Paris, from the Sam and 
Sharon Singer Collection. See page 10 for 
more details.Continued on back cover
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next lecture

I went to New Guinea in 1962 as 
an Education Officer (‘chalkie’) and 
asked to be posted to Telefomin 
where I remained until 1965. I 
returned to Telefomin to do field 
research for short periods in 1967, 
1968, 1969 and for a year in 1972-
73. Then as Curator of Anthropology 

in 1997 ad New Ireland and the 
Torricelli Mountains of the West 
Sepik in 2002.

This presentation will illustrate 
some of the information I gained 
about the people and their culture 
during each of those field trips.

at the PNG National Museum 1980-
83, I spent a quarter of my time in 
the field – middle and lower Sepik, 
New Ireland and New Britain.

While at the South Australian 
Museum, I revisited New Ireland 
and New Britain in 1992/3, Vanuatu 

New Guinea: What I Did and What I Saw

NEXT LECTURE
Wednesday 19 September - OAS Lecture, 6:30pm, Australian Museum.
Barry Craig will be presenting an illustrated talk on:

Ninth OAS Forum in Sydney

After the stunning success of the 
8th OAS Forum at the Savage Club 
in Melbourne in October last year, 
the Forum 2019 Subcommittee 
convened by Chris Boylan is making 
great progress with organising 
the next three-day programme  in 
partnership with the Australian 
Museum and the Art Gallery of NSW.  
Here are a few  highlights.

Curators will talk about three 
exhibitions at the AGNSW: 
Melanesian Art Redux (works 
shown in the 1966 Melanesian art 

exhibition curated by Tuckson), 
Nongirrna Marawili (Contemporary 
Australian artist) and The Abstract 
Sublime (Tony Tuckson) All three 
can be pre-viewed on the website 
of the AGNSW. Maia Nuku, from 
the Metropolitan in New York will 
be the keynote speaker. Early 
historical film footage and short 
documentaries with subjects from 
Melanesia will be shown.

At the Australian Museum, Curator 
Michael Mel will present the newly 
opened ‘Long Gallery’. The archival 
material of the Garden Palace 
Exhibition in 1879-80 will be presented 

Connecting the Old and the New: Aboriginal and Oceanic Art – Collections and Collectors. OAS in 
conjunction with the Art Gallery of New South Wales and Australian Museum, 1-3 February 2019

by curators. The Wiradjuri, Kamilaroi 
artist Jonathan Jones’ Kaldor Public 
Art Project (Skin and Bones) held 
in the Botanic Gardens in 2016 
interrogated the repercussions of the 
destruction by fire of the Palace and 
its cultural treasures. Jonathan has 
accepted an invitation to be a special 
guest speaker at the Forum. 

And, for the total art fanatics, 
Brisbane and its 9th Asia Pacific 
Triennial ending 28 April is a possible 
extension. The Chinese New Year, 
which attracts half a million visitors 
in Sydney is on 5 February 2019. So 
early bookings are advised.
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A New Venue for a Popular Event:  
Tribal Art Fair Sydney (TAFS) - 2018

The Tribal Art Fair Sydney-2018 was 
held on Saturday, 21 July at a fabulous 
new venue — the heritage National 
Art School “Cell Block” building in 
Darlinghurst. A great success. This 
could be the start of an ever-expanding 
oceanic art fair in the antipodes.

The new banner designed by Warwick 
Majcher was displayed on Oxford 
Street, courtesy of Bill Evans. It looked 
fantastic from afar, stopping people in 
their tracks. There was some attempted 
gate-crashing before the opening, 
followed by a steady stream of early-
bird oceanic art buyers. Vendors had 
the opportunity to set up their treasures 
on Friday afternoon with the friendly 
and efficient assistance of NAS staff.

There was a variety of exhibits ranging 
from top-end Oceanic artefacts — with 
dealers clamouring for early entry to 
get them — to interesting handicrafts, 
jewellery, textiles, paintings and books 
from Oceanic, African, Asian and 
American countries.

