
furthering the appreciation and 
  understanding of Oceanic art

Oceanic Art Society, PO Box 3287, Wareemba, NSW 2046
email:   info@oceanicartsociety.org.au
website:  www.oceanicartsociety.org.au
ISSN 1326-592X

Journal - Volume 24, Issue 3, August 2019 

  

• Saturday 16 November 2019 - OAS AGM, lecture and lunch - “Skiffies”, Mosman.

dates for your diary

With so much information available 
in the modern digital age it 
sometimes feels that we know, 
collectively, almost everything. In 
this edition Professor Ian McNiven 
shows us that this is wrong and 
that something as simple as the 
geographic origin of an artefact is 
still a matter of research. 

In Ian’s thought provoking paper, 
Beyond Bridge and Barrier, he 
discusses the complex relationship 
between the indigenous peoples  
of North Queensland, Papua 
New Guinea and the Torres 
Straits Islands as revealed by 
ethnographic artefact distributions. 
Some object types were shared 
over vast areas; others stayed 
in quite a restricted locale. This 
indicates much wider cultural 
connections than previously 
thought, where it was assumed 
people (and their artefacts) 
traditionally remained in small and 
defined regions. It is the artefacts 
that are one of the keys in allowing 
the story of pre-colonial existence 
to keep unfolding, deepening our 
understanding of human habitation 
in this most fascinating region.

The Australian Museum has finally 
completed the mammoth task of 
moving some 40,000 objects from 
College Street to a new storage 
facility in Rydalmere to allow the 
Museum to host large international 

The Story Keeps Unfolding

Cult hook, garra, Hunstein Mountains or 
April River. Wood and pigment, 115cm. 
Philip Goldman, London. © Hughes Dubois, 
Brussels/Paris. For more details, see page 10.

exhibitions. Bill Rathmell reports 
on the palpable sense of relief 
on the part of the AM to have this 
behind them and on how the new 
facility will function.

Emilie Jolly reviews Conru Editions 
new Sepik Ramu Art, which adds to 
his previous books on the art and 
culture of specific Pacific regions. 
Like them this book is illustrated 
with the most stunning images by 
Hughes Dubois, some of which 
are featured, and the erudite 
contributions of OAS members Dr. 
Barry Craig; Crispin Howarth and 
Dr Virginia-Lee Webb. 

Chris Boylan reports from Cannes 
on another photographic enterprise 
of the highest quality – the works 
of Wylda Bayrón on display at 
Le Musée de la Castre. Wylda’s 
work turns the people themselves 
into art works and illustrates the 
very close connection between 
landscape, nature and art.

This is the last edition of the 
Journal before the OAS AGM, 
which will be held on November 
19 in Mosman, Sydney. Always 
an interesting and enjoyable 
event, attendance is highly 
recommended. More information 
and official correspondence to be 
sent to members.

Jim Elmslie
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Half-a-dozen members of the Oceanic 
Art Society were present on 30th July at 
the opening of the “Cultural Collections 
Centre”- the new storage for the bulk of 
the Pacific Island collections of Sydney’s 
Australian Museum. Since its inception 
in 1995, the OAS has tried to lobby for 
this superb world-renowned collection 
– possibly the largest of its kind in the 
world - to be more accessible.  The 
good news is that the new storage (in 
a converted warehouse in Rydalmere, 
a western suburb of Sydney) is more 
spacious than the old, and that the 
Museum has developed a strategy for 
granting “reasonable access for a wide 
variety of purposes” to the “Pacific 
community, researchers, the media 
and other stakeholders on request”. 
Rita Uechtritz, OAS Treasurer and 
descendant of Richard Parkinson (who 
acquired a core part of the Museum’s 
collection in the late 19th century) sits 
alongside four other representatives 
of the NSW Pacific community on the 
newly-established Pacific Cultural 
Collection Advisory Panel.

