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• Wednesday 19 June 2019 -  OAS Lecture by Dr Ian McNiven - Australian Museum - 6pm for 6:30. 

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

• Saturday 17 August 2019 - OAS Lecture by Andrew Baker on Kuage Mathias - TAFS, 1pm.

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

dates for your diary

In this issue of the of the OAS 
Journal we are fortunate to have Dr 
Maia Nuku, from the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art in New York, chart 
the evolution of that institution over 
the last 50 years, particularly in the 
decisions taken that resulted in its 
present day collections of Pacific 
art. Through the actions of one man, 
Nelson Rockefeller, driven by his 
passion for non-Western cultures, 
the material arts of Africa, Oceania 
and ancient America became 
recognised as integral parts of the 
human artistic story. One wonders 
sometimes where the world would 
be without such inspirational 
figures. Dr Nuku’s paper, based 
on her wonderful presentation at 
this year’s OAS Forum, writes that 
not only have museums changed 
over time in what they collect but 
also how they relate to the objects 
in their collections and with the 
communities from where these 
objects originated. Inevitably this 
has been a political transition in the 
context of the ongoing process of 
de-colonisation. Objects that were 
completely separated from source 
communities are increasingly 
becoming more accessible to 
the ancestors of the people who 
made them, playing an important 
role in the cultural revival that 
is underway across the Pacific. 
The artefacts, from being almost 

Times Are A Changing

Metropolitan Museum of Art Te Maori exhibition cover 1984.  
For more details, see page 3.

prisoners in austere 
Western institutions, 
are now treated as 
honoured guests, 
who themselves take 
visitors as people 
from the Pacific 
seek them out and 
reconnect with 
them as important 
cultural icons. This 
in turn strengthens 
the hands of 
c o n t e m p o r a r y 
Pacific Islanders as 
they navigate the 
many challenges 
of contemporary 
existence. The times 
are a changing.

In this issue 
Pierre Laffont also 
reports on the 
successful Pacific 
Arts Association 
Symposium in 
Brisbane; Marina 
Garlick reviews the publication 
Oceania, that accompanied the 
superb eponymous exhibition 
recently in London and now in 
Paris, and we are teased by Dr 
Ian McNiven, who is to give the 
next OAS lecture on how the 
Torres Strait Islands act as both 
a bridge and a barrier for cultural 

exchanges between Australia and 
New Guinea. The lecture will be at 
the Australian Museum on June 19 
and is highly recommended to all 
those able to attend.

Jim Elmslie



Armshells such as this were made in Torres Strait and traded northwards into New Guinea but not 
southwards to mainland Australia. Why?
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next lecture

In this talk, Ian McNiven will 
outline what he calls the "Coral 
Sea Cultural Interaction Sphere" 
as a framework to help shed 
light on why some ethnographic 
artefact types are shared between 
northern Queensland and southern 
New Guinea but other artefact 
types fail to extend across Torres 
Strait. Different distributions of 
artefact types provide new insights 
into the complex role of Torres 
Strait as a bridge and barrier to  
cultural diffusion. 
 
Ian McNiven is Professor of 
Indigenous Archaeology in Monash 
Indigenous Studies Centre (Monash 
University) and a Chief Investigator 
in the Centre of Excellence 
for Australian Biodiversity and 
Heritage. His research over the past 
30 years has focused on the long-
term development of specialised 
coastal societies of Queensland 
and New Guinea over the past 
5000 years. 

6pm for a 6.30pm start. Dinner at 
a local restaurant afterwards for 
those interested.

This lecture to be held at the 
Hallstrom Theatre, Australian 
Museum, Sydney, on June 19th at 

Bridge and barrier: Torres Strait and curious artefact 
distributions between Queensland and New Guinea

NEXT LECTURE
Wednesday 19 June - OAS Lecture, 6pm for 6:30pm, Australian Museum.
Dr Ian McNiven (Monash University) will be presenting an illustrated talk on:
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Expanding the Visual Canon: Fifty years of Oceanic 
art at the Metropolitan Museum of Art (1969-2019)

The Metropolitan Museum of Art’s 
collection of Oceanic art includes over 
two thousand works of art from the 
Pacific: ancestral treasures handed 
down across the generations that were 
created in islands and archipelagoes 
that extend across a vast expanse 
of ocean. Highlights of the collection 
include the landmark architectural 
installation or ‘Kwoma ceiling’ as well 
as spectacular barkcloth headdresses 
from New Britain, dramatic turtleshell 
masks from the Torres Strait Islands 
and elegant, highly abstracted 
Yipwon (‘hook’) figures whose radical 
rearrangement of formal elements so 
inspired avant-garde artists at the turn 
of the last century. As well as honing in 
on the marvelous and specific details 
of individual works in the collection, the 
challenge to make the art of Oceania 
relevant to local and international 
audiences requires us to draw out the 
uniqueness of the art in terms of its 
distinctive role and agency. For it is 
the inter-connectedness of the region 
and its people - in terms of ancestry, 
genealogy and centuries of dynamic 
engagement – that is the single strand 
that unites all of the art in the galleries.