Collectors and dealers who had stands 
this year included Chris Boylan; Geoff 
Carey; David Said; Erwin Kok; Gabriella 
Roy; Helen Dennett; Jim Anderson; 
Arthur Whall; Selwyn Glenister; 
Paul Bertram; Louis McWhinnie and 
Moonyeen Atkinson. Brennan King 
shared the stage area with a beautiful 

display of contemporary Ömie bark-
cloths - century old traditions are 
being preserved by a Papua New 
Guinean tribe through art. Brennan 
had made an overnight decision to 
participate in TAFS having seen the 
advertising on the Tribal Art Magazine 
FB page. A decision he did not regret. 
Artist Catherine Giles was selling her 
pacific-themed paintings for the third 
consecutive year.

By Noelle Rathmell-Stiels

Brennan King of Omie Artists PNG at TAFS 2018.

TAFS at the Cell Block Building, National Arts School, Darlinghurst.

The ‘Silent Auction’ pieces looked 
spectacular on stage and six happily 
found treasured homes. Each stall-
holder offers an artefact with a reserve, 
from sales of which the OAS receives 
a percentage. Overall the auction may 
have been partially eclipsed by the 
wondrous stall offerings lower down. 
This sparked talk within the TAFS 
committee in considering the viable 
option of having  the competitive TAFS 
Silent Auction to be the inaugural basis 
of a TAFS cocktail fundraising event the 
day before, to officially open the Fair. 
This provides a space for bringing some 
narrative to the TAFS, whilst allowing out 
of town tribal art enthusiasts to socialise.

Congratulations to the very hard-
working  TAFS subcommittee which is 
eager to have your feedback in order 
to expand next year’s fair. Lots of 
ideas are bubbling already. So please 
contribute to the think tank by writing 
to info@oceanicartsociety.org.au. And 
enjoy the photo album made by Jerry 
Liew on OAS Facebook.

Given that visitors to TAFS 2018 
numbered more than 200 in a fantastic 
new venue, the OAS feels comfortable 
that next year’s event will see interest 
from other major interstate and 
international vendors.
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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

SAWIYANO: Capturing Culture

In Papua New Guinea, at the edge of 
East Sepik Province, lives a small group 
of approximately 800 people called the 
Sawiyano who speak their own unique 
language.  They communicate with 
the outside world primarily in Tok Pisin 
(Pidgin English). The Sawiyano’s culture 
continues to evolve yet they currently 
still use many traditional (tumbuna) 
methods for crafts and gathering 
food.  The Sawiyano video and photo 
documentation project is primarily for 
the benefit of future generations of 
Sawiyano, but hopefully others will gain 
an appreciation for their culture and 
develop an interest in helping keep other 
indigenous cultures alive.
 
Betni Kalk teaches art and design and 
is currently an assistant professor at 
Creighton University. When Betni was 
age three, her missionary parents moved 
the family to PNG where they lived 
for 10 years. Within a year of arriving 
in PNG, the Kalk family was living 
within Sawiyano territory in a village 
called Wabualu. There she wandered 
around the bush with her siblings and 
Sawiyano friends for as many hours 
she could each day. Her childhood and 
subsequent return visits fostered the 
deep love and respect she has for the 
Sawiyano people, culture, and land.
 
Over time the Sawiyano culture has 
changed and Betni understands the 
importance of capturing traditional 
elements on film and in photos before 
more of the elders die. In 2009, she was 
granted permission from the elders of 
the Sawiyano to photograph and film 
their lives to preserve traditional and 
current culture. In the summer of 2012, 
after raising funds with a Kickstarter 
campaign, Betni brought a camera 
for herself and a couple waterproof, 
shatterproof cameras for her Sawiyano 
friends to do their own documentation. 
In 2016, Betni received a grant from 
Creighton University and she was able 
to obtain funds for travel, three more 
cameras, many memory cards and 
solar equipment to power the camera 
batteries. Previous edits of video were 
shown to the Sawiyano for them to 
review to help them decide what other 
aspects for them to record. More footage 
was mailed to Betni in early 2017.
 

The Sawiyano live in an area of 
mountains and swamps. They can live 
without money because they are able 
to live completely from the rainforest.  
However in the last few years they 
have been panning for gold and a road 
is being cleared from a tributary of the 
Sepik for logging and mining. Money 
is usually spent on items that make 
daily life easier such as knives, axes, 
machetes, nails, clothes, pots, soap, 

 By Assistant Professor Betni Kalk

Betni with Sawiyano as they check out the cameras. Photo courtesy Brian Nigus.

flashlights, batteries, bedding, mosquito 
nets and radios. A few Sawiyano travel 
to the coast to sell scented wood to 
Indonesians and they have bought cell 
(mobile) phones, but there is no cell 
service in Sawiyano territory yet.
 