The opening began with heartfelt 
and emotional traditional welcomes 
from Aboriginal and Pacific people; 
it included one from Dr Michael Mel, 
who was born in PNG and who is now 

Manager of the Pacific and International 
Collections at the Australian Museum. 
Michael is well known to members 
of the OAS for his equally heartfelt 
opening and participation in the OAS 
Forum in February. Michael will be 
the person to contact about access to 
the collection. Logan Metcalfe, who 
also works at the Museum, provided a 
Maori welcome. 

In her address, the Director of the 
Museum, Kim McKay, promised that, 
when the Museum reopens - after the 
Tutankhamun: Treasures of the Golden 
Pharaoh exhibition ends in 2021 - a new 
Pacific Spirit gallery will be established 
in the refurbished space of the main 
downtown Sydney premises. This is 
another piece of good news for lovers 
of Oceanic Art and Culture.

Meanwhile, the opening of the Cultural 
Collections Centre concluded with a 
characteristically stunning performance 
by the Matavai Pacific Cultural Arts 
group. The VIPs in the front row could 
have been forgiven for thinking they 
were witnessing a haka war dance 
at rather close range; other parts of 
the performance were more tranquil, 
reflecting the unsettled feeling that 

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 rewarding 
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

Australian Museum’s Cultural Collections Centre 
Opens in Western Sydney
By Bill Rathmell, OAS President

Dr Michael Mel, Manager, Pacific and 
International Collections, Australian 
Museum, speaks at the opening of the new 
storage facility.Continued on back cover
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Beyond bridge and barrier: Torres Strait and curious artefact 
distributions between Queensland and New Guinea

During the nineteenth century 
Europeans became increasingly 
aware of the extraordinary diversity 
of indigenous cultures across New 
Guinea and Australia. Along with such 
awareness was a desire by museums, 
especially in England, Europe, and 
Australia, to obtain examples of objects 
that illustrated this cultural diversity. As 
museum shelves and cabinets filled 
with objects, patterns began to emerge 
in the geographical distribution of 
objects. Within the Australasian 
region, many objects were restricted 
in distribution to New Guinea while 
others seemed restricted to Australia. 
It quickly emerged that Torres Strait, 
that archipelago of islands spread 
across the 150 km of sea separating 
the mainlands of Australia and New 
Guinea played a critical boundary 
role in the distribution of objects. This 
role can be summed up in the phrase 
‘bridge and barrier’, coined in the early 
1970s as the theme for a symposium 
held at the Australian National 
University in Canberra that critically 
examined to what extent Torres Strait 
influenced the distribution of natural 
(plants and animals) and cultural 
(indigenous) phenomena between the 
New Guinea and Australian mainlands. 
Yet the sentiment of Torres Strait as a 
bridge and barrier to the distribution of 
cultural phenomena was born in the 
nineteenth century with a somewhat 
dubious pedigree.
 
Torres Strait as a barrier was the 
dominant view amongst nineteenth 
century anthropologists interested in 
macro-scale cultural patterns and the 
distribution of cultural phenomena 
between New Guinea and Australia. 
That is, Australia and New Guinea 
were seen as two very different cultural 
realms with Torres Strait represented 
as an impervious boundary. The 
research paradigm was essentialism 
with a research agenda fixated on 
documenting so-called deep-seated 
cultural and biological differences 
between the indigenous peoples of New 
Guinea and Australia. This approach 
is illustrated by the representation 
of Torres Strait as a racial boundary 
(Melanesia/Papuan peoples in New 

Guinea, and Aboriginal peoples in 
Australia). Of greater significance was 
seeing Torres Strait as representing 
one of the most important cultural 
boundaries in the world, being the edge 
of the agricultural world (Australia was 
seen as the only 
continent of hunter-
gatherers) and the 
edge of the pottery 
and bow and arrow 
world (Australia was 
seen as the only 
continent without 
pottery and without 
the bow and arrow). 
As scholars of the colonial history 
of anthropology know well, such 
essentialised differences between New 
Guinea and Australia were couched 
in terms of evolutionary development 
to represent Aboriginal Australians 
as somehow less developed and less 
advanced than their northern New 
Guinea neighbours.
 
