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• On now until Sunday 17 February 2019 – Melanesian Art Redux, Art Gallery of New South Wales.

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

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

• Lectures and Tribal Art Fair dates to be advised in next issue.

dates for your diary

The Oceanic Art Society’s Annual 
General Meeting was held on 
10th November at the Middle 
Harbour 16ft Skiff Club, Mosman 
NSW - a lovely venue on a sunny 
day. Twenty-one members were 
present, with apologies from three 
more. After the formalities, the 
President, Bill Rathmell, provided 
a brief report on the state of the 
Society, and gave his and the main 
Committee’s vision for the future.
 
The year 2018 had been a busy 
and successful year for the OAS, 
despite quite strong headwinds. 
There had been three outstanding 
lectures – Natalie Wilson, Betni 
Kalk and Barry Craig, with one more 
about to come - Crispin Howarth. 
All by authoritative speakers and 
experts in the field. There had been 
a dynamic Tribal Art Fair in Sydney 
at its new venue, the National Art 
School’s Cell Block Theatre. South 
Australian members had done 
some (partly successful) lobbying 
with the powers that be, over the 
somewhat controversial changes in 
the South Australian Museum. The 
year’s three Journals so far issued 
had been independently described 
as amongst the best ever. Extensive 
preparations were being made for 
next year’s Forum (see elsewhere 
in the Journal) and the OAS 

A Successful Year  – President’s Report on 2018

website and membership database 
development had proceeded 
apace. Vigorous contributions by 
volunteers, both on and off the 
Committee, had spared the Society 
the consequences of not having a 
secretary, as such during 2018.

Nevertheless, challenges and 
threats to the Society’s future still 
abound. Committee members and 
advisors have all contributed much, 
but everyone is overstretched 
and there is no back-up. The 
“corporatisation” of some of the 
institutions that the Society would 
hope to work with, has meant that 
we have drifted away from some 
of them. Attendance at lectures 
has been derisory, especially 
considering the high calibre of 
the talks, and we have had little 
success in attracting new members 
and none at all in changing the 
demographic of our membership. 
The last two issues may be 
related – institutions appear to 
see themselves as providers of 
contemporary entertainment, whilst 
the traditionally art-appreciative 
membership of the OAS ages and 
younger aesthetes get their kicks from 
Facebook and Instagram rather than 
by attending lectures. These woes 
might be put down to the zeitgeist, 

Flute stopper, Yuat River, Papua New 
Guinea, 57cms. Ex-William Dobell 
Collection; Ex-Elizabeth Pryce Collection 
(further information on back cover).Continued on page 2
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but the Society has, as a result, had 
no profit-making activities in 2018 and 
has been charging each member a 
subscription smaller than the cost of 
preparing and mailing out the Journal. 
So, the finances are precarious.

But opportunities for the future also 
abound. We have shown in 2017 
and 2018 that we can leverage the 
OAS’s organisational capacity and 
knowledge base by working with 
institutions that remain friendly, 
such as the Art 
Gallery of NSW, the 
Melbourne Savage 
Club and the National 
Art School. We can 
raise the subscription 
from the beginning of 
2019 – it will go up to 
$80 (single Australia), $90 (couple 
Australia) and $120 (overseas). 
And we still have enough funds in 
the bank to buffer us for a couple of 
years. We can work hard to further 
expand our digital offerings (e.g. by 
videotaping lectures as was done 
with Barry Craig in 2018). We are 
hoping to develop a business plan 
to expand the scope of the Tribal Art 
Fair in discussion with the National 
Art School. This latter proposal 
received active support from those 
present at the AGM.

After the Treasurer’s report had 
been approved by the AGM, most 
of the existing Committee were re-
elected: Bill Rathmell (President), 
Jim Elmslie (VP), Rita Uechtritz 
(Treasurer), David Welch (Public 
Officer), Irene Ashburn, Geoff 
Carey, Jerry Liew, Warwick Majcher 
and Noëlle Rathmell-Stiels. 
Krisztina Turza was thanked for 
her efforts on the committee over 
the two past years. The President 
also thanked the Committee’s three 

regular advisors, 
Chris Boylan, Crispin 
Howarth and Paula 
Latos-Valier. Pierre 
Laffont was proposed 
and accepted 
nomination to the 
main Committee to 

serve from the beginning of 2019. A 
very valuable addition to the team.

