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• Sunday 17 March 2019 – OAS Fundraising Auction - Theodore Bruce - (Preview meeting to be advised).

• Wednesday 8 May 2019 -  OAS Lecture - Australian Museum - Date to be confirmed. 

• Wednesday 3 July 2019 - OAS Lecture - Australian Museum - Date to be confirmed.

• Saturday 17 August 2019 - OAS Tribal Art Fair Sydney (TAFS) - National Art School.

• Saturday 9 November 2019 - OAS AGM, lecture and lunch - “Skiffies”, Mosman.

dates for your diary

The 2019 Oceanic Art Society Forum 
was an intellectual and emotional 
odyssey. Oceanic art represents and 
encompasses many things: sublime 
beauty and irresistible mystery; 
cultural treasure; markers of colonial 
dispossession and loss, but also 
continuity and hope. That indeed 
is what Oceanic art is: objects that 
bind people through time; binding 
those who made them to their current 
descendants; to the ancient stories; 
to the land and waterscapes, and also 
to the members of the wider human 
family motivated by intellectual, 
emotional and aesthetic curiosity.

The Forum was fundamentally 
curatorial driven: all eight sessions 
were presented by speakers who 
are professional curators at a variety 
of institutions. Furthermore three 
of the presenters, including the two 
keynote speakers, Maia Nuku and 
Jonathan Jones, and Michael Mel, 
of the Australian Museum, were 
people of indigenous heritage. So 
the audience received an insider’s 
view, or interpretation of the art; 
the view that these indigenous 
presenters have of the museums 
and their collections. Starting with the 
welcome to country by Uncle Allan 
Murray of the Metropolitan Local 
Land Council and Dr. Mel’s address 
in his mother tongue from the Mogei 
tribe of the PNG highlands, and later 
with Jonathan Jones in Wiradjuru 

Collectors and Collections: OAS Forum 2019 a Triumph

and Maia Nuku in Maori, we were 
privileged to enter a space where 
the bonds between the art and the 
cultures from whence they originated 
became palpable.

The theme of the conference, 
Aboriginal and Pacific Art: Collections 
and Artists, Then and Now, flowed 
through the proceedings in a non-
linear, undulating process; focusing 
at times on specific objects before 
surveying the overarching stories of 
pre-contact life; European colonization 

(L to R) Esther Jessop, Dr Maia Nuku, Key-note Speaker, Jeffrey Jessop and Dr Bill Rathmell, 
President of the OAS at the 2019 Forum at No.10 Bistro. Photo courtesy Jerry Liew.

Continued on page 2

and more recently, cultural revival. 
The artefacts became conduits to 
a much bigger story, conduits that 
are filled with magic as they link the 
current generation back through 
the proceeding millennia to their 
ancestral roots. The audience learned 
of the evolving role of museums 
and galleries from being primarily 
displays of colonial scientific curiosity 
to storehouses of cultural treasure, 
objects of profound importance to 
the source societies that are in a  
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process of revitalization right across 
the Pacific. At times this process is 
raw and confronting, seeing just how 
much has been lost and damaged by 
European settlement; at other times 
uplifting as communities everywhere 
strive to repair and reknit their own 
complex societies. Certainly my 
appreciation of the power of Oceanic 
art, of what it embodies, grew. Like 
the brief speeches in original Pacific 
tongues, Oceanic art is perhaps 
incomprehensible to outsiders but 
still profoundly moving.

We hope to bring you reports on 
all the talks from the 2019 forum in 
coming issues of the OAS Journal, 
including an article by Dr. Maia Nuku, 
Evelyn A J Hall and John A Friede 
Associate Curator for Oceanic Art at 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 
York in the next edition of the OAS 
Journal. Maia related the history of 
the Metropolitan and how Oceanic 
art (as well as African and Art of the 
Americas) became an integral part 
of that revered institution and that 
by doing so established Oceanic art 
on the world stage as a legitimate 
and vital part of the human story. 
She described how the Metropolitan 
has transformed over time so that 
now, under her active facilitation, 
it is reaching out to distant source 
communities to encourage them 

to re-engage with the objects in 
their collections. Maia’s talk was 
wonderfully optimistic, seeing 
everywhere shoots of cultural renewal 
and engagement, enriching not only 
the individuals and communities 
directly involved but also the objects 
themselves, and by association, the 
institutions that hold them.