Torres Strait as a bridge grew in 
popularity amongst anthropologists 
during the twentieth century as evidence 
mounted for overlaps in the distribution 
of cultural phenomenon, especially 
different classes of objects, between 
New Guinea and Australia. In this new 
guise, Torres Strait was represented 
as a permeable boundary to cultural 
diffusion. However, Torres Strait was 
positioned as a one-way bridge such 
that cultural traits and certain classes 
of objects moved from New Guinea 

By Professor Ian J. McNiven, ARC Centre of Excellence for Australian Biodiversity and 
Heritage, Monash Indigenous Studies Centre, Monash University, Melbourne

into North Queensland but not the other 
way. Here the research paradigm was 
diffusionism with a research agenda 
focused on documenting the transfer of 
so-called ‘advanced’ cultural traits (and 
objects) from New Guinea into Australia. 

The best known 
exponent of this 
diffusionist approach 
was anthropologist 
and archaeologist 
Fred McCarthy at the 
Australian Museum 
in Sydney. In 1940, 
McCarthy published 
a paper titled 

“Aboriginal Australian material culture: 
causative factors in its composition” 
in the Australian anthropology journal 
Mankind. In this paper, McCarthy 
created a list of over 50 cultural traits 
(mostly different types of objects) 
forming part of Australian Aboriginal 
cultures, especially those in North 
Queensland, which he interpreted as 
being ‘introduced’ from ‘New Guinea 
via Torres Strait’. On the surface, 
some objects on his list are plausible 
candidates for a New Guinea origin, 
such as outrigger canoes, bows and 
arrows, and shell fish hooks. In other 
cases, the list includes cultural traits 
whose New Guinea origin is more 
a case of wishful thinking, such as 
stone axes, multi-pronged spears, 
shell containers, and bullroarers. As 
American anthropologist Herbert Noone 
(who was a colleague of McCarthy) 

Continued on page 4

As museum shelves and 
cabinets filled with objects, 
patterns began to emerge 

in the geographical 
distribution of objects.
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Continued from page 3

quipped in 1946: ‘So much evidence 
has been put forward to indicate that 
the Australian aboriginal has brought, 
or borrowed, many traits of his culture 
from overseas sources, that one is led 
to look for anything of his that is left’. 
McCarthy believed that no examples 
existed of objects or cultural traits of 
Aboriginal origin moving from Australia 
into New Guinea via Torres Strait.
 
In the late 20th century, the idea of 
Torres Strait as a one-way bridge for 
cultural diffusion was given a makeover 
by anthropologists and archaeologists. 
Torres Strait was now represented as 
a two-way permeable boundary with 
a research paradigm emphasising 
cultural interaction and a research 
agenda focused on examining gradual 
or clinal changes in cultural differences 
between New Guinea and Australia. 
For example, at the 1971 Torres Strait 
(Bridge and Barrier) symposium, 
anthropologist Jeremy Beckett pointed 
out that previous ideas on cultural 
differences between Aboriginal and 
Papuan societies had been overstated 
and based on spurious ‘stereotypes’ 
and ‘defective data’. A few years later 
in the 1977 book Sunda and Sahul, 
English archaeologist David Harris 
produced evidence demonstrating that 
the old idea of a dichotomy between 
Melanesian ‘horticulturalists’ and 
Aboriginal ‘hunter-gatherers’ was 
simplistic and did ‘more to obscure than 
to clarify the real complexity of traditional 
subsistence economies’ between New 
Guinea and Australia. This new view 
was informed by mounting evidence 
showing that numerous groups across 
New Guinea were hunter-gatherers and 
numerous Aboriginal groups across 
Cape York Peninsula modified the 
growing conditions of plant resources, 
including the planting of yam gardens.
 