Following the Annual General 
Meeting there was an excellent 
presentation by Crispin Howarth, 
Curator, Pacific Arts at the National 
Gallery of Australia, “Ta moko is not 
tattoo”. In March 2019 the Gallery 
will present the visual history of 
Maori skin marking since the 18th 
century. Crispin discussed this 
unique Polynesian art through 
portraiture and sculpture that he 

has selected for the exhibition. 
There was a bit of everything in 
his characteristically lively talk – 
seduction, derring-do tribal rivalry, 
freebooting arms trading and 
colonial adventurism, not to mention 
the spiritual and cultural aspects 
and, now, the revival of Maori Ta 
Moko – and its representation 
through exquisite paintings and 
engravings, early photography and 
rare sculpture. The members are all 
looking forward to going to the show 
– maybe we should charter a bus for 
a Society trip to Canberra to see it 
(and buy the catalogue).

OAS members present then 
participated in a fundraising raffle of 
donated artefacts which turned the 
meeting into the first one this year 
not to make a loss. It was also the 
first occasion in his 73 years that Bill 
Rathmell has ever won anything in 
a raffle (a PNG Southern Highlands 
necklace collected more than thirty 
years ago by Robin Hodgson). 
There was an end-of-year lunch in 
the “Skiffies” restaurant after the 
talk at two tables overlooking the 
sunlit boats moored at the Middle 
Harbour and Clontarf.

Committee and other members greatly enjoyed the successful end-of-year gathering at “Skiffies” after the AGM. Photo by Jerry Liew.

The year 2018 had 
been a busy and 

successful year for the 
OAS, despite quite 
strong headwinds.



Figure 1. Late 19th-early 20th century house board design at left; 1940s at centre; 1960s at right.All photos courtesy Barry Craig.
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New Guinea: What I Did and What I Saw

My first experience of New Guinea 
was at Telefomin 1962-1965. I had 
graduated with a degree in Social 
Anthropology at University of Sydney 
1960, gained a Diploma of Education 
1961 and signed up as an Education 
Officer with the Department of 
Territories administration in Papua New 
Guinea. While at Telefomin, I hosted 
Bryan Cranstone of the British Museum 
who did several months fieldwork 
among the Tifalmin, two days walk west 
of Telefomin. That was my introduction 
to museum ethnography and Bryan 
became my mentor. In time, he was 
appointed Director of the Pitt Rivers 
Museum in Oxford.
 
While at Telefomin, I collected 320 items 
of material culture for the Australian 
Museum, supported with photographs, 
and began a survey of all house boards 
and shields in the wider region, extended 
in 1967 when I crossed the Hindenburg 
Range to visit the FAIWOL-speaking 
peoples. This resulted in a MA Thesis in 
1969 and a booklet (Art and Decoration 
of Central New Guinea) in 1988. An 
interesting result of that survey was the 
discovery that designs on house boards 
were subject to the cycle of fashion. 
I believe there was a wide repertoire 
of designs, probably conserved as 
designs on war shields, from which a 
design is selected for a house board, 
then becomes popular in a village, then 
spreads to neighbouring settlements; 
when the boards require replacement, 
another design becomes popular.

I was also a member of the 3-months 
Australian Star Mountains Expedition 
in 1965, recording anthropological 
and linguistic data, and collecting 
herpetological and botanical specimens. 
We were the first to climb the 4000 
metre peaks, Sirius and Capella; the 
Dutch had climbed the Star Mountains 
on their side of the border in 1959.
 
I was fortunate to witness the last male 
initiation ceremonies in the Telefomin 
area in the mid-1960s.
 
Soon after, a Christian Revivalist 
movement swept through the Mountain 

by Barry Craig - barry.anthro@gmail.com

Figure 3. Youths using hand drums (ot) during the otban.

Figure 2. Boys ready for the dakasalban with 
sponsor.
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Ok area and people discarded ancestral 
relics; the male initiation ceremonies 
ceased and the traditional means of 
controlling the behaviour of youths 
collapsed. Reinforced by the impact of 
the Ok Tedi gold and copper mine, anti-
social behaviour flourished in the 1990s; 
witchcraft allegations led to assaults and 
killings, even within village communities.
 