They have been in contact with outsiders 
since World War II. Old men and women 
told of how scared they were when 
planes flew over the 
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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 

Curved club  
from Renell,  

Solomon Islands.

village for the first time. The Australian 
government came into the Sawiyano 
area in 1965 and soon put an end to 
cannibalism by placing perpetrators in 
jail.  Prior to this, members of enemy 
tribes were ambushed and cannibalized. 
A small airstrip was cleared and the first 
missionary arrived in 1973.  Soon after 
in 1975, Papua New Guinea gained 
independence. The PNG government 
officials left the area in the early 1990s.
 
Some Sawiyano learned to read and 
write in the short-lived government 
school at the airstrip, and missionaries 
also taught literacy. Within the last fifty 
years, many things have changed in 
the tribe. Cannibalism was abolished, 
tribal rivalries and fights were mostly 
stopped. Houses are no longer as high 
off the ground as they were when fear of 
attack from other tribes was prevalent. 
While some tribe members adopted a 
new religion, a few continue to follow the 
animist traditions, and many mix a new 
faith with the ancestral beliefs.
 
Despite the changes, 
many old ways 
of the tumbuna 
(ancestors) continue, 
especially in regard 
to handcrafts. Today, 
modern materials 
are sometimes 
substituted for 
traditional ones, such 
as using yarn instead 
of natural fibres in handcrafts. Steel 
axes and bush knives have replaced 
stone axes in felling trees. However, 
aside from a few nails, traditional 
methods and materials are still used in 
constructing their homes. Other things 
remain almost the same: each day, food 
is gathered and prepared in a manner 
similar manner to fifty years ago.
 
Sawiyano work hard each day to provide 
shelter and food for their families. Their 
hopes in life do not differ greatly from the 
rest of the world. They want education 
for their children. They want access 
to medical care which is currently so 
difficult to get – most Sawiyano die from 
illnesses that could be cured by simple 
medicines or prevented with vaccines. 
They want ways to make an income but 
it is difficult because they live in a remote 
area that is not near a large river.
 
The Sawiyano have recorded many 
aspects of their craft traditions and how 
they gather and prepare food from the 
rainforest. They also have recorded 
daily life such as newborn babies, their 

friends and family as they have visited, 
travelling on the river to town, joking 

around, resting in the 
village and children at 
play. Betni’s intention 
is to continue to return 
to New Guinea every 
decade and, as funds 
allow, to routinely to 
send more camera 
equipment to help the 
Sawiyano to continue 
to capture their own 
culture as it changes. 

As of June of 2018,  Betni has now 
reviewed and categorized each of the 
1,500 clips that she didn’t film herself. 

When her videos are combined with 
those filmed by Sawiyano, there are 
2,496 videos – varying from 3 second 
to 20 minutes. Betni will continue to 
edit for the remainder of 2018 and post 
new videos to the Sawiyano Youtube 
channel.
 
For information on the documentation 
project, please visit Tumbuna.org. From 
there you can connect on Facebook, 
watch video clips on Youtube and 
purchase books. Profits from the books 
go back to the Sawiyano for medical and 
educational needs.

Village elder Pita smoking his pipe. Photo courtesy Brian Nigus.

Over time the Sawiyano 
culture has changed and 

Betni understands the 
importance of capturing 
traditional elements on  

film and in photos before 
more of the elders die.
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Aesthetics of New Guinea Art - Part II

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

This article continues on from Part One 
which appeared in the last edition of 
the OAS Journal where Mr. Hamson 
looked at the criteria of Age; Technical 
Virtuosity, and Clarity in assessing New 
Guinea art.

4. Colour
 

 
It is hard to over-emphasize the 
importance of colour in New Guinea 
art.  For the local people colour is often 
the most ritually significant element to 
an object.  It is literally the magic that 
empowers a piece. Without colour on 
a carving the artifact is just a piece of 
wood. With the animating power of paint, 
the piece becomes an ancestor with all 
his/her supernatural powers.

These small gourd masks from the 
Eastern Highlands were said to 
represent the spirits that caused 
leprosy and were used to taunt young 
men into better behaviour. The nose 
and eyebrows are made from wax and 
there is human hair attached on the 
eyebrows and chins. This example is 
one of the best in the world because 
of the striking yellow pigments and the 
powerful red line that dissects the face 
and pools down at the chin.
 