My feeling is that the idea of Torres 
Strait as a ‘bridge and barrier’ is in need 
of a theoretical overhaul, particularly 
because neither the concepts of ‘bridge’ 
nor ‘barrier’ fully help explain similarities 
and differences in the distribution of 
objects between New Guinea and 
Australia. However, by overhaul I do 
not wish to throw the proverbial baby 
out with the bathwater. Aspects of 
diffusionism and interaction remain 
useful and relevant. Missing from past 
approaches however is the notion of 
agency and giving greater emphasis 
to people and communities deciding 
to accept or reject cultural traits and 

controlling the degree to which different 
classes of objects are shared between 
New Guinea and Australia. Torres 
Strait also again takes centre stage 
with the agency paradigm but neither 
as a bridge (permeable boundary) nor 
barrier (impervious boundary) but as 
a socially and culturally constructed 
border zone. In short, we need to look 
at how people controlled the movement 
and flow of particular objects and ideas 
between New Guinea and Australia. 
Fundamental to such control is 
exposure to different objects and ideas 
through interaction and networking.
 
In 2004 I coined the concept of the 
‘Coral Sea Cultural Interaction Sphere’ 
(CSCIS) as a way of exploring the 
way people in North Queensland and 

southern Papua New Guinea shared 
objects and ideas and decided on which 
objects and ideas would be shared 
between the two regions via Torres Strait 
and which objects and ideas would not. 
The basis of the CSCIS is a series of 
enchained canoe voyaging and trading 
networks starting in the southeast tip 
of Papua New Guinea and extending 
westwards along the entire 1200 km 
long southern coastline of Papua New 
Guinea, across Torres Strait (150 km), 
and running down the east coast of 
North Queensland for at least 600 km 
to Lizard Island. Interestingly, Fred 
McCarthy published a paper in 1939 
that similarly pointed out that northeast 
Australia and southern Papua New 
Guinea were linked by a series of major 
‘trunk trade routes’. These trunk trade 
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routes extended along coastlines and 
also connected with trunk trade routes 
that extended well inland along rivers. 
Three major canoe voyaging trading 
networks and numerous small trading 
networks link communities along the 
2000 km of coast comprising the CSCIS. 
The three major trading networks going 
from east to west are the Mailu trading 
network (southeast coast and linking in 
with the Massim region), the hiri trading 
network (extending out of Port Moresby 
and taking in the Gulf of Papua), and 
the Torres Strait trading network (linking 
communities from the Fly River mouth 
region and across Torres Strait to 
Cape York and down the east coast of 
Queensland). Due to the interlinking of 
these trading networks it is theoretically 
possible for objects and ideas about 
objects to be moved and shared to and 
fro along the entire 2000 km length of 
the CSCIS. But theory is one thing, 
reality another.
 
In the second half of this paper I use 
a series of examples to illustrate how 
certain types of objects were shared 
along the length of CSCIS while other 
types of objects were only partly 
shared. I have divided the examples 
into three different groups: objects 
shared between New Guinea, Torres 
Strait, and North Queensland; objects 
shared between New Guinea and 
Torres but not North Queensland; and 
objects shared between Torres Strait 
and North Queensland but not New 
Guinea. Each object type is associated 
with a distribution map showing the 
location of individual examples of 
objects (marked by a dot) that I have 
assembled from a range of sources 
such as online museum catalogues 
(Australia, UK, Europe, and USA) 
and published references to and 
photographs of objects (mostly tribal 
art and anthropological texts). The 
resulting distribution maps provide a 
‘big picture’ view of object distributions, 
although they are in some respects an 
artefact of where objects have been 
documented/collected. My database of 
hundreds of plotted object locations is 
still under construction and will continue 
to grow as I obtain access to more 
museum catalogues.
 