During 1968, I led a 7-week survey and 
collecting expedition to the upper Sepik 
region with George Morren & David 
Balmer. We acquired 790 objects for 
museums in Berlin, Leiden, Sydney 
and Port Moresby. We travelled by 
motor canoe and on foot in ABAU 
territory and walked through ANGGOR 
and YURI territory in the southern 
Border Mountains. I discovered that 
between 1914 and the 1960s, everyday 
ABAU phallocrypts changed from the 
undecorated straight or curly gourds, to 
the pyro-engraved egg-shaped gourds, 
a Border Mountains fashion. A long 
undecorated gourd phallocrypt was 
worn for special healing ceremonies 
with a seed and bone belt against which 
the gourd was made to swing up with a 
‘clack’. I found that this kind of belt was 
worn by phallocrypt-wearing men from 
the north coast southwards across the 
Bewani Mountains to the upper Sepik 
River. I filmed ABAU men on the upper 
August River who could still make stone 
axe-adze blades from river pebbles.
 

In 1969 I carried out an 11-week survey 
and collecting expedition to the upper 
Sepik region   ̶  Border Mountains, 
Yellow and May rivers, and downstream 
to Ambunti; in all, some 1,970 items 
were collected and documented, and 
distributed to the museums in Berlin, 
Leiden, Sydney and Port Moresby.
 
During 2004-2010, these and other 
collections made by anthropologists in 
the central New Guinea and upper Sepik 
regions became the dataset of 10,000 
objects for a PhD thesis by Andrew Fyfe, 
submitted to the University of Adelaide, 
funded by two ARC-Linkage grants, Ok 
Tedi Mining and the South Australian 
Museum. Several papers also were 
published and a website created by 
myself and my (then teen-age) son Sai 
Perchard ( www.uscngp.com or Google 
‘Upper Sepik-Central New Guinea 
Project’). Many research papers have 
been uploaded to the website as well 
as a unique way of finding images and 
basic documentation of some 2480 of 
the objects recorded during the project 
(see ‘Dataset’). My intention was that this 
could be a model for the presentation of 
museum collections on-line.
 
The continuum of woven rattan 
cuirasses (body armour) from the 
North Coast southwards across the 
Bewani and Border mountains, through 
central New Guinea to the Fly River is 
interrupted by the Sepik River ABAU, 
who use wood shields, not cuirasses, 
for protection. Some scholars have 

suggested that New Guinea north 
coast rattan cuirasses were copied 
from 16th century cuirasses worn by 
Spanish marines. The ABAU claim that 
they moved westwards up the Sepik 
River from around the May River area; 
it seems, therefore that their migration 
occurred after the southern distribution 
of the rattan cuirass and therefore 
some time after the 16th century. But 
the change of ABAU phallocrypt style 
from the undecorated straight or curly 
gourd to the pyro-engraved egg-shaped 
gourd, over the short period of 50 years, 
suggests that the adoption of rattan 
cuirasses southwards across much of 
the north-south breadth of New Guinea 
also may have happened quite quickly.
 
In 1972-73, I spent six weeks in the 
Telefomin area, including a second 
crossing of the Hindenburg Range, and 
10 months based at the ABAU village 
of Bamblediam, in the Idam Valley 
south of Green River, collecting for the 
Commonwealth Art Advisory  Board. 
Research extended to the AMTO of 
Simaiya Valley in the West Range east 
of the Idam Valley and down the Sepik 
to Ambunti, including the May and April 
Rivers. 650 objects were collected for 
the Board but all were transferred to 
the PNG National Museum. Several 
of the things collected during that 
fieldwork were later incorporated 
into the PNG National Museum’s 
‘Masterpieces Exhibition’ (see Living 
Spirits with Fixed Abodes).
 

Figure 4. Left: AMANAB man wearing woven rattan cuirass (photo: Doug Miles 1964); centre: Shield at Tila, NAGATMAN speakers, upper Sepik; right: 
OKSAPMIN man wearing woven rattan cuirass, central New Guinea.

Continued from page 3
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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.