The Forum started in the Hallstrom 
Theatre at the Australian Museum 
in Sydney on Friday morning. Dr 
Michael Mel presented the first talk 
on The New Museum: Through the 
Eyes of the Holosa from Komunive. 
Dr Mel had been instrumental, 

through his work at the Australian 
Museum as Manager of Pacific 
and International Collections, in 
bringing down to Australia from 
PNG a group of men from the 
Asaro region, along with their 
famous mud masks. He related the 
unusual background to the recent 
emergence of this genre and the 
profound effect that the trip had on 
audiences in Australia and to the 
Highlanders themselves: they went 
back reinvigorated, determined to 
strengthen their cultural practices 
and ultimately establishing their 
own remote museum to that end. 
Dr. Mel’s vision of the new museum 
is one in which the interactions 
flow both ways, creating synergies, 
enlivening collections and 
strengthening traditional cultures.

David Ellis, Director of Museums 
at the University of Sydney, told the 
story of the creation of two of the 
University’s museums: the Macleay 
and the Nicolson, both of which 
hold renowned collections due 
largely to the prodigious efforts of 
the individuals after which they are 
named. They will be merged into the 
new Chau Chak Wing Museum to 
form a cultural precinct on the grounds 
of Australia’s oldest university. In his 
talk David charted the intense interest 
in scientific and cultural objects in 
the early nineteenth century, their 
subsequent loss of appeal during 
the twentieth century, and the recent 
reawakening of interest as ‘object 
based learning’ takes precedence, 
a process that should be further 
empowered with the establishment of 
the new museum.

Suzanne Pilj, Crisin Howarth and Alex Philips (L to R), at the OAS Forum 2019 at the Art Gallery of 
New South Wales. Photo courtesy Jerry Liew.

Noelle Rathmell-Stiels and Rita Uechtritz (L to R) at the OAS Forum 2019 Dinner at No. 10 Bistro. 
Photo courtesy Jerry Liew.
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Yvonne Carrillo-Huffman, Collections 
Officer at the Australian Museum, 
then treated forum participants to a 
guided tour of the recently restored 
Westpac Long Gallery featuring 100 
of the Museum’s most treasured 
objects (and 100 of Australia’s most 
treasured people). This extraordinary 
mélange of human and natural 
phenomena is breathtaking in its 
diversity of colour, texture, shape and 
purpose, housed as it is in the original 
beautiful three storied museum 
chamber. Oceanic art in this context 
seems to flow from the exotic organic 
natural history exhibits with which it is 
interspersed. The art seems to have 
grown from nature.

After lunch Crispin Howarth, Curator 
for Pacific Arts at the National Gallery 
of Australia, in his distinctive and 
engaging style, explored some of 
the complex iconography of the art 
works from the lower Sepik River and 
Ramu River areas of PNG. Working 
with three significant European 
private collections he is contributing 
to a lavish publication celebrating 
the aesthetics of the region. Crispin 
managed to bridge the gap between 
ignorance of the precise function 
or purpose of an art work and the 
instinctive admiration that one can 
feel for such an object. This, to my 
mind, showed how Oceanic art works 
can transcend their cultural origins 
and enlist the concerted interest of 
outsiders. This was certainly the 
case for many early collectors, who 
are responsible for the bulk of the 
collections that institutions hold today.

Jonathan Jones is a Wiradjuri/
Kamilaroi artist and curator who has 
forced Australians to re-examine 
the past, often using artefacts as 
an artistic medium. He began his 
talk with a minute of silence to 
acknowledge the human exacerbated 
drought disaster that is currently 
unfolding along the Darling River, 
in South Eastern Australia, which 
includes the traditional lands of the 
Wiradjuri people. It was a poignant 
reminder that colonialism, or at least 
the impact of European settlement, is 
still an unfolding dynamic. Jonathan 
related how, as a young man, he 
visited the Australian Museum in 
search of his ancestors’ traditional 
artefacts only to find that they had 
almost all been destroyed in the 
Garden Palace fire of 1882. He 

talked of several of his extraordinary 
installations including the 32nd 
Kaldor Art Project, barrangal dyara 
(skin and bones) where he placed 
stark white manufactured shields 
along the perimeter of the footprint 
of the Garden Palace in Sydney’s 
Botanical Gardens as a response 
to the immense loss felt throughout 
Australia for the destruction of so 
many culturally significant items. 
Jonathan emphasized how relevant 
art works held in institutions are to 
the current generation of Aboriginal 
people, still reeling as they are from 
the colonial experience.