Objects with a geographical distribution 
shared across New Guinea, Torres 
Strait, and North Queensland are 
consistent with Torres Strait Islanders 
facilitating the shared uptake of these 
objects between the continental 
landmasses of Australia and New 
Guinea. Two objects types illustrate 

this broad geographical sharing: 
bamboo smoking pipes and conus 
spire pendants. Bamboo smoking pipes 
are spread widely across New Guinea 
and Torres Strait with their distribution 
continuing southwards along more 
than 1000 km of the northeast coast of 
Queensland. New Guinea and Torres 
Strait bamboo pipes tend to feature 
intricate geometric designs carved into 
the surface. Use of bamboo smoking 
pipes across all three areas was highly 
gendered and restricted mostly to men. 
The geographical distribution of these 
objects matches in many respects the 
distribution of bamboo plants. Indeed, 
the southern extent of Aboriginal 
use of bamboo smoking pipes maps 
reasonably well onto the southern 
extent of native bamboos in coastal 
Queensland.
 
Conus spire disc pendants are made 
from the top (spire) of large Conus 
(cone) shells. The spire is removed from 
the rest of the shell either by sawing or 
chipping away with a hammerstone. 
The spire blank is ground down 
(usually on both sides), often leaving 
evidence of the internal spiral whorls. 
They come in two major types – disc 
type (complete except for small drilled 
hafting holes) (considered here) and 
ring (annulus) type (incomplete due to 
removal of central sections of the disc). 
Considerable regional variability exists 
as to how the disc type was worn. In 
Torres Strait and North Queensland, 
most conus discs had a hole drilled 
through the edge for a string to allow 
suspension around the neck. In parts 
of the New Guinea Highlands, conus 
discs feature of drilled notch for direct 

attachment to the nasal septum. Other 
New Guinea communities tended to 
attach a series of conus discs with a 
central drilled hole to a woven band 
which could be worn in a range of ways, 
including around the neck or attached 
to the waist. As a general rule conus 
spire discs were worn by men and 
women (and sometimes by children) 
and were often considered a prestigious 
body adornment. My distribution map 
of the occurrence of these objects in 
comprehensive for North Queensland 
and Torres Strait but less so for New 
Guinea. Nearly all coastal groups using 
conus spire discs could have obtained 
Conus shells from nearby tropical reefs.
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Objects with a geographical distribution 
shared across New Guinea and Torres 
Strait (but not North Queensland), or 
Torres Strait and North Queensland (but 
not New Guinea), are consistent with 
mainland communities flanking Torres 
Strait to the south and north respectively 
rejecting the uptake of these objects 
for a broad range of social and cultural 
reasons. Dog tooth adornments 
and conus armbands provide two 
informative examples of objects with 
shared and accepted uses across New 
Guinea and Torres Strait but rejected by 
mainland Aboriginal peoples of North 
Queensland. Dog tooth necklaces and 
chest adornments are usually highly 
valuable and prestigious objects and 
are found across many parts of New 
Guinea and the islands of Torres 
Strait. They often feature in bride-price 
payments and ceremonial regalia. All 
are made using dog canine teeth and 
usually have a hole drilled through the 
root end to allow attachment to strings 
or woven bands/patches. Some strings 
of dog teeth comprise hundreds of 
teeth representing many dozens of 
dogs. Along the central north coast of 
Papua New Guinea, hundreds of dog 
teeth are arranged side-by-side to form 
dense tooth clusters attached to woven 
pads. The presence of dogs across 
New Guinea and Australia indicates 
that manufacture of dog tooth objects is 
not related to raw material availability. 
Clearly, a fundamental difference 
exists between Melanesian peoples 
of New Guinea (including Torres Strait 
Islanders) and Aboriginal peoples 
of Australia in terms of their social 
and cultural relationship with dogs. 
For Aboriginal peoples, manufacture 
of necklaces out of marsupial teeth 
was considered appropriate whereas 
use of dog teeth was considered 
unacceptable.
 