In my opinion the abstract but perfect 
application of colour on this shield is 
magnificent. The colours are saturated 
and layered with a richness that 

Eastern Highlands gourd mask. Image 
courtesy Michael Hamson.

perfectly compliments the rough-
hewn adze marks and dark aged 
patina below the surface. The painted 
designs on shields often had dual 
functions—both to stun and confound 
the enemy viewing it from the front 
and also to protect and empower the 
warrior holding it from behind.

The colour red is often used throughout 
New Guinea and frequently is said to 
manifest “heat” or power. It is thought 
to be the empowering ingredient on 
ceremonial objects and is often ritually 
applied. Thus I am often looking for 
layers of pigments which in effect 
represent the ritual history of the object.  
The crackling layers of red uncovering 

Mendi shield. Image courtesy Michael 
Hamson.

Red Lower Sepik/Ramu mask. Image 
courtesy Michael Hamson.

To be held on

December 2nd 2018
All enquiries to our specialist Jim Elmslie 

(02) 8212 4100 or 0407 913 870
AOA@theodorebruce.com.au

 
Theodore Bruce Auctions

6 Ralph Street, Alexandria, 2015.

www.theodorebruceauction.com.au
02 8212 4100

Entries invited for our forthcoming
Aboriginal and Oceanic Art Auction

Two Cannibal Forks, Fiji
sold June, 2018 for $7,000 (IBP)
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previous layers of red pigment give an 
object an intensity and significance.
 
5. Departures from the Norm
 
Another characteristic of great New 
Guinea art is its ability to provide the 
unexpected. A true artist comfortable 
and confident with the existing canon 
will try to expand or deviate from the 
artistic tradition. While we viewers of 
art often find pleasure in symmetry and 
the careful execution in form what often 
what really excites us is encountering 
something slightly different. There 
is an aesthetic experience in having 
our expectations cleverly twisted and 
re-presented. The sometimes small 
deviations from the norm often expose 
the hand of a great artist.
 

Lower Sepik Figure. Image courtesy Michael 
Hamson.

This ancient pre-contact, stone carved 
ancestral figure from the Lower Sepik 
River area has a heavy distended belly, 
huge feet and small stunted arms — the 
effect is pleasingly different, charming 
and unexpected — consciously different 
than all the other pre-contact Lower 
Sepik figures.
 
This departure from the norm that 
I am referring to does not have to be 
blatant or obvious. It could be, as with 
this Mendi shield (top right), subtle and 
refined. The traditional medial ridge that 
bisects these shields here splits into 
two raised arches that beautifully alter 
and highlight the two triangle motifs 
normally encountered on that section of 
the shield.
 

Mendi Shield with two arches and red paint. 
Image courtesy Michael Hamson.

Eastern Highlands neckrest. Image courtesy Michael Hamson.

6. The Affecting Presence
 
The affecting presence in the best 
New Guinea art is the sense that the 
original spirit manifested in that piece 
still lurks within it. It is a presence 
that can be terrifying and menacing or 
intentionally subdued and restrained.  
But it is always powerful. It is the 
quality that looks back at you, that tells 
you that there is something beyond 
the wood, the cane and the paint. It 
is the presence that made the piece 
effective in its original context and it 
is the presence that continues to draw 
us today. It is the feeling that we are 
in the presence of something beyond 
normal, something once and always 
alive, something extraordinary.

For pieces to be effective one must get 
the sense that they work, that the spirit 
is not just represent on the object but is 
in fact manifested by that very carving.  



OAS Journal Vol.23  No.3 - Page 8

lecture report

Boiken pre-contact hook with face. Image 
courtesy Michael Hamson.

Wooden bapa mask. Image courtesy Michael Hamson.

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

As humans we make our connections 
through eye-contact.

When evaluating a piece of New Guinea 
art the first thing I do is hold it up and 
see if it makes a connection. Was the 
artist able to convey the living presence 
behind the piece. That living, breathing 
still powerful presence is clearly visible 
in this pre-contact face from the Yangoru 
Boiken area (above)
 
You look at 99% of New Guinea art 
out there and yes, you see the figure, 
you see the face but does that piece 
draw you into it. Does it engage your 
soul? Does it convince you that it was 
once and probably still is alive? It is 
impossible to escape the gaze of this 
pre-contact Yangoru Boiken ancestral 
figure (below).
 