On Saturday, after a warm welcome 
by Maud Page, Deputy Director of 
the Art Gallery of NSW, Maia Nuku 
gave her keynote lecture to a packed 
Centenary Auditorium. Following 
her talk Maia engaged with the 
audience over her vision of the role 
of museums and her own role, which 
she saw as engaging with traditional 
communities as much as curating the 
art objects under her custodianship. 
This did inevitably include conflicting 
claims, perhaps the most vexing 
being the issue of repatriation. 
Repatriation recognizes, at its heart, 
that original communities have not 
given up their sense of connection 
with, or in some cases ownership of, 
objects that are of great importance to 
them as cultural icons. In some cases 
the works are viewed as embodying 
specific individuals or spirits and as 
such retain vital energy and meaning 

Phil Mead, Jerry Liew and Ian Wamijo (L to R). Photo courtesy Jerry Liew.

The grand old balcony of No. 10 Bistro, Macquarie Street, Sydney, with OAS members enjoying a 
pre-dinner drink. Photo courtesy Jerry Liew. Continued on page 4
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for source communities. No doubt 
repatriation will continue to be a 
contentious subject as Oceanic art 
becomes more politicized. It should 
be addressed, according to Maia 
Nuku, with a case by case approach.

The Forum then moved to topics closely 
aligned with the AGNSW. During the 
course of the next three lectures the 
influence of the Art Gallery’s former 
Deputy Director, Tony Tuckson, become 
evident. A skilled painter himself 
Tuckson showed an interest in and an 
admiration for Aboriginal and Oceanic 
art that left a lasting legacy. The AGNSW 
has particularly strong collections of 
Aboriginal and Melanesian art largely 
thanks to Tuckson’s early enthusiasm, 
a corollary being specialist curators who 
are experts in their respective fields.

Cara Pinchbeck, Senior Curator of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Art, gave a stunning presentation 
on The Singular Vision of Nongirrna 
Marawili. The Gallery is currently 
exhibiting works from the artist in a 
show entitled from my heart and mind. 
Cara told of the unusual evolution 
of Nongirrna after the death of her 
husband, Djutjadjutja Munungurr, 
an important painter himself. 
Nongirrna’s father, Mundukul, had 
been seminal in the evolution of bark 
painting at Yirrkala after working 
with anthropologist, Ronald Berndt 
in 1947. When Nongirrna started 
painting, influenced as she was by 
her husband and father, she was 
heavily constrained in her range 
of subjects as stories were owned 

by individuals, generally men, and 
could not be reproduced by the 
unauthorized. In some ways this 
seems to have spurred her to greater 
creativity as she navigated customary 
law and came up with her own unique 
interpretations of her country and 
culture. The results are spectacular 
and reinforce the point that Oceanic 
art is not confined to the ancient past 
but is still being produced with the 
greatest virtuosity.

Denise Mimmocchi, Senior Curator 
of Australian Art at the AGNSW, then 
delivered a lecture entitled, Tuckson: 
the Abstract Sublime. An exhibition of 
the same name is currently showing 
at the gallery. Denise’s talk and slide 
presentation made the connection 
between Tuckson’s vibrant abstract 
works and the tribal art that he so 
admired. They are both steeped in 
unknowability; symbols that remain 
impenetrable without explanation 

but still somehow inherently powerful 
and intriguing. Tuckson proved to be 
a difficult subject for researchers and 
biographers as he wrote little about 
his work and gave few interviews 
before his early death in 1973 at 
the age of 52. His seminal collecting 
trips to Arnhem Land with the great 
benefactor and Aboriginal art admirer, 
Dr Stuart Scougall, were, however, 
well documented by his wife (and 
former OAS member) Margaret 
Tuckson.  So too was his friendship 
with Melanesian art enthusiast, Stan 
Moriarty, much of whose collection 
is now in the AGNSW. Tuckson left 
a strong and enduring legacy: both 
in his own highly admired works 
and in the institutional strength 
that continues today in the fields of 
Aboriginal and Melanesian art.

The interior of No.10 Bistro with OAS President, Bill Rathmell, addressing the dinner. 
Photo courtesy Jerry Liew.

Dr Michael Mel giving a tour of the Australian Museum Collection, OAS Forum 2019. 
Photo courtesy Jerry Liew.