My first proper job as a museum curator 
was at the PNG National Museum and 
Art Gallery at Waigani, 1980-83. During 
that time, I spent a quarter of my time 
in the field. Two surveys of cultural 
property in the central New Guinea 
area, crossing the Hindenburg Range 
two more times; three cultural property 
surveys on the Sepik River between 
Ambunti and the Murik and Watam 
Lakes, including the Sawos to the north 
and Chambri Lake, the Karawari, Yuat 
and Keram rivers to the south; a few 
weeks in New Ireland and Tabar Islands, 
and a couple of weeks among the Sulka 
of East New Britain. I relinquished my 
role as curator and handed over to Soroi 
Eoe, who later became Director of the 
PNG National Museum.
 
The Sepik trips provided the images 
and data for a survey of slit gongs (see 
‘Papers’ on the USCNGP website), 
added valuable old objects to the PNG 
museum’s collections, and enabled the 
recording of several significant stories 
demonstrating how individual creativity 
drives variation in narratives and 
their associated objects. New Guinea 
societies are not static or as conservative 
as some observers have assumed. 
Although the design of objects and the 
repertoire of masked performances are 
often copyright, they are also bought 
and sold. Objects also were taken as 
loot in raids on enemy settlements or 
retrieved from the flooding Sepik River. 
Recording where an object was seen 
or obtained from does not necessarily 
establish where it was made.
 
My survey method of course did 
not gather information that could 

be considered entirely reliable; that 
requires long-term in situ fieldwork. 
For the middle and lower Sepik, the 
Basel team of researchers and other 
anthropologists have carried out that 
kind of research. However, the wide-
ranging survey approach provides the 
opportunity to see the ‘big-picture’ that 
can be modified and validated by the 
long-term fieldwork method.
 
My visits to New Ireland and East 
New Britain during my time at the 
PNG National Museum provided the 
experience for later visits in 1992-93 and 
2002 when I was at the South Australian 
Museum. In 1982, I witnessed a tatanua 
dance on New Ireland and a hemlaut 
mask performance by the Sulka of East 

New Britain. Traditional forms of these 
cultures were still thriving in the 1980s 
and again in the 1990s.
 
An account of my experiences after 
joining the South Australian Museum will 
have to await another day.
 
I am conscious of the fact that all my 
fieldwork experience has been in the 
former Territory of New Guinea and 
I have not visited the peoples of the 
former Territory of Papua, except for the 
Ok Tedi area in the extreme north-west 
of Western Province. As the Roman 
writer Horace said (Odes, I, 4), ‘The 
brief arc of our days prevents us from 
launching prolonged hopes’.

Figure 5. Left: tatanua danced at Langenia, New Ireland; right: hemlaut performed at Guma, Sulka, East New Britain.



OAS Journal Vol.23  No.4 - Page 6

history

A Short History of the Tribal Art Market
by Antony JP Meyer

It all began with the discovery of the 
Americas by Christopher Columbus in 
1492 at the very end of the 15th century 
when he met with the Täino culture of 
Haiti and Santo Domingo, although by the 
middle of the 15th century the Portuguese 
were already trading with Africa and the 
first objects are arriving in Europe.
 
These are the famous salt-cellars and 
Oliphant's (war & hunting horns) made 
for the European market and carved with 
European-style images in an African 
manner. These precious ivory objects 
were prestige and presentation items 
meant as trophies, gifts and offerings to 
nobles, and royals. The early Curiosity 
Cabinets and Royal cabinets begin at the 
same time. These collections of oddities, 
curiosities of natural history and those 
made by man will later become the first 
museums. The first truly tribal pieces, 
sculptures, weapons and masks appear 
in Europe in the 16th and 17th centuries.
 
Pre-Columbian art is known in Europe 
from the early years of the 16th century 
– first through the pieces brought 
back by Columbus and secondly, and 
most importantly, by the Art Works in 
gold brought back by the returning 
conquistadors from Mexico and Peru.
 