Yangoru head from figure carving with yellow 
paint. Image courtesy Michael Hamson.

Continued from p7

This power of presence is located in 
the gaze and this wood Abelam bapa 
helmet mask (above) is all about the 
gaze. Much of Abelam art, especially 
the painted façade of the tall ceremonial 
haus tambaran, focus on the eye motif 
to stun and awe the viewer. Here in this 
mask the bulging concentric eye motif is 
both startling and mesmerizing. 
 
 
 

7. Aesthetics of Integrity
 
In 2007 I wrote my second catalogue  
entitled “The Aesthetics of Integrity” and 
tried to define a characteristic of great 
New Guinea art that over the years I had 
begun to appreciate. In that catalogue I 
wrote that:
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When a work of art has 
integrity everything about it 

seems right and correct

Lower Sepik mask. Image courtesy Michael 
Hamson.

Wielgus Sepik shield. Image courtesy 
Michael Hamson.

Huon Gulf bowl. Image courtesy Michael 
Hamson.

In reference to people, the term integrity 
refers to honesty and strength of 
character. It connotes forthrightness 
and being true to one’s self. In the art 
of New Guinea certain pieces possess 
similar traits, where everything about 
the object, down to the smallest details 
of form, expression and surface are 
completely true to an object’s function. 
This quality is often encountered in pre-
contact pieces where objects are often 
free from any hint of decadence or any 
whiff of ulterior motive. In the hands of 
a gifted artist the sculptural form initially 
created will manifest this purity of intent. 
The aesthetic of integrity continues after 
the original work is composed and can 
be seen from the patina, the layers 
of pigment and the proper wear after 
generations of field use. That the object 
has spent extensive time in the field 
serving the needs of the people who 
made it suggests a cultural soundness 
and compatibility; it has been deemed 
worthy and appropriate by the culture 
that produced it.

When a work of art has integrity 
everything about it seems right and 
correct, from the heft of it in hand to the 
smoothed surface where it was gripped. 
It is all those tangible elements showing 
that every line, curve, and volume fit the 
original composition while all the wear, 
patina, piercings, attachments and 
pigments confirms its long traditional 
use.  Integrity can also be found in 
all the intangible qualities such as 
expression, character and the sense of 
magical or spiritual weight; where the 
original animating presence is still vital; 
where the ancestral fire within still burns 

bright. When a work of New Guinea art 
has integrity it does more than confirm 
our expectations, it redefines them. The 
honesty of the piece tells us more about 
the art, the culture and the people than 
we knew before.

This wonderfully ancient Lower Sepik 
River mask (bottom left) has a bulging 
forehead, deep-set oval eyes, a broad 
flanged nose pierced through the 
septum and the nostrils. The mouth 
is open as in process of breathing.  
The holes around the perimeter 
are numerous and reflect frequent 
attachment to various dance costumes. 
The patina is dark, brown and glossy. 
There are hints of remaining colour.
 

In the above image the integrity lies 
in the thick aged dark brown patina 
perfectly in sync with the early classic 
style of Huon Gulf bowl with its raised 
and pierced nose, high relief eyebrows 
and open mouth display a full set of 
aggressive and sharp teeth—the latter 
a nearly universal sign of an early New 
Guinea figurative object.

Looking at this 
beautiful old Sepik 
shield (right) one 
would think it would 
be obvious to spot 
its quality.  Yet 
when I first encountered this shield it 
was in a low-end general antique and 
collectable auction placed amongst a 
group of typical Sepik tourist carvings. 
As my eye quickly scanned the group 
and dismissed them it stopped and 
lingered on this shield. Thank God it did.  
Then once I took the time to register the 

details—the refined painting, the raised 
eyes, nose and mouth with distended 
tongue. The design details carved not 
just painted and the graceful angular 
fold of the front of the shield itself. The 
surface had a softness that many of the 
oldest Sepik artifacts exhibit. I of course 
flew to Chicago to see the shield and 
bid in person. Upon further research 

the shield was found 
to be collected in 
1912/13 on the Kaiser 
Augustus Fluss 
exhibition, illustrated in 
a 1929 article on Sepik 
shields, acquired by 

the renowned Raymond Wielgus and 
exhibited at the Museum of Primitive Art 
in 1960 and now resides prominently 
displayed at the Quai Branly Museum 
in Paris. I credit the inherent integrity 
of the shield more than anything else 
that caused my eye to stop and further 
investigate its beauty.
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The interior of our home in San Francisco Bay area. Image courtesy Sam Singer.