OAS Journal  
Editorial Vacancy

The Oceanic Art Society is 
calling for expressions of 
interest for the position of 
Editor of the OAS Journal.

This important and challenging 
role will provide privileged 

access to the Oceanic Art world 
and give the opportunity for an 
organized individual to hone 
their writing and editing skills. 
For a confidential discussion 
please contact Jim Elmslie at:

jelmslie@ozemail.com.au
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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.

Natalie Wilson, Curator of Australian 
and Pacific Art, AGNSW, expanded 
on Tuckson’s legacy with her 
presentation on Melanesian Art: 
Redux, another exhibition currently 
gracing the gallery’s walls. Natalie 
has curated this show as an act of 
homage to Tuckson for his 1966 
AGNSW exhibition Melanesian Art, 
which was one of the first public 
shows of Oceanic art by a major 
art gallery in Australia. Some of 
the works from the original show 
are featured in the current one and 
display techniques (no labels) and 
placement that mimic Tuckson’s. 
The accompanying Exhibition 
Guide, however, is somewhat more 
detailed than the original as Natalie 
ventured to the Sepik River, retraced 
Tuckson’s 1965 collecting trip, and 
researched individual pieces in 
source villages. The 1966 show also 
contained material from a variety of 
other institutions, including the then 
Territory of Papua and New Guinea 
Museum, and private collectors, such 
as Stan Moriarty. It was a ground-
breaking exhibition as it presented 
Melanesian art for the first time in 
Australia as an important and integral 
part of human artistic endeavour.

Natalie presented an exhibition tour 
of Melanesian Art: Redux the next 
day, which allowed us to see in the 
flesh many of the objects discussed 
in her lecture. It seemed to me that 
these artefacts had acquired an 
added allure through their association 
with Tony Tuckson, Stan Moriarty, the 
heady days of the 1960’s Sydney art 
scene and being in the vaults of the 
AGNSW for over 50 years. Also on 
Sunday a series of fascinating films 
were screened: The Black Heart of 
New Guinea (1925); Talkabout, the 
Australian Territories, Baining Fire 
Dance (1963); Bugla Yunggu: The 
Great Chimbu Pig Festival (1972), 
and Stolat (1985). Following this 
was the Tokelauan Group from PNG 
performed a series of spectacular 
traditional songs and dances in the 
Entrance Court.

The social highlight of the OAS 
Forum 2019 was the dinner at the No. 
10 Restaurant located at the old Mint 
building on Macquarie Street, a few 
minutes walk from the art gallery. This 
beautiful old venue hosted some 50 
forum participants in a dedicated first 

floor room that opened onto the wide 
colonial balcony. The night started with 
Esther Jessop QSM giving a blessing 
to the event in Maori, after which she 
was joined by her daughter, Maia 
Nuku, in performing an impromptu 
singing routine, also in Maori, that 
captivated the room and put a smile 
on everyone’s face; setting the tone 
for the evening. The night concluded 
when Michael Mel coached an eager 
throng on the stately balcony in the 
finer aspects of a traditional New 
Guinea highlander’s vocal farewell. In 
response to Michael’s deep sonorous 
call (one could imagine it echoing 
across a jungle-clad highlands valley) 
the crowd responded with its own 
lower pitched resonant reply; the two 
calls creating their own rhythm with 
repetition; the supplicants necessarily 
jumping to the beat before the all-
powerful dance master. Fortunately 
Michael called a halt before the 208 
year old balcony fell off, although I 
think he cut it pretty fine.

The OAS Forum 2019 Aboriginal 
and Pacific Art: Collections and 
Artists, Then and Now was a huge 
success. It drew many strands of the 
Oceanic art milieu together: curators; 
artists; academics; collectors; 
researchers. This is sometimes not 
an easy mix, although all share a 
strong connection/love/respect for 
these important objects and the 
extraordinary meaning and history 
which every single one embodies. 
While the objects themselves remain 

unchanged, whichever display case or 
air-conditioned vault they may inhabit, 
the world around them changes; how 
they are viewed; their importance, 
changes, is changing. Events like this 
forum reflect these changes, and seeks 
to understand them, which proves 
a deeply enriching and profoundly 
satisfying intellectual endeavor.