Next year the Met will celebrate its 
150th anniversary year. Poised on this 
threshold, it seems pertinent to reflect 
on the evolution of the museum and its 
continued trajectory as an institution 
that has grown directly out of the 

cultural and philanthropic ecosystem 
of New York city. Fifty years ago in 
May 2019, almost a full century after 
the museum’s doors first opened 
to the public, Nelson Rockefeller 
addressed a press conference and 
announced his commitment to transfer 
his carefully assembled collection of 
African, Oceanic and ancient American 
art to the Met. This expansive, and 
extremely strategic, gift broadened the 
institutional scope of the museum in a 
single stroke and the unique conceptual 
and aesthetic vocabularies of these 
art traditions continue to inform public 
perceptions of the power of art today.

Nelson Rockefeller and the Museum 
of Primitive Art (MPA)[i]

Scion of one of the nation’s most 
significant philanthropic families, 
Nelson Rockefeller is perhaps best 
remembered for the decades he spent 
in the political spotlight. Born in 1908, 
he was elected to four consecutive 
terms as governor of the state of 
New York (1959-1973) before he was 
appointed Vice President under Gerald 
R. Ford whom he served from 1974 to 
1977. Yet Nelson was equally at home 
in the art world.
 

By Maia Nuku

Oceania gallery, Department of the Arts of Africa, Oceania and the Americas. Courtesy The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

Among the most formative influences 
that sparked his early interest in art were 
his early travels abroad and his mother, 
Abby Aldrich Rockefeller, one of the 
founders of the Museum of Modern Art 
(MoMA). This new institution opened in 
1929 - just nine days after the Wall Street 
Crash – and was devoted exclusively to 
modern art. Indeed, it was the first of its 
kind in Manhattan to exhibit European 
Modernism. Abby Rockefeller’s interest 
in the avant-garde was considered 
in some quarters as rather eclectic 
and eccentric. She certainly instilled 
in Nelson an appreciation not only for 
modern art but also for the African and 
Oceanic art forms that had influenced 
its development.

In 1930, on graduating from Dartmouth 
College, Nelson joined the Board of 
the Metropolitan Museum. Ironically, 
the catalyst for his mother and her 
close associates to establish MoMA 
had been the Metropolitan’s evident 
lack of interest in avant-garde art. 
Now in a position of influence where 
he might make a difference, Nelson 
advocated for the institution to engage 
with a major gap in its collection, that 
of pre-Columbian art. Nelson’s lobbying 
efforts on this front fell largely on deaf 

Continued on page 4
Rocky as a collector. 
NY Times magazine, 19 May 1969.



OAS Journal Vol.24  No.2 - Page 4

museums

Rockefeller’s ultimate 
goal was to have the non-
Western art become an 
integral part of the Met’s 
wide-ranging collections

Continued from page 3

his enthusiasm was dampened by the 
somewhat sceptical response of this 
early generation of museum trustees who 
simply did not view art from these regions 
as part of the institution’s core mission.

Nelson continued undeterred. With 
the encouragement of his close friend 
and associate René d’Harnancourt, 
he decided to create his own museum 
and in 1954 set about establishing 
the charter for a cultural organization 
devoted to the artistic traditions hitherto 
absent from the Met’s collections. In 
establishing the Museum of Primitive 
Art (MPA), Nelson Rockefeller was a 
pioneer, assembling a singular collection 
of art from Africa, Oceania and the 
Ancient Americas - regions that at that 
time were united by their distinctiveness 
from the accepted canon of Western 
art and were more generally referred 
to as ‘non-Western’. D’Harnancourt 
became a close friend and collaborator 
and importantly, provided Rockefeller 
with a methodology for assembling a 
collection. He served as co-founder and 
vice president of the fledgling institution 
that was located in a town house 
adjoining Rockefeller’s childhood 
home, directly across from MoMA at 15, 
West 54th Street.

Until that time, art world interest in these 
so-called ‘non-Western’ traditions had 
focused entirely on their relationship to 
Modernism. The art historian and critic 
Robert Goldwater 
had written his path-
breaking dissertation 
Primitivism and 
Modern Painting at 
Harvard University 
in 1938, charting 
the influence of 
African, Oceanic, 
and American pre-
colonial customary traditions on 20th 
century art in the West. D’Harnoncourt 
recommended to Rockefeller that he 
recruit Goldwater, then a professor in 
the Department of Art History at Queens 
College, as Director of the Museum of 
Primitive Art.

Beginning in the role in 1956, Goldwater 
outlined a formal collection policy for the 
new museum and began to implement 
an extensive program of landmark 
exhibitions that introduced these arts to 
the broader art world. Robert Goldwater 
was assisted in these endeavours by a 
bright and capable young man. Born in 
1920 to English parents who lived on a 

rubber plantation in Malaysia, Douglas 
Newton had recently moved to New 
York. For over two decades, Rockefeller 
and his band of advisors assembled the 
collection of art from Africa, Oceania 
and the Americas in the United States. 
In effect, these apparently different 
social and artistic circles were not as 
distinct from each other as one might 
expect: Robert Goldwater was married 
to the French-American painter and 
sculptor Louise Bourgeois. Though 

she exhibited 
with the Abstract 
E x p r e s s i o n i s t s , 
her work had 
much in common 
with Surrealism 
and she was not 
formally affiliated 
to a particular 
artistic movement. 