Conus armbands made from the outer 
(body) whorl of large Conus shells 
have a highly restricted distribution to 
the Cenderawasih Bay region of West 
Papua and along the south coast of 
Papua New Guinea (including the 
Massim region) and Torres Strait. 
They were high status valuables used 
as ceremonial regalia and as part 
of bride-price and trade payments. 
Unlike conus spire disc and pearlshell 
body adornments, relatively few conus 
armbands were traded inland. Despite 
spanning over 1200 km of PNG’s 
southern coastline, conus armbands 
are manufactured in only a few regions, 
such as the Massim (e.g. home of the 

famous kula exchange network), Mailu, 
and Torres Strait. Most of the toea 
conus armbands of the Port Moresby 
region were imported from the east 
by the local Motu people who then 
distributed the armbands to various 
communities along the Gulf of Papua 
during the hiri trade expeditions. As 
such, many conus armbands from 
the Gulf are indistinguishable from 
conus armbands from the Massim. As 
with dog tooth objects, availability of 
Conus shells along the Great Barrier 
Reef indicates that lack of use of 
conus armbands by Aboriginal people 
had nothing to do with raw material 
availability. Again, conus armbands 
were considered by Aboriginal peoples 
of North Queensland to be socially and 
culturally irrelevant. Rejection of such 
objects is an identity statement in its 
own right.
 
Two examples of objects found across 
North Queensland and Torres Strait but 
not New Guinea are spearthrowers with 
shell handles and nautilus shell bead 
bands. Spearthrowers with a broad 
blade shaft and a handle featuring a 
pair of oval-shaped pieces of baler 
(Melo species) shell were common 
amongst Aboriginal groups of Cape 
York peninsula. These distinctively 
shaped spearthrowers were traded 
northwards into the islands of Torres 
Strait. Although peoples of the New 
Guinea coast opposite Torres Strait 
were aware of such objects they 
were never taken up as a part of their 
technology. A similar story goes for 
necklaces and headbands comprising 
small rectangular-shaped beads of 
nautilus shell. Although these finely 
made and beautiful objects were used 
by various Aboriginal groups across 

Cape York peninsula and also on some 
islands of Torres Strait, they were 
never made and used by peoples of 
New Guinea. The presence of nautilus 
shells along much of New Guinea’s 
coastline indicates that raw material 
availability was not behind the lack of 
use of nautilus shell bead bands. As 
with conus armbands and Aboriginal 
people, nautilus shell body adornments 
(at least of the small bead form) were 
socially and culturally irrelevant to New 
Guinea people.
 
In conclusion, it is clear that Aboriginal 
peoples of North Queensland and 
Melanesian peoples of southern 
New Guinea were indirectly linked by 
canoe voyaging and trading networks 
via Torres Strait. Such coastal and 
maritime connections provided an 
extraordinary opportunity for the 
sharing of cultural ideas and traditions 
and objects of various forms. Such 
connections are expressed through the 
shared tradition of use of conus spire 
disc body adornments and bamboo 
smoking pipes. Yet restricted uptake 
of other types of objects indicates that 
shared knowledge of objects did not 
always translate into shared uptake of 
objects. The fact that spearthrowers 
with shell handles and nautilus shell 
bead body adornments were used 
across far North Queensland and 
Torres Strait (but not New Guinea) 
and dog tooth body adornments and 
conus armbands were used variously 
across New Guinea and Torres Strait 
(but not North Queensland) reveals 
that certain objects were rejected for 
a range of social and cultural reasons. 
Indeed, it is likely that reasons for 
acceptance and rejection were object 
specific and that no one answer can 
explain the complex patterns of object 
distributions spanning what I call the 
Coral Sea Cultural Interaction Sphere 
(CSCIS). To complicate matters further, 
reasons for acceptance and rejection of 
different types of objects by Aboriginal 
peoples of North Queensland and 
Melanesian peoples of New Guinea 
would have varied through time. In 
short, continuities and discontinuities in 
the geographical distribution of object 
types spanning North Queensland 
and southern New Guinea probably 
changed through time due to changing 
social and cultural circumstances. In 
this connection, insights into the age 
and origin of ancient earthenware 
pottery that Professor Sean Ulm (JCU) 
and I excavated recently on Lizard 
Island at the southern end of the Coral 
Sea Cultural Interaction Sphere are 
eagerly awaited.