The OAS would like express our huge 
thanks to all who made this event 
possible including:
• Oceanic Art Society Forum Sub-

Committee: Chris Boylan; 
Andrew Drane; Paula Latos-
Valier; Warwick Majcher; Bill 
Rathmell; Noelle Rathmell-Stiels; 
Rita Uechtritz; David Welch

• Art Gallery of New South Wales: 
Ruby Arrowsmith –Todd; Julia 
Mendel; Denise Mimmocchi; 
Maud Page; Amanda Peacock; 
Cara Pinchbeck; Josephine 
Touma; Natalie Wilson

• Australian Museum: Yvonne 
Carillo-Huffman; Helen Dennett; 
Vanessa Finney; Michael Mel; 
Sue Myatt

• National Film and Sound Archive 
of Australia: Melinda Robertson; 
Melinda Robertson

• Invited Speakers: Jonathan Jones; 
David Ellis; Maia Nuku; Crispin 
Howarth

• Welcome to Country: Uncle Allan 
Murray.

Jim Elmslie
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Melanesian art: redux

by Natalie Wilson, Curator Australian & Pacific Art, Art Gallery of New South Wales

In November, the Art Gallery of New 
South Wales will celebrate the life 
and art of its former deputy director, 
Tony Tuckson, with the exhibition Tony 
Tuckson: the abstract sublime. In his 
role as curator, Tuckson’s respect and 
admiration for the art of indigenous 
Australian and Pacific artists was borne 
out through an active policy to visit 
communities, meet artists, and acquire 
works for the Gallery’s collection. 
Because of Tuckson’s commitment, 
in 1962, the first works from the 
Pacific region entered the then-named 
‘Primitive Art Collection’.
 
The exhibition Melanesian art: redux 
explores the collection of Pacific 
art shaped by Tuckson during his 
tenure, much of which has rarely 
been displayed. Sydney in the 1960s 
was home to numerous galleries that 
displayed Pacific art. The flamboyant 
Senta Taft-Hendry and Stephen Kellner 
were just two of the dealers Tuckson 
turned to when looking for works for the 
Gallery’s collection. A striking rmarki 
barkcloth dance ornament, made by 
the Baining people of East New Britain 
in Papua New Guinea, was acquired 
from Taft-Hendry in 1965 and one of 
377 works that Tuckson included in 
the exhibition Melanesian art, which 
opened at the Gallery in April 1966.
 
In preparation for Melanesian art, Tony 
Tuckson and his wife Margaret spent 
three weeks in Papua New Guinea at 
the end of 1965, with the intention of 
not only building the Gallery’s collection 
through judicious acquisitions where 
possible, but also sourcing loans for the 
exhibition. The Tucksons spent almost 
a week on a houseboat travelling along 
the magnificent Sepik River, purchasing 
work from villagers and council and 
mission stations along the way. More 

than 100 works were acquired for both 
the Gallery and the National Gallery 
of Victoria in Melbourne, which had 
requested Tuckson acquire works 
on their behalf. Unfortunately, few of 
the works arrived in 
time for inclusion in 
Melanesian art, and 
Tuckson relied on loans 
from institutions across 
Australia, as well as the 
PNG National Museum 
in Port Moresby.
 
Melanesian art included 
works from the private 
collections of Australian 
artists Sidney Nolan, 
John Olsen and 
Douglas Watson, 
and encompassed 
the many and varied 
cultures of PNG, Western New Guinea, 
Solomon Islands, Fiji, Vanuatu and New 
Caledonia, as well as works from the 
Torres Strait. An astounding 127 works 
borrowed from the vast collection of 
Sydney collector Stan Moriarty was an 
important contribution to the success of 
the exhibition.
 
Moriarty and Tuckson met in the early 
1960s and their mutual interest in Pacific 
art led to one of the most significant 
donations in the Gallery’s history. From 
1968 until Moriarty’s death in 1978, 
over 500 works were acquired from his 
5000-strong collection.
 
Melanesian art: redux will display 
eight of the New Guinea highlands 
works that Moriarty loaned to the 1966 
exhibition, together with the final work 
that Tuckson collected in the field for 
the Gallery: a woven yupini figure from 
the Enga region of the New Guinea 
highlands, purchased at the celebrated 

Mt Hagen Show in 1971. The display 
will also include a group of sago petiole 
paintings from the Keram River (a 
tributary of the Sepik), a selection of 
Sepik River ceramics, and an important 

urungwall sacred figure 
made by the Abelam 
people of the Maprik 
region, all of which 
were bought for the 
collection on Tuckson’s 
trip to the Sepik.
 