Whilst Rockefeller prided himself on 
having a keen eye that could pick the 
quality of artworks across many fields, 
he described himself as especially 
responsive to sculpture as a medium of 
expression. Describing it as ‘something 
v. intuitive’, he explained: “my major 
interest is sculpture because the plastic 
arts to me have the greatest strength 
and vitality’. 

Single-minded in his attempt to 
convince the hearts and minds of 
the American public on the merits on 
these relatively obscure and unfamiliar 
artistic traditions, Rockefeller’s ultimate 
goal was to have the non-Western art 

become an integral part of the Met’s 
wide-ranging collections. Relying on 
his formidable powers of persuasion, 
Rockefeller worked with d’Harnancourt 
to broker an agreement with the Met’s 
newly incumbent director, Thomas 
Hoving, that would see the creation of 
a new department within the museum, 
one that would encompass not only 
the holdings of the MPA but also 
Rockefeller’s personal collections.

Following the announcement in May 
1969, it fell to Douglas Newton to 
oversee the transfer of some 3,500 
works of art (as well as the extensive 
library, archive and many of its staff) 
twenty-five blocks uptown. Rockefeller’s 
philanthropic gesture fundamentally 
changed the character of the Museum. 
Vast reaches of the globe now came to 
be represented under the museum’s 
roof for the first time. Rockefeller’s 
prescience and tenacity had led not 
only to the founding of the department – 
but also to the construction of specially 
designed galleries in the Michael C. 
Rockefeller Wing, which opened to the 
public in 1982.

Broadening the scope of its mission 
to embrace this wealth of new 
artistic genres, this transformative 
gift of art signaled the moment when 
the museum’s collections became 
truly encyclopaedic. Of course, this 
spectacular art had always been 
defined primarily by its non-inclusion in 
the accepted canon – and was firmly 

Artist Visesio Siasau and Pacific researcher Sergio Jarillo de la Torre discussing a Tongan ngatu 
(barkcloth) in the reserve collections, The Metropolitan Museum of Art. Photo: Maia Nuku 2016.
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framed in that era as ‘non-Western’ 
– but Newton, like Rockefeller, had 
other ideas. He continued to lobby 
for its inclusion alongside the great 
classical traditions of art, conceiving 
projects that advocated strongly for 
suitable platforms that would reorient 
its received assessment. Shortly 
after the new wing opened in 1981, 
Douglas Newton as first chair of the 
new department, turned his attention 
to one such project - a major exhibition 
of Maori art that was to become iconic 
and which would prove to be a catalyst 
for change in the highly contested post-
colonial and cultural politics of 1980s 
New Zealand.

Te Maori

The exhibition Te Maori was conceived 
by Douglas Newton and Maori scholar 
Hirini Moko Mead as a project that would 
showcase the finest examples of Maori 
art from New Zealand collections on an 
international stage in New York. The 
exhibition has come to be understood 
as a significant milestone in the cultural 
renaissance of Maori - a turning point, if 
you will, in the way in which museums 
and communities interacted around art 
from then on in the region. The impact of 
this exhibition was indeed far-reaching 
and was responsible for establishing 
an entirely new cultural framework 
for policy in New Zealand. Not only 
did it change the overall perception 
of Maori culture both abroad and at 
home, it forced a vital debate focused 
on issues surrounding the display and 
management of Maori collections of art 
and so-called ‘ethnography’.

In its process the exhibition set new 
precedents in areas of consultation 
and shared decision-making. Maori 
tribal authorities were consulted from 
the outset. This was a significant 
development that attended to the rights 
of diverse parties in the interpretation 
and articulation of Maori cultural 
heritage and the way in which Maori 
were represented. Whilst curators 
were responsible for making the initial 
selection of loan requests, it was the 
New Zealand museums that insisted on 
full Maori participation from the outset 
and full consultation with Maori tribal 
authorities and elders was sustained 
throughout. New Zealand museum 
staff acknowledged their very specific 
role as custodians of taonga (ancestral 
treasures) on behalf of Maori and were 
sensitive to the fact that despite their 
nominal ‘legal’ ownership of Maori 
artefacts (let’s say the ‘physical’ aspect), 

full spiritual and cultural custodianship 
(the ‘metaphysical’) rested with a wide 
variety of Maori tribal groups.

Working now in New York with the 
Oceania collections at The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, I often reflect on the 
legacy of Te Maori. The exhibition 
showed what art can do - in terms of 
raising the esteem and self-awareness 
of a people, in terms of beginning an 
important dialogue in NZ between 
museums and communities that would 
see complex colonial histories begin 
to be confronted, discussed, further 
nuanced and perhaps even slowly 
untangled. What the exhibition did so 
deftly was vividly highlight the distinctive 
manner in which Pacific peoples 
conceive the agency and role of their 
art. Visitors witnessed at first hand the 
engagement in the galleries of affiliated 
Maori who accompanied their tribal 
treasures and who participated in the 
ritual protocols of opening ceremonies 
at each venue. Handed down across 
the generations, these highly prized 
taonga tuku iho (treasures from old) 
were newly clothed in song, chant and 
gesture. Audiences could appreciate 
that these were not static relics confined 
to a distant past but very much living 
spiritual objects that remained in relation 
with their living descendants. In this 
respect, the artworks were very much 
ambassadors specifically charged by 
Maori elders to travel overseas to raise 
the profile of Maori culture – so that 
Maori art could stand on the world stage 
to be appreciated alongside the art of the 
great ‘civilizations’ - of Greek and Rome, 
of China and Egypt. A canon expanded.