The magnificent gold treasures brought 
back by Cortes in 1519 created a 

tremendous surprise and a real 
appreciation was born for the arts of 
South America. The artist Albrecht 
Dürer (1471-1528) saw the treasures in 
Brussels in August 1520/21 and wrote in 
his diary :
 
… Also, I have seen the things which 
they have brought to the King out of the 
new land of gold: a sun all of gold a whole 
fathom broad, and a moon, too, of silver, 
of the same size, also two rooms full of 
armour, and the people there with all 
manner of wondrous weapons, harness, 
darts, wonderful shields, extraordinary 
clothing, beds, and all kinds of wonderful 
things for human use, much finer to 
look at than prodigies. 
These things are all 
so precious that they 
are valued at 100,000 
gulden, and all the days 
of my life I have seen 
nothing that reaches my 
heart so much as these, 
for among them I have 
seen wonderfully artistic things and have 
admired the subtle ingenuity of men in 
foreign lands; indeed, I don’t know how 
to express what I there found.”
 
Thus Dürer is de facto the very first Tribal 
Art “Critic” and what he saw was again, 
de facto the very first acknowledged 
Tribal Art Exhibition !
 

Then there are the magnificent 
pieces of pre-Columbian art used 
in Renaissance art-Works such as 
those to be found in the collections 
of the famous Medici family, and the 
remarkably rare feathers of the quetzal 
belonging to Montezuma, the last 
emperor of the Aztecs vanquished by 
the Spanish conquest.
 
The marvel and appreciation for pre-
Columbian art quickly disappears with 
the intensification of Christianization and 
the destruction of the Central and South 
American traditional cultures through 
disease and European greed.
 

The art of the North 
American Indians, 
colonized in the 17th 
century is immediately 
recognized as 
something of artistic 
merit. The magnificent 
painted buffalo skins 
and wampum (shell 

money) which are presented to the 
Kings of France and England are 
highly appreciated. Spain having 
conquered South America explored 
the West Coast of the America all the 
way up to Alaska collecting wonderful 
early examples of the local cultures. 

 

"I have seen the 
things which they have 
brought to the King out 
of the new land of gold"
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Then, as always in the footsteps of 
evangelization, comes the appropriation 
of land, the destruction of the local 
societies followed by the installation 
of racism. The appreciation for the art 
of the tribal groups disappears and 
is replaced with a cultural superiority 
complex lording over the "naked illiterate 
savages huddled in the bush with their 
primitive stone tools scratching away at 
their grotesque carvings ".
 
Organized slavery in Africa at the 
end of the 17th century has a strong 
negative influence on the appreciation 
of African Art which will last until the 
early 20th century.
 
The first voyage by Captain Cook 
in 1768 to the South Pacific opens 
the European eye and mind to the 
art of the Polynesians, Melanesians, 
Micronesians, and Australians. But 
here again the early appreciation gives 
way to commerce, evangelization and 
the colonial invasion destroys not only 
most of the great Polynesian art but 

also the image of the Noble Savage 
and the Garden of Eden – Paradise is 
Lost Again.
 
Towards the end of the 18th century 
a market is created with the massive 
arrival of art from Africa 
but mostly the Pacific 
in the ports of England 
- France, Germany 
and Holland as well - 
and the United States 
too. The collectors and 
dealers are learned 
men or merchants 
looking for a way to 
a higher social status 
by showing off their 
Curiosity Cabinets. 
These collections 
will form the foundations of the 
world famous museums of today : 
Amsterdam, St. Petersburg, London, 
Paris, Boston, Berlin, etc. The most 
famous of all the early museums was 
the Leverian Museum in England with 
was the largest private collection in the 

world formed by Sir Ashton Lever and 
who later went bankrupt. The collection 
took 6 days at auction in 1806 to be 
liquidated; an annotated catalogue of 
the sale still exists.
 

The first true Tribal Art 
market seems to be 
English and offered 
mostly Oceanic Art 
bought in the ports 
from which sailed 
the expeditions and 
whalers. African art 
began to be marketed 
only in the second half 
of the 19th century 
especially following the 
punitive expedition to 
take the court of Benin 

in Africa. The appearance of the superb 
early bronze art works from the court 
of Benin had a major influence on the 
appreciation of Tribal Art through its 
comparison with the finest renaissance 
bronzes which it equals in quality and 
refinement.

The first true Tribal Art 
market seems to be 
English and offered 
mostly Oceanic Art 
bought in the ports  
from which sailed  
the expeditions  
and whalers.
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Chris Boylan
Oceanic Art

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

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

visits when I am in Sydney. Please call me.