In a brief period of just 
nine years and with 
limited resources at 
his disposal, Tuckson 
assembled for the 
Gallery a collection 
of Pacific art that 
represented the 
breadth and diversity 

of the region, and his close friendship 
with Stan Moriarty left an enduring 
legacy with the Gallery’s New Guinea 
highlands collection recognised as 
perhaps the most important of its kind 
in the world.
 
This article was first published in the 
Art Gallery Society of NSW members’ 
magazine LOOK in November 2018.
 
Melanesian art: redux was held at the 
AGNSW from November 17 2018 until 
February 17 2019.

In a brief period of just 
nine years and with 
limited resources at 

his disposal, Tuckson 
assembled for the 
Gallery a collection 
of Pacific art that 
represented the  

breadth and diversity  
of the region.

Rmarki (day dance display ornament), Baining people, mid-20th century. 625 x 66 x 5cm. Image 
courtesy AGNSW.
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Male figure, attrib. Biwat people, circa 20th 
century. Wood, woven rattan cane. 47 x 9.6 
x 9.3cm. Image courtesy AGNSW.

Decorated male figure, Awiyaana (Auyana) 
people, mid-20th century. 163.5 x 32 x 
25cm. Image courtesy AGNSW.

Anthropomorphic figure, circa 1000 BCE - circa 400 BCE. Basalt stone. 29.2 x 12.5 x 7.5cm. Image 
courtesy AGNSW.
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Māori Rangatira (possibly Te Iriaha) c 1860s, 
George Wesley Bishop, carte de visite, 
Private collection, Auckland. Courtesy Private 
collection and National Gallery of Australia.

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

Jim Elmslie interviews Crispin Howarth, Curator of  Pacific Arts at the National Gallery of 
Australia on the stunning new exhibition of Maori facial markings that will open in Canberra 
on March 23

JE       Crispin, you have been 
working on the forthcoming 
exhibition on Māori tattooing (I 
don't think you use this term) for the 
National Gallery of Australia since 
last year, can you explain how this 
show came about?
 
CH The exhibition Māori 
Markings: Tā Moko has its origins 
about November 2017 and was 
intended to be a much larger 
survey exhibition of Māori arts from 
the 18th century to today. That 
massive scope was far too large 
and so I looked at one aspect of 
Māori art which is perhaps less 
accessible and less understood 
by gallery audiences. The name of 
the exhibition is Tā Moko – being 
the process of applying Moko – the 
skin marked art. It is very tempting 
to associate Moko with tattoo but 
there is a gulf of difference between 
the two, especially in terms of 
spiritual and cultural contexts. The 
responsibilities of wearing Moko is 
very different to someone wearing a 
tattoo. Unlike a tattoo in Australian 
society where anyone can walk into 
a tattooist’s and ask for an image 
of a dolphin, tiger, emoji, a portrait 
of Ed Sheeran...or whatever takes 
their fancy as their expression of 
individuality. Moko operates on 
a framework of principles called 
Kaupapa, an individual cannot 
receive Moko without the correct 
understanding of their responsibility, 
as a Māori, to ‘walk with integrity’. 
Anyone thinking of wearing Moko 
must consult their family who 
need to agree the person is ready 
to receive Moko. Discussions are 
then held with the Tā Moko artist 
who learns their life-story and their 
Whakapapa, their genealogical 
foundation. From this, the artist can 
then develop the appropriate Moko 
patterns and their placement upon 
the individual. Wearing Moko is a 

privilege whereas to get a tattoo 
only requires money. This is the 
briefest description, but I hope 
it explains how Moko should be 
set apart from how we view the 
common tattoo. Indeed, in average 
Australian society, tattoo is very 
very common - the tattooing trade 
being worth in excess of $90 million 
a year, that is a lot of inked people.
 
JE       What was/is the 
significance to the Māori people 
of facial tattooing? This form of 
body decoration seems particularly 
widespread in NZ, how and when 
did it originate?

CH Traditionally men would 
receive moko to their faces over 
several stages until their entire face 
was covered, Moko Kanohi (literally 
‘marked face’) and a particularly 
fine Moko was called Moko Paruhi 
(a ‘perfect face’). For women it was 
generally restricted to the chin and 
called Moko Kauae. The earliest 
records of Moko designs are found 

Interview: Crispin Howarth on  
Maori Markings: Ta Moko at the NGA
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Korere (feeding funnel), Muriwhenua people, prior to 1793, wood. 
Courtesy South Australian Museum.