Legacy of Te Maori

I remember beginning my studies in 
Pacific art and anthropology. As I pored 
over the published catalogues of early 
Pacific art exhibitions and organized 
visits to museum stores in England, 
Ireland and Scotland, I assumed that 
museum collections were pretty much 
a known quantity, that the overall 
shape of Pacific art had been outlined 
and was now being colored in. Post-
doctoral research took me down further 
avenues of enquiry and led me across 
the Channel to museums in France, 
Italy, Germany, Russia and Spain where 
I began to understand that the known 
geography of collections across Europe 
was more like the tip of an iceberg. 
Scholarship had established what was 
above the ocean line but way below 
the water’s surface, tucked away in the 
stores of smaller ethnographic museums 
were scores of treasures, what seemed 
like vast resources to be tapped.

In the three and a half decades since 
Te Maori, the scholarly disciplines 
that frame Oceanic art have seen 
many exciting developments. These 
now operate productively on the 
boundaries between art history - 
anthropology - historical ethnography 
and museology. Written documents 
are no longer perceived as the only 
valid primary sources - artefacts and 
objects have taken center stage to 
open up pathways to different kinds 
of knowledge and understandings. 
Theoretical frameworks that center 
materiality and an analysis of ‘things’ (in 
and of themselves) direct a discourse 
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that acknowledges the active agency 
of objects. And of course, these are 
anchored more often in indigenous 
epistemologies - knowledge that is 
encouraged to take root so that the 
cosmological coordinates of an artwork 
can be attended to, rather than its 
purely formal qualities.

Collaborative research and digital access 
have extended the parameters of projects 
and involve Pacific artists, scholars and 
cultural practitioners working alongside 
museum curators and conservators, 
accessing major collections of Pacific 
art together and pooling their knowledge 
bases to bring new perspectives 
that really lessen the gap between 
‘knowledge’ and ‘practice’. Another 
crucial factor is that scholars in the 
Academy have finally begun to take more 
seriously the perspectives and viewpoints 
of such collaborators. This means that 
alongside the usual cataloguing of data 
(measuring and photographing works, 
transcribing labels and inventories) there 
is conversation. Groups of people in the 
stores having animated conversations 
around things. And the works themselves 
have led this dialogue - their materiality, 
the traces of hands and history on their 
surfaces. For in many instances, they 
are the crucial components of the much 
larger puzzle that we are all engaged in 
piecing back together.

So how do we help these ideas and 
approaches tilt the institutional axis of 
our major encyclopaedic institutions? 
For my own part, I have been trying 
to shift the perception of the gallery 
as simply a place where we present 
art from a particular region or time 
in history and move towards an 
understanding of it as a place of direct 
encounter: a place to host, a place to 
dialogue, a place to confront these 
complex colonial histories. As well as 
honoring the foundational narrative of 
collections and their particular histories 
and trajectories into institutions, it is 
vital that we also invite and encourage 
participation from contemporary Pacific 
scholars, artists, dancers, writers and 
poets so that people understand we 
are a culture that is not confined to the 
past. Bringing people (physically or 
digitally) into the galleries to work on 
projects helps create a living dynamic 
that can activate and enliven these 
relationships. In this sense we build on 
the original notion of the role of a curator 
– in ‘taking care of, & attending to’ the 
art we are moving towards a role of 
kaitiakitanga or guardianship, a role that 

sees us looking to nurture relationships 
and reinforce networks that may have 
become eclipsed over time, that is to 
pull knowledge back up and safeguard 
it going forward. This work is cross-
cultural and inter-disciplinary. These 
projects push at the boundaries of the 
institution, forcing it to re-assess itself, 
to become self-reflexive.

We all work within the particular 
parameters of our time, pushing 
against an institutional framework so 
that it nudges further in the direction we 
believe it needs to go. Fifty years ago, 
Nelson Rockefeller advocated strongly 
for art from regions of the world that he 
observed were completely absent from 
the conversation. Thirty-five years ago, 
his colleague Douglas Newton (the first 
chair of the newly created department at 
the Met) created a collaborative space 
for indigenous voices that allowed 
Maori to have a direct say in the way 
their art was presented and received 
by visitors. Inviting Pacific communities 
back into our galleries today is, to my 
mind, simply reminding the museum of 
what it had the foresight to do before. 
As well as a repository of the past, 
collections are living resources for 
creative interventions that have the 
power to effect institutional change.