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

Breton, Max Ernst, etc. In Holland one 
hears of Lemaire and the two Van Lier; 
in Prague its Hloucha, in Switzerland it 
is Josef Mueller. In the United States 
Steiglitz and Zayas are actively offering 
African Tribal Art in New York.
 
The end of WWII is the beginning of 
the North American infatuation with 
Tribal Art through the interest shown by 
artists having visited Europe as soldiers 
or on Fulbright's (post-war educational 
program) and their dealers notably in 
New York, Chicago and Los Angeles.
 

Continued from p7

 
Returning soldiers, administrators, 
doctors, farmers, missionaries, and 
whalers all brought back souvenirs 
that were sought after by the dealers 
and collectors.
 
Throughout Europe the art of Africa, 
Oceania and the Americas was known 
and sought after amongst a select group 
of erudite collectors. However, Tribal 
art finally meets Modern Art when the 
Fauvist artist Maurice de Vlaminck in 
1904/5 shows the first African piece to 
Derain and Picasso thus creating the 
Primitive Art Market...
 
The first name for this art of other 
cultures was in French Art Négre (Negro 
Art), then towards the middle of the 20th 
century it was transformed to Art Primitif 
(Primitive Art) which while sounding 
racist and derogatory was not used in 
that connotation but with the notion of a 
less refined art like the Dutch "Primitives" 
of the Northern European schools in 
the 16th century. In the 1970's political 
correctness brings on the literally 
incorrect title "Tribal Art". This new name 
is not satisfying as many of the cultures 
it encompasses are not tribal in function 
but are extremely well organized social 
structures often empires and kingdoms 
of incredible breadth and power.
 
Others preferred the catch all title of 
"Non-Western Art" but Western? As 
of where? And of West of what? “Non-
Literate Art” was also suggested but 
that then excluded the pre-Columbian 
cultures and Easter Island both of whom 
had invented a form of writing.
 
Faced with our global incapacity to 
contrive an acceptable label for the art 
the French dealer Jacques Kerchache 
offered up his famous "Art Premiers" 
(First Art). But with this title arises other 
complications: first in relation to what 
and to whom – and of course who and 
what is Second Art ?
 
The ultimate answer is still inadequate 
but at least it covers all the bases even 
though it’s a mouthful: The Arts of Africa, 
Oceania and the Americas, or AAOA. 
This is now commonly used all over 
even though it leaves out many of the 
worlds tribal cultures such as those of 
South East Asia!
 
At the end of the 19th century the 
names of the first major dealers and 
collectors become famous and lead to 

the process known as PROVENANCE 
which extends unto today. In Germany 
it is Parkinson, Godeffroy, Umlaff, 
Konietzko, Fleckheim and Speyer, along 
with the expressionist artists such as 
Nolde, Schmidt-Rottluff, and Kirchner. 
In Great Britain its Webster, Oldman, 
and Beasley, and among the artists 
one finds Epstein, Moore, & Lipchitz. 
In France it is, Brummer, Bela Heim, 
Ratton, Vérité, and Pierre Loeb who are 
the great dealers. And the artistes are 
Vlaminck, Picasso, Derain, Gauguin, 
Apollinaire, Lhote, Giacometti, Tzara, 
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by the opening of the Musée du Quai 
Branly in 2006 has contributed to the 
appreciation of tribal art in a major way.
 
Tribal art is now completely accepted 
as a major component of the History of 
Art. Its contribution to Modern art has 
been recognized for many decades but 
more importantly tribal art now stands 
alone as a representative art form 
equal to all others of all civilizations and 
periods in the world. It is mixed with and 
used in conjunction with modern and 
contemporary art. It works with classical 
antiquities, early European and Asian art 
and – it works by itself too !
 
This text is but a reminder of the 
ideas and facts developed during my 
presentation at the OAS Forum in 
Melbourne 2017. I wish to thank the 
OAS in toto and especially those who 
worked so hard to organize the Forum 
at the Savage Club. I thank as well, 
the members of the Savage Club who 
allowed us to access and enjoy their 
wondrous abode.
 
With the exception of Jacques Chirac 
(former French President) no living 
person is mentioned in this presentation. 
No use or publication of this text partially 
or whole is allowed without formal written 
approval of author.

and Oceanic with Stolper, Stavenhagen, 
Stendal, Merin and my father Oscar 
Meyer offering pre-Columbian Art.
 