I want to thank OAS for bringing all of us, 
scholars, collectors, museums, dealers, 
and auction houses together for this 
auspicious and exciting symposium.
 
My father, J.R. Singer, was a navigator 
on the ships of U.S. Army Transport 
Service in World War II carrying supplies 
to fight the war in the Pacific.  He always 
said Australia was one of the greatest 
countries in the world. He also said it 
had the most handsome men and the 
most beautiful women — and the best 
bars in the world. He just turned 96 and 
sends his regards to all of you.
 
Everything I am going to show you today 
in my presentation is part of a collection 
my wife Sharon Rollins Singer and I put 
together over the course of the past 
20 years. Almost all of the artworks 
are pieces that Sharon and I picked 
collectively. 
 
Approximately 95 percent were joint 
decisions. About 5 percent of the 
collection is independent, meaning that 
either she or I had a strong opinion 
about a piece — more so than the other 
— and begged the other to purchase 
it.  When I use the word “I” in my talk to 
today, please know that it is really “we” 
as everything we have collected and 
love is a joint effort as a couple.
  
Today, I hope to accomplish 3 things:
 

The Sam and Sharon Singer Collection of Oceanic Art
Based on a presentation by Sam Singer at the OAS Savage Club Forum, 2017

1. Discuss the attraction and advantages 
of the ‘Cabinet of Curiosities’ style 
of displaying art, which we first 
experienced at the Pitt Rivers and the 
British Museums and its impact both on 
the display of art and its aesthetics in our 
philosophy of exhibiting our artworks.   
 
2. How the Cabinet of Curiosities (or 
Wunderkammer) displays of art, which 
groups objects together, can have an 
important impact on viewing, judging, 
enjoying, and displaying artworks.
 

3. Show photographs of our home and 
particular pieces of our collection so you 
view our collection and philosophy first-
hand — and hopefully enjoy our tastes.
 

I also want to thank every other dealer in 
this room — and a few that aren’t here 
— for sharing and selling their passion 
— a profession that promotes culture, 
understanding, sharing of ideas and 
concepts, and the sharing of values and 
beliefs across borders.  Tribal arts, the 
first arts, create a focus on the most 

From left to right: Abelam cassowary bone tool or ornament, Numakum/Gweligim Village area; 
Schouten Islands dagger, but turned into a bone tool or ornament over the course of time, late 19th 
century (you can see the somewhat Sepik-style faces in it); central Abelam cassowary bone dagger, 
19th century; Yangoru Boiken bone tool. Image courtesy Sam Singer.
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important of arts--those that are not 
made and created for commercial sale, 
such as modern and contemporary 
art, but instead were made to change 
the outcome of life and death battles, 
initiate boys and girls into a deeper 
understanding of belief systems, 
promote heritage and ancestral spiritual 
beliefs and taboos, and to make the 
world a better place for the people who 
made these fantastic artworks.  

First let me address what drew us to 
tribal art.  Both Sharon and I grew up in 
academic households.  Her father was 
a professor of economics at Stanford 
University and my mother and father 
both were professors at UC-Berkeley.  
In both of our households we had 
the opportunity to meet fascinating 
scholars, traveling exhibitions, and the 
good fortune to meet many returning 
students from the American Peace 
Corps who had travelled far and wide 
to foreign lands to teach English, 
healthcare, and improve the lives of 
the disadvantaged.  The combination of 
meeting, seeing and visiting the homes 
of other professors who specialized in 
international studies and Peace Corps 
volunteers who brought back examples 
of exotic artworks gave us an early 
interest in unusual and different views 
of art and culture. 

Sharon had the added benefit of living 
and traveling with her family throughout 
Latin America when she was a girl as 
her father studied the economies of our 
neighbors to the south. 

The combined heritage of our 
backgrounds led us to collect 
something different than what our 
contemporaries collect.  We are deeply 
fortunate to have discovered Oceanic, 
Himalayan and Indonesian art as they 
are our passion outside of our four 
sons and our communications agency, 
Singer Associates Public Relations in 
San Francisco.