For those of us who are born overseas 
and/or live outside the Pacific, the 
artworks encountered in museums 
and galleries can act as anchor points 
which connect us to home. They are 
a vital link creating a connection to 
the whenua (or land) which bring us 
into immediate relation with each 
other. Our Pacific ancestors had the 
imagination to visualize – and make 
tangible - these deep (virtual) networks 
of ancestral relations. They wrote 

these lines of lineage into their skin, 
plaited and painted them into masks, 
planted them into wood as notches in 
carving. This particular and distinctive 
‘way of being’ in the world – the unique 
conceptual landscape of the Pacific 
– all of this is embedded into each of 
the individual works we encounter in 
galleries. Meshing their values, ideas 
and philosophies into the surfaces and 
intricate folds of things, artists ensured 
that these would be revealed well 
into the future. The power of Pacific 
art is unleashed when we encounter 
these works: the Pacific as it inheres 
in people, and places - and time; the 
Pacific of song and story, as it is spoken 
and danced; the Pacific in art that 
keeps moving – that can shift in and out 
of different worlds, all the while accruing 
status and value (mana), as indeed 
it was designed to do; the Pacific as it 
inheres in the on-going complex and 
tricky work of relationships - between 
people, art and museums - dynamic and 
evolving - just like the ocean within us.

Finally, I am reminded of my Hawai’ian 
colleague, curator Noelle Kahanu[ii] 

who recently explored the fraught 
parameters of the relationship between 
museums and the communities by 
considering the nuances of the phrase 
‘to cede authority’. She asked if we 
might think less about demands for 
museums to ‘cede’ authority, suggesting 
we might consider instead their potential 
in ‘seeding’ legacies – that is, in 
planting and nurturing newly configured 
relationships. It is a hugely useful 
metaphor and one which we all remain 
committed to continuing. The process 
of decolonization is a cumulative one. 
Exhibitions, art galleries and museums 
are critical sites where we can host 
precisely these kinds of dialogues as 
places of new and invigorated encounter 
in the 21st century. 

Dr.Maia Nuku, Evelyn A J Hall and John A 
Friede Associate Curator for Oceanic Art at the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. This paper 
was presented at the OAS 2019 Forum at the art 
Gallery of New South Wales, February 2, 2019.
 
[i] The subject of Nelson Rockefeller’s legacy was 
examined in a special exhibition at the Met in 2014 
- entitled In pursuit of the Best: The Nelson A. 
Rockefeller Vision. The exhibit was also the focus 
of a Special Issue of the Met Bulletin (Summer 
2014), written and researched by curators in the 
Department of the Arts of Africa, Oceania and the 
Americas (AAOA) at the Metropolitan Museum Art 
and I acknowledge their original research which I 
have drawn on to map out Nelson Rockefeller’s 
contribution in this regard.
[ii] Noelle Kahanu was invited to respond alongside 
curators Nicholas Thomas and Peter Brunt to 
the Oceania exhibition at the Royal Academy 
London in a panel convened by Pacific History 
Association (PHA) on 3rd Dec 2018. The session 
was introduced and chaired by Professor Dame 
Anne Salmond.

Continued from page 5

Museum of Primitive Art, W54th St New 
York.
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Review: Oceania

by Marina Garlick

Oceania is the title of the catalogue 
of the eponymous exhibition held at 
the Royal Academy of Arts in London 
to mark 250 years since James Cook 
set out on his first voyage. It also 
celebrates 250 years since the founding 
of the Royal Academy. The exhibition 
was organised by the Royal Academy 
with the collaboration of the Musée 
du quai Branly with the participation 
of the Museum of Archaeology and 
Anthropology, University of Cambridge. 
Principal partners are New Zealand, 
the Kingdom of Tonga and Papua New 
Guinea. There is no mention of any 
Australian involvement. (For those 
interested it was opened by the Duchess 
of Sussex, her first solo engagement.) 
It was at the Royal Academy from 24 
September to 10 December, 2018 and 
is at the Musée du quai Branly in Paris 
from 12 March to 7 July, 2019.

The catalogue is edited by Peter 
Brunt, Senior Lecturer in Art History 
at Victoria University of Wellington 
and Nicholas Thomas, Director of 
the Museum of Archaeology and 
Anthropology of Cambridge, the 
curators of the exhibition who also 
wrote the introductory essay, "Oceania 
Redux". It comprises splendid large 
plates of 169 of some 200 items from 
the exhibition, some with enlargement 
of details, a number of illustrated 
scholarly articles plus a map, detailed 
list of catalogue entries and a select 
bibliography. The objects are grouped 
under six headings: Voyaging and 
Navigation; Making Place; The Spirit of 
the Gift; Performance and Ceremony; 
Encounter and Empire, and Memory.
 
The exhibition includes the work of 
ten contemporary Pacific artists but 
most items are late nineteenth/early-
twentieth century. Major lenders include 
the Museum of Archaeology and 
Anthropology, University of Cambridge; 
the British Museum; Nationaal Museum 
van Wereldculturen; Netherlands, with 
a wide range of other contributors - 
Musée du quai Branly, Paris; Museum 
der Kulturen, Basel; Museum fuer 
Voelkerkunde, Dresden, plus others 
from U.K, Germany, Ireland, Denmark 
and New Zealand. There are no items 
from any Australian Museum.
 
The introductory essay, "Oceania 

Redux", presents a detailed overview 
of the concept and history of Oceania, 
its constituent parts and the variety 
of its art, much too complex to be 
summarised here. It emphasises the 
importance of water in this and in the 
context of climate change. It is profusely 
illustrated with historic and current 
photographs and artworks including an 
impressive series of "Cook Sites" by 
Mark Adams. An essay by Dame Anne 
Salmond (Professor of Maori Studies, 
University of Auckland), "Reimagining 
the ocean", provides background 
details of Cook's voyage in the Society 
lslands and New Zealand and the role 
of Tupaia. Again this is well illustrated.
 