As of 1980 Sotheby’s and Christie’s 
have taken over the markets of London 
and New York – Paris is the only city 
where the dealers are stronger than the 
auction houses and continue to control 
the market for the moment.
 
The Paris market place is responsible 
for the exponential increase in price 

starting with the sale 
of the Hubert Goldet 
collection in 2001 with 
several pieces going for 
more then 1.000.000 
French francs – then 
follow the sales both in 
Paris and New York of 
the collections of Gaffé, 
Monzino, Vérité, Lebel, 
Stanoff, Dinhoffer, etc. 
Until recently the top price 
at auction for tribal art 
was the Fang mask from 

the Verité sale which was hammered 
down at 5.000.000 euros however, today 
multi-million dollar or Euro prices are 
becoming sufficiently common that only 
the very upper echelons of price are now 
mentioned such as the Senufo rhythm 
pounder from the Kunin collection sold 
for 12,000,000.
 
The opening by French President 
Jacques Chirac and the collector/dealer 
Jacques Kerchache of the tribal wing at 
the Louvre, known as the "Pavillon des 
Sessions" on April 3rd, 2000, followed 

The defining moment of the tribal art 
market in the later part of the 20th 
century is the auction sale in New York 
of the Helena Rubinstein collection in 
1966. A Fang sculpture from Gabon 
sells for 25,000 dollars – a true 
fortune at the time. In the same sale a 
sculpture from Cameroun known as the 
"Bangwa Queen" goes for $29,000 and 
creates the first world record price for 
primitive art. The "Queen" later sold for  
$3.4 million in 2000.
 
From 1950 to 1980 
the market was based 
in London and New 
York - Paris was and 
still is the source for 
the pieces but in those 
days the highest prices 
were obtained in the 
UK and the States. 
Some of the main 
collectors of that period 
are Ortiz, Hooper, 
Sainsbury, Barbier-
Müller, Rockefeller, the 
De Mesnil, Brill, Friede and Goldet.
 
And don’t forget the Hollywood actors: 
Eddy G. Robinson, William Holden, 
Vincent Price, and Martha Hyer to name 
but a few who collected seriously. Tribal 
art appears in films like "Rear Window" 
from Hitchcock, The Goodfellas, and "Le 
Président" a famous French film with 
Jean Gabin.
 
The dealers of the mid 20th century are 
Klejman, Carlebach, Bonnefoy, Kamer, 
Kerchache, LeVeel, all dealing in African 

At the end of the 19th 
century the names of 
the first major dealers 
and collectors become 

famous and lead to 
the process known as 
PROVENANCE which 

extends unto today.

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
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Two Kanak doors. Image courtesy Todd Barlin.

Masterpieces of Oceanic Art from the Todd Barlin 
Collection during OAS Forum February 2019

A passion for collecting over 40 years 
will showcase not only Oceanic Art 
but also Artworks from SE Asia, Tibet 
and Japan.   

The small group tours will be on the day 
before the OAS Forum on 31 January 
2019.  I will give two small group private 
tours of my collection at 2pm & 4pm, and 
again on Monday 4 February at 11am. 

You  must RSVP at tbarlin@bigpond.
net.au  Numbers are strictly limited, you 
must be confirmed to join. Please note, 
there will be no photography allowed.

by Todd Barlin
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Oceania: Royal Academy of Arts, London,  
29 September to 10 December 2018

The Royal Academy in London is holding 
a major exhibition of the art of the Pacific 
from the 29th September to the 10th 
December 2018. Entitled "Oceania", it is 
the first major exhibition of its type to ever 
be held in London and marks the 250th 
anniversary of the establishment of the 
Royal Academy and the simultaneous 
250th anniversary of Captain James 
Cook’s departure from England for the 
Pacific in 1768.
 
It is a landmark exhibition in many ways. 
There are many major classics: A’a and 
the two headed figure, Ti’I, from the 
British Museum; the wonderful Nukuoro 
figure from the Museum fur Volkerkunde 
in Hamburg, and the amazing Mawa 
(Torres Strait Islands) mask from The 
National Museum of Ireland, Dublin, that 
are either never on public exhibition or 
would require a special trip to see. To be 
able to enjoy so many wonderful pieces 
all displayed together is a very special 
opportunity that should not be missed 
by anyone fortunate enough to be in 
London before 10 December.
 