Before I show you photographs of our 
home in the San Francisco Bay area, let 
me address why we are influenced by the 
cabinets de curiosités style of displaying 
tribal artworks.  Early on in our collecting 
odyssey, we visited the Pitt Rivers 
Museum in Oxford, England, and the 
British Museum, and were also fortunate 
enough to see the British Museum’s 
exhibition “Medicine Man: The forgotten 
museum of Henry Wellcome.” 

The grouping of objects at the Pitt 
Rivers and British Museum (and later 
travels to Museum of Archaeology and 
Anthropology, University of Cambridge, 
and the Museum of Anthropology and 
Ethnology in Florence, Italy) piqued 
our interest.

The ability to compare and contrast a 
large group of similar objects as well 
as a group of diverse objects allows 
the eye and the mind to study them 
in a way that the minimalism of most 
museums does not.  Seeing a group 
of the same art object executed by 
different hands allows one to study the 
form of the object, but also the variances 
and individual artist’s interpretation 
of the standard expectations.  So, as 
opposed to museums of modern and 
contemporary art (and most museums), 

The interior of our home in San Francisco Bay area. Image courtesy Sam Singer.

A cabinet in our home in San Francisco Bay area. Image courtesy Sam Singer.

Continued on back cover
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other events
Sydney, Australia:
John Marwundjul: 
I am the old and the new
Maningrida bark-paintings exhibition
Museum of Contemporary Art
Until 23 September 2018
www.mca.au

London, UK:
Tribal Art London 2018
Mall Galleries, The Mall
4 - 8 September 2018
www.tribalartlondon.com

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

Paris, France:
Sotheby’s Auction
Collection Elizabeth Pryce;
L’Art de Vivre en Oceanie
10 October 2018
Preview 5,6, 8 and 9 October 2018
www.sothebys.com

Amsterdam, Netherlands:
Tribal Art Fair 2018
De Duif, Prinsengracht
25 - 28 October 2018
www.tribalartfair.nl

February at the Art Gallery of New 
South Wales and the Australian 
Museum. The Forum Sub-
Committee, under the direction of 
Chris Boylan, has been working 
all year to ensure that this will 
be an engaging event with an 
impressive list of speakers. Full 
details next edition.

We would like to thank Betni Kalk 
for her engrossing presentation at 
the Australian Museum on July 18 
on the Sawiyano people. That talk, 
and her summary herein, show 
the efforts that are being made to 
record the cultural practices of a 
particular group of people living 
in remote Papua New Guinea as 

modern influences and change 
inevitably seep in. The valuable 
footage recorded is a new form 
of ‘artefact’ that no doubt will be 
highly appreciated in the decades 
to come. Finally we are pleased to 
announce the upcoming lecturer 
by renowned anthropologist, Dr. 
Barry Craig, whose career in 
PNG spans well over 50 years. 
Dr. Craig will recount some of the 
highlights of his many field trips in 
the Sepik and elsewhere in a talk 
entitled (reminiscent of Luigi Maria 
D’Albertis) New Guinea: What I Did 
and What I Saw. Certainly anyone 
who can make this talk will be in for 
a treat!

Jim Elmslie

Continued from front cover

where the norm is to force viewers 
to view a single object at a time, the 
delight and education of seeing many 
art objects grouped together is a 
stunning and eye-opening education 
of taking the norm and expanding 
upon it. That’s what makes it art!

We were smitten by the creation 
of groups of artworks that allow an 
individual to study their sameness as 
well as their individuality of form.  As 
we collected Oceanic and other tribal 
artworks, we consciously thought 
of creating groups of objects, e.g., 
wooden Sepik and Ramu masks, 
woven Abelam yam masks, Papuan 
Gulf marupai, Boiken figures, Massim 
lime spatulas and betel mortars, bone 
daggers, shell currency from the 
Pacific, bullroarers, combs, headrests, 
ancestral figures, Karawari figures, 
Sepik figures and charms, Telefomin 
doors, stone club heads, Australian 
Aboriginal shields and totemic pattern 
sculptures, and more, etc. You get 
the picture. As you will see in my 
presentation today, we have created 
many groups of objects throughout our 
house.

Many thanks to Michael Martin and 
OAS for inviting us to this fantastic 
symposium and this club.

Continued from page 11

Huon Gulf betel mortar, ex-Jolika Collection 
Marcia and John Friede. Image courtesy 
Sam Singer.