Specific articles by Emmanuel 
Kasarehou (Musée du quai Branly) 
"Architecture and rituals in the land 
of the Kanaks" and Michael Mel 
(Australian Museum)"Performance 
and the body" deal with the Kanaks in 
New Caledonia and the Mogei culture 
in the Melpa region of the New Guinea 
Highlands respectively, also with 
fascinating illustrations. In "Museum 

collections, colonialism and the gift: 
a dialogue" Peter Brunt, Nicholas 
Thomas, Sean Mallon (Senior Curator 
of Pacific Cultures, Museum of New 
Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa) and 
Noelle M.K.Y. Kahanu (curator, artist, 
film maker and scholar) discuss the 
role and history of museum collections 
in the context of colonialism and current 
developments particularly in relation to 
engagement and collaboration with 
Pacific communities.
 
Each group of plates has a useful 
introduction setting out the background 
to the section. The fifty-eight plates 
comprising "Voyages and Navigation" 
illustrate canoe prows, actual canoes, 
paddles (including two collected 
by James Cook), weather charms, 
navigation charts, fish hooks and 
drawings. Also included is a number of 
figures, shields, a Biwat flute stopper 
(illustrated), a Baining kavat mask, a set 
of Kiribati armour complete with helmet 
and trident and several contemporary 
pieces among them a red carved 
Steinway piano. 

Headdress, Roro people, Yule lsland, PNG. Nationaal Museum van Wereldculturen, Netherlands. 
RV-1999-550.
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"Making Place" comprises thirty two 
items, mainly a variety of figures, 
including the Nukuoro male deity 
figure, Tino aitu, from the Museum fuer 
Voelkerkunde (now MARKK), Hamburg, 
and the Austral Islands deity figure 
known as A'a from the British Museum 
among many others. By way of contrast, 
"The Spirit of the Gift" section comprises 
fourteen items such as necklaces, bark 
cloth, cloaks and two Hawaiian Akua 
hulu manu feathered god images from 
the British Museum.

The fourth section, "Performance and 
Ceremony", also includes necklaces 
as well as clubs, shields, masks, 
fans and a spectacular Yule Island 
headdress from the Nationaal Museum 
van Wereldculturen, Netherlands 
(illustrated). There is also a rare Tahiti 
mourner's costume, Hava tupepau 
(illustrated) from the Royal Albert 
Museum and Art Gallery, Exeter; a 
drawing of this by Tupaia as well as a 
double page enlargement of detail are 
provided. Another item of interest is an 
unusual "carved figure known as Pepe" 
from the Museum fuer Voelkerkunde, 
Dresden, one of two from New Britain 
collected by Richard Parkinson.
 

"Encounter and Empire" shows several 
bark cloths, a variety of figures and 
the Lisa Reihana video "ln pursuit of 
Venus (infected)" from the Auckland Art 
Gallery Toi o Tamaki. A key item here is 
an extraordinary Solomon Islands feast 
trough in the form of a crocodile from 
the British Museum, the acquisition of 
which is controversial. The last section, 
"Memory" has a number of life casts by 
New Zealand artist Fiona Pardington 
and, by way of contrast, a double page 
spread of a Mayalibit altar group from 
West Papua held in the Nationaal 
Museum van Wereldculturen. There is 
also a double page spread of a New 
lreland malangan fish from the Museum 
fuerVoelkerkunde, Dresden, a splendid 
Sepik reliquary from the Musée du 
quai Branly and a Vanuatu rambaramp 
from Cambridge set against several 
contemporary works including one by 
Talo Havini.

The above is of necessity descriptive 
but demonstrates the richness and 
diversity of offerings in the exhibition 
even though the groupings sometimes 
seem strange. While there has been 
some criticism of the design of the 
exhibition at the Royal Academy, there 
can be no doubt that the catalogue 
presents both scholarship and a 
wonderful overview of the variety of 
works on display.

Note: The Royal Academy website 
has a wealth of additional information 
including a video tour of the exhibition 
with the curators plus singers 
accompanied on the red piano, 

interviews with artists and detailed 
background on some of the items.
 
Oceania, ed. by P. Brunt and N. 
Thomas. London, Royal Academy of 
Arts, 2018.
ISBN 978-1-9103s9-50-8 (pbk), 
ISBN 978-1-9103s0-49-2(hbk).

Heva tupapau, costume of the chief mourner, 
Tahiti, Society lslands. Royal Albert Memorial
Museum and Art Gallery, Exeter.

Flute stopper, Biwat region, Sepik, PNG. 
Photographer: Omar Lemke. Vb 2906; 
Museum der Kulturen, Basel, 2018. All rights 
reserved.
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Display of Tuhu hoods and Biruko by a collective of women artists from Bougainville, at QAG.

By Pierre Laffont

Pacific Arts Association International 
Symposium, March 24 - 28, Brisbane

The XIII Pacific Art Association (“PAA”) 
international Symposium took place 
over four days on 24-28 March in 
Brisbane. It was organised by the 
Queensland Museum in partnership 
with all the major cultural institutions 
on the South Bank of Brisbane 
(Queensland Performing Arts Centre, 
Queensland Gallery/ Gallery of 
Modern Art (“GOMA”), State Library of 
Queensland and Griffith University).
 