The video installation, In Pursuit of Venus 
(infected), by Lisa Reihana deserves 
special mention. This is displayed in the 
largest room and takes up a whole (and 
very long) wall. It runs for 64 minutes 

and creates a unique introduction to the 
whole exhibition. It takes as its basis the 
imagery displayed in an incredible series 
of 20 wallpaper panels created in France 
in 1804-06 by Jean-Gabriel Charvet. 
These panels display a panorama of the 
peoples, customs and environments of 
the Pacific at the time of first European 
contact. Lisa Reihana has then used 
animation and digital recreation with real 
performers to allow the viewer to walk 
into the world of the Pacific at this time 
and to see the way in which the local 
people lived; the arrival of Europeans, 
and the way that the two cultures 
interacted. It makes the remainder of the 
exhibition much more comprehensible 
for the average visitor who may know 
very little about this period of history 
and the art of Oceania. The video format 
is also a very appealing way of getting 
young people involved.
 
Now for the negatives. The works are 
generally of a very high quality; many 
are unique masterpieces, but amongst 
them are several very disappointing 
pieces that should have been replaced 
with much better examples. The mother 
and child Sepik hook from the mid-20th 
century, some of the New Guinea shields 
and some of the clubs are out of place. 
Why have such average pieces when 
there are so many better examples 
available in collections?
 

The biggest problem with the exhibition, 
however, is the overall display of the 
pieces. In some rooms small pieces have 
been placed in little cubicles way above 
head level, making it almost impossible 
to see. As an example in one room there 
is an average Austral Island paddle at 
eye level and above this, in a little box 
and impossible to see, is a Moai papa 
figure from Easter Island. This makes 
no sense whatsoever. In another room 
with all the god figures several are well 
displayed on one wall and the rest are all 
crowded together in the centre instead 
of putting some on the opposite wall and 
then putting the others on plinths in the 
middle of the room. This would have 
allowed a much better appreciation of all 
pieces. One is forced to wonder how this 
came about.
 
Despite these negatives the exhibition is, 
over-all, a wonderful display of Oceanic 
art with many unique pieces that will 
be hard to see again once they return 
to their storage homes. It is a landmark 
exhibition which will be talked about for 
many years. Try and see it if you can.

Oceania will travel to Paris next year 
and be on display at the Musee du Quai 
Branly from 12 March to 7 July 2019.

by Michael Martin

Lisa Reihana, In Pursuit of Venus [infected], New Zealand, 2015-17. Image courtesy Michael Martin.

Akua hulu manu, feathered god image. 
Hawaiian Islands, late 18th Century. Image 
courtesy Michael Martin.
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Elizabeth Pryce and Dee Scott outside Sotheby’s in Paris ready for the sale.

The Elizabeth Pryce Collection on Centre Stage in Paris
by Jim Elmslie

Elizabeth (Beth) Pryce is well known 
to Oceanic art lovers throughout 
Australia and around the world. 
A founding member of the OAS 
and inaugural Secretary, Elizabeth 
is one of the select few to have 
received the distinction of being 
made an Honorary Life Member 
of the OAS in return for her many 
years of service to the organization, 
particularly in its formative years. 
The main portion of the Elizabeth’s 
collection was sold at Sotheby’s 
in Paris on October 10 in a highly 
promoted single-vendor sale that 
achieved some heady results. The 
hero piece of the auction, the Yuat 
River Flute Stopper, previously 
owned by Australian artist, William 
Dobell, sold for €160,560 (including 
Buyer’s Premium). This work is 

familiar to Australian collectors 
having been publicly exhibited at 
both the SH Ervin Gallery and the 
National Gallery of Australia. Other 
items also flew – especially an 
elaborate Solomon Islands comb 
that sold for €28,544, more than ten 
times the estimate. Overall the sale 
achieved just under an impressive 
€1million. Elizabeth is to be 
congratulated for her fine eye and 
her determined pursuit of excellent 
objects over many years, for these 
are the ingredients needed to 
build a superb collection. She is 
also to be thanked for providing 
such a sparkling and enthusiastic 
presence to the OAS over its first 
two decades. Well done Elizabeth!