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

in Māori sculpture from the 18th 
century but the practice is believed 
to have existed for centuries. Prior 
to the introduction of needles 
and ink the practice of Tā Moko 
involved small hafted blades, like 
tiny chisels, of bone which were 
tapped into the skin to create cuts 
that healed as channels. This 
process was exceptionally painful 
and at risk of infection; specially 
carved feeding funnels, Korere, 
were used by high ranking people 
whose lips and mouths had swollen 
after being marked. The exhibition 
holds one of earliest of these 
funnels known, with a history to 
1793.  The cosmological origin 
of Moko comes from the legend 
of Niwareka and Mataora. In this 
mythical saga, Mataora journeys 
into the underworld in search of his 
wife Niwareka and receives facial 
markings and then returns to the 
natural world bringing the art of 
Moko for all Māori to wear.
 
JE      Did the practice of facial 
tattooing vary much throughout 
NZ or was there a consistency 
throughout the country? Could 
people interpret the facial tattoos of 
people from geographically remote 
areas?

Continued from page 9
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Hongi Hika (Ngā Puhi) Self-portrait 1814, wood. Courtesy Macleay Museum, The University of 
Sydney. Continued on back cover

CH No doubt over the centuries 
there were different approaches 
and styles of Moko. For the Moko 
of the early 19th century, it was 
less a marker of place and more 
a mark of identity. A Moko could 
communicate the wearer’s skill set 
as a teacher, as a warrior, as a sea 
farer, as a healer and so on. I have 
found it almost impossible to break 
down Moko patterns to concisely 
say ‘this design means X’ as one 
design can have multiple meanings; 
their placement upon the face and 
relation to other pattern elements 
creates different visual information. 
Upon the nose information of a 
chief’s level of authority could be 
found, also whether someone is 
an authority of a particular aspect 
of culture might be noted on the 
nostril. The side section of the face, 
just in front of the ear, is where a 
lot of codified knowledge about 
the person is held; and the lines 
from the nose onto the cheeks 
and the larger cheeks spirals can 
contain hereditary information 
about a person’s lineage. The 
rayed sets of lines above the 
eyes on the forehead traditionally 
signalled a man’s fighting ability. 
Most importantly Moko showed 
a person’s tribal connections; 
which iwi (tribe) and which hapu 
(extended family, or clan) they 
come from. The designs upon 
the face are intimately connected 
to a person’s Whakapapa and 
today just the same as in the 19th 
century Māori society - this level of 
understanding of personal identity 
is highly integral to the wearing of 
Moko.
 
JE       The practice of facial 
tattooing seemed to wane in the 
nineteenth and twentieth century 
but now seems to be making a 
comeback. What forces are driving 
this revival of custom?

CH You are right, the wearing 
of Moko began to wane around the 
1840s. More interaction with the 
colonist society led to an expanding 
world view for Māori who embraced 
many new technologies and ways 
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of doing things which, in turn, 
affected and changed parts of 
their own culture. There was less 
need for facial Moko, to better 
integrate with colonial society and 
Christianity some men grew beards 
and moustaches to cover their 
markings. However, in the 1860s 
the Second Māori King, Tāwhiao, 
worked to unify the Māori tribes 
and gain greater recognition of 
Māori ownership, sovereignty, of 
the country in the face of growing 
colonial governance. This led to a 
series of wars and at this time King 
Tāwhiao encouraged his warriors 
to once again take up Moko 
Kanohi. After the 1860s, for men, 
the wearing of Moko dissipated 
but women continued the practice, 
although in the early 20th century it 
became an illegal practice and only 
seen on few old women after the 
Second World War.

The revival, or better put, 
resurgence comes from the mid to 
late 1980s when a handful of Māori 
artists reached back into history 
to relearn the art of Tā Moko and 
bring it into the present with an 
aim to make the wearing of Moko 
a normal part of Māori society 
once again. From the work of this 
first generation of Tā Moko artists, 
subsequent talented generations 
have sprung up and we are now at 
a point where the art of Tā Moko is 
a very living and connected part of 
Māori culture and will continue to 
be into the future.

Māori Marking: Tā Moko
March 23 to August 25, 2019
National Gallery of Australia   
https://nga.gov.au/tamoko/
Free entry