Strangely enough, it was part of the 
World Science Festival Brisbane 
program and it was thought that people 
interested in the Science program will 
be open to what the Symposium had 
to offer. If so, it must have been quite 
a disappointment for the organisers, 
as the two events do not seem to have 
cross fertilised very much. The mass 
audience of the Science program did 
not flock to the PAA Symposium. The 
attendance, as far as I could ascertain, 
was mostly made of aspiring, present 
and retired curators and academics from 
the forty PAA institutional members, 
museums and universities which may 
hold between themselves the bulk of 
public collections and knowledge on 
Pacific Art. More than 80 out of the 
100+ attendees were speakers in the 
presentations, panel discussions or 
performances. Few people like myself 
were pure art lovers/collectors.
 
Apart from the 
keynote addresses 
at the beginning of 
each day, the other 
activities were run 
in parallel in four 
different places all 
over the South Bank, 
making it impossible 
for one person (or even a couple like 
myself and my partner, who often did 
not attend the same sessions) to have 
a full picture of the symposium. A link 
to the full program could, and still can, 
be found on the OAS website (https://
www.oceanicartsociety.org.au/paa-xiii-
international-symposium-registration-
open/) . The popularity of the sessions 
did not always reflect the quality of 
the presentation and it worked like 
blind dates at best (or speed dating at 
worse, when one had to run between 

potentially intriguing speakers/actors). 
We were no more than a handful of 
people for a very informative session on 
the Bangarra Dance theatre by former 
dancer and Youth Program Director, 
Yolande Brown.
 
I ended up being alone for a remarkable 
performance by Welsh Tasmanian 
indigenous artist Alicia Jones. I would 
have preferred not to draw conclusions 

from my limited 
experience, but I did: 
performance art may 
not have been the 
passion of the average 
PAA Symposium 
participant, nor 
Aboriginal art, possibly 
reflecting the relative 
absence of large 

Aboriginal historic and contemporary 
collections in the institutional members 
of the PAA. Conversely, lectures or 
panel discussions on Pacific art outside 
Australia, either contemporary or 
traditional, were well attended, even 
if the simultaneous presentations at 
different locations meant that each 
venue was far from full.
 
To finish with these reflections on 
the form of the Symposium before 
addressing the content, let me say 

that there is no criticism on my part 
on the organisation of the Symposium 
itself: it was perfect. My only regret is 
not to have seen a much larger and 
more diverse audience, especially from 
Brisbane and Queensland. Not that I 
dislike the PAA faithful base, which is 
a happy crew. But I remembered with 
fondness the lively ambience of the last 
triennial PAA International Symposium 
in Auckland given by a large and vocal 
local presence of New Zealanders of 
Maori and Pacific Island origin. I was 
acutely reminded of this atmosphere 
when Yuki Kihara , after presentation 
of her talk show series with Fa’afafine 
about Gauguin, reminded the audience 
that questions were only accepted first 
from indigenous women and then from 
non-indigenous women. I hope that, 
after having read the next part of my 
expose you will share the additional 
disappointment that not more people 
from Queensland attended so many 
and unique opportunities to further their 
appreciation of Oceanic Art.
 
Regarding the content, the theme 
of the symposium was “Resilience: 
sustaining, re-activating and connecting 
culture”. It acknowledged the strength 
of Pacific contemporary art and cultural 
production in maintaining, reviving 
and connecting indigenous cultural 

 My only regret is not 
to have seen a much 

larger and more diverse 
audience, especially from 
Brisbane and Queensland
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Majestic rings of canes threaded with shells 
by the Gunantuna people of East New Britain, 
lead Tolai artist Gideon Kakabin, at GOMA.

on a global stage. And the proof was 
in the pudding, as demonstrated in the 
same buildings where the symposium 
was taking place: many of the speakers 
were talking about art on display next 
door in the 9th Asia Pacific Triennale 
of Contemporary Art which was taking 
place concomitantly from 24 November 
2018 to 28 April 2019. By walking 
a few steps, everyone could have 
had an immediate dialogue between 
the artwork and those who created, 
installed or commented. Just a few 
examples:
▪ “Women’s Wealth” in the Art Gallery 
focussing on weaving of fan-shaped 
Biruko and ornate Tuhu hoods  by 
Bougainville women. This spectacular 
exhibition was co-curated by Sana 
Balai, who some OAS members may 
remember as the too brief curator of 
the Pacific Art collection on a too brief 
display at the Victorian Gallery of Art 
in the mid 2000’s. Sana, in addition to 
showcase her exhibition, participated 
actively in many PAA lectures, giving her 
unique point of view. Elizabeth Thomas 
from GOCOMA addressed the role of 
the conservator in the preparation of 
over 100 artworks for this exhibition, a 
magisterial lesson for any collector of 
Oceanic Art.
▪ “Gunantuna”, majestic rings of cane 
threaded with shells at the entrance of 
GOMA, by lead artist Gildeon Kakabin. 
Not only a masterpiece but a logistical 
challenge as explained by Catherine 
Marklund from QUAGOMA, a feeling 
that anyone who collected large Oceanic 
sculptures and transported them into 
Australia or elsewhere knows all too well.

▪ “In pursuit of Venus” by Lisa Reihana 
at GOMA. Michael Martin presented 
that work to the OAS readers in the 
OAS journal dated December 2018. It 
had been on display at Oceania at the 
Royal Academy of Arts in London and 
we were fortunate to see it in Brisbane. 
Hopefully it will tour Australia as it is 
such an intriguing and popular work. 
Stephanie Xatart took this work as 
one of her examples in her lecture to 
reappraise the materiality of the art of 
prominent Pacific Islanders artists.
▪ “Somuk”, an exhibition at the Art 
Gallery on one of the earliest and most 
internationally renowned Bougainville 
artists. Nicolas Garnier, Curator of 
Oceanic Art at the Musée du Quai Branly-
Jacques Chirac gave a fascinating 
interpretation of these works.
▪ Many other remarkable works at the 
APT from the Marshall Islands and 
other Islands were debated by a “most 
interesting” panel called “Women’s 
Wealth Revalued” by Margaret Jolly, 
Anna-Karina Hermkens and Katherine 
Lepani. I mentioned this “most 
interesting” comment from my wife, as 
it is an example of a session I did not 
attend, having made a different choice 
at the time. Too much of a good thing …
  
And the list could go on and on, and on. 
Do not forget: more than 80 speakers 
to choose from. I tried (but not too 
much) to remain open minded but I 
gave a strong preference to Melanesia 
over Polynesia and Micronesia, to 
use a dated geographical distinction, 
and a moderate preference to French 
presenters over other foreign speakers 

(they all presented in very good English, 
but I like to hear what my compatriots 
had to say about Oceanic Art). In doing 
so, I pleased myself with:
▪ Yvonne Carillo-Huffman previewing 
a future exhibition at the Australian 
Museum in Sydney on Beetles, Barkcloth 
and Hair in PNG Highlands Adornments. 
This is going to be a cracker!
▪ Jean-Phillipe Beaulieu presenting his 
film on the Malagan Ceremony in Tabar 
Islands in 2006. Fantastic film of 16 
minutes, a must view for all Malagan 
aficionados. DVD on sale by Jean-
Philippe for $10, a bargain!
▪ Mike Gunn on the Ambum Stone. 
Mike was nice enough not to have 
mentioned that it was broken in a 
museum in Marseille, France. From this 
tragedy came the opportunity of dating 
(conservatively) one of the oldest 
objects from PNG.
▪ and many, many more. I even had to 
exclude those presentations I would 
have surely enjoyed but could have 
another chance to hear elsewhere (like 
the one by Crispin Howarth, Curator 
for Pacific Art at the National Gallery of 
Australia in Canberra on an old battered 
hat from Hawaii).
 
At the end of the day, my choices 
of lectures/ performances tended to 
please pre-existing passions and this 
brief presentation may give a very 
biased view of what the 2019 PAA 
Symposium in Brisbane may have 
been all about. I am looking forward to 
the next PAA international Symposium 
in three years!

Chris Boylan
Oceanic Art

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

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

visits when I am in Sydney. Please call me.

cboylan @tpg.com.au    TEL +61 0405 093 577
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other events
Canberra, Australia:
Māori Markings: Tā Moko
March 23 to August 25, 2019
National Gallery of Australia   
https://nga.gov.au/tamoko/

Canberra, Australia:
Brent Kerehona lecture on 
Hongi Hika
As part of the United Nations Year 
of Indigenous Languages, Brent 
Kerehona, historian and descendant 
of Hongi Hika (Ngāpuhi iwi, 1772-
1828), discusses Hika’s contributions 
to the first Te reo Māori and English 
dictionary as well as his early 19th-
century carved self-portrait bust 
featured in Māori Markings: Tā Moko.
Thursday 18 July 2019, 12:45 – 
1:30pm, Ta Moko, National Gallery of 
Australia. Free

Paris, France:
Oceania
March 12 - July 7, 2019
Musee du Quai Branly

Brussels, Belgium:
Cultures-Bruneaf
June 12 - 16, 2019
Sablon

London, UK:
Tribal Art London
September 3 - 7, 2019

Paris, France:
Parcours des Mondes
Saint-Germain-des-Pres
September 10 - 15, 2019

Lost in transit, Launceston, Tasmania. If 
anyone has any information concerning 
this woomera please contact John 
Hawkins on jhawkins@acenet.com.au 

A rare and early spear-thrower woomera 
– early 19th Century. Australian 
Aborigine, collected in the Murray River 
region 1830-1840.

The subtly curved body of the thrower 
has a hand grip of gum and at the 
opposite end a wood peg attached with 
gum and fibre.

Provenance: From the collection of the 
Mariners Museum, Norfolk, Virginia, 
USA. This museum had a fine collection 

of early artefacts brought back from 
the Pacific by Yankee whalers. Sold at 
Sotheby’s New York, 20 January 1982. 
From 1982 the collection of Leo and 
Lillian Fortress in Hawaii.

The old label of the Mariners Museum 
reads: 

“Wummerah” or “Midah”
used for throwing the spear

Called by the Colonists 
the 'Throw-Stick'

Murray River – Australia"

Murray River artefacts of this early 
period are very rare outside Australian 
museums.

Lost in transit