Continued from page 5
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Wylda Bayrón at Le Musée de la Castre, Cannes
by Chris Boylan 

Dominating the hill overlooking Cannes city and the 
Mediterranean is the ancient medieval castle and 
tower, now the  ethnological museum, of Cannes, 
Le Musée de la Castre. The museum has a small, 
but very fine collection of Oceanic art including great 
Polynesian objects and early New Guinea pieces.
 
An exhibition in the museum in 2019, 4 July - 27 
October, features photographs of Papua New Guinea 
people and ceremony by Wylda Bayrón.  Wylda met 
Christophe Roustan Delatour, the museum’s assistant 
director, at the Parcours des Mondes in Paris in 2017, 
who saw her portfolio, and immediately asked her to 
work on the next available exhibition at Musée de la 
Castre, in 2019.  Supported by the museum director, 
Mme Théano Jaillet, previously the director of the 
Musée de Tahiti, the exhibition developed over the next 
year into an exciting presentation of Wylda’s incredible 
images, and the juxtaposition of New Guinea objects 
mainly from the museum’s collection, that connected 
these objects to the colour and joie de vivre of their 
original cultural environment. 
 
The museum is a series of stone rooms, none very 
large, that allowed each room to have a focus of 
photographic intent, and connection to New Guinea 
objects. One room was “The Look”, that incredible 
strong, self-contained “look” that New Guinea 
performers in ceremony present  to the world; another 
room, Dance and Energy; another room Warfare, in 
tandem with shields. The most poignant space was that 
which presented photographs of skin and scarification, 
all in black and white.  Wylda’s photographs were 
taken in every province of PNG, working with so many 
diverse groups of people, encouraging them to present 
what they themselves wanted to show the world about 
themselves and their culture. Her photographs are very 
much a collaborative mission with her subjects, the 
people of PNG with whom she spent days or weeks, 
and together developed these wonderful images.
 
The exhibition was opened on 4 July by Cannes' Deputy 
Mayor for Culture, Thomas de Pariente, with a large 
crowd, and press, who all received it enthusiastically. 
There is a 96 page full colour catalogue, in French and 
English, and available from the Museum for a mere 
12 Euros. I was assigned “commissariat scientifique” 
for the exhibition, to oversee ethnographic descriptions 
and write the catalogue text. This first catalogue of 
Wylda’s photographs is very much a promise fulfilled 
to her PNG models, to show the world the wonder 
and splendour of their incredible and diverse cultures. 
Copies of this catalogue will be going back to each of 
these many communities that Wylda not only worked 
with, but became friends with, as a testament to their 
shared visions.

Héros et Esprits de Nouvelle-Guinée. Photographies 
de Wylda Bayrón, 4 July - 27 October 2019 at the 
Musée de la Castre, Cannes.

 

Wylda Bayrón and Chris Boylan with Cannes Deputy mayor, Thomas de Pariente, 
at the exhibition opening.

Two Duk Duk dancers, Tolai people, Gazelle Peninsular, New Britain, PNG. Wylda 
Bayrón.

A PNG highlands dancer in full regalia. Wylda Bayrón.
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cboylan @tpg.com.au    TEL +61 0405 093 577

Massim Canoes - drawings of the unique 
outrigger canoes from the Solomon Seas

The Massim culture of Papua New 
Guinea is home to a unique collection of 
colourful outrigger canoes used for trade 
and are vital to the significant inter-island 
and community exchange of precious 
artefacts known simply as Kula.

Located in the Solomon Sea off Milne 
Bay in eastern PNG, these remote 
islands remain dependent upon 
traditional and contemporary versions 
of their original single outrigger sailing 
canoes for trade and communication. 
The museum’s historic vessels curator 
David Payne spent the whole of August 
in 2017 on assignment with research 
colleagues travelling by launch through 
the Massim islands, meeting the 
communities and documenting their 
amazing canoes.

Back in Australia, David then developed 
his field notes and measurements 
into accurate plans, the first time this 
had been done for many of the craft 
the team located. These large scale 
drawings capture the canoes’ intriguing 
construction, their sail and rig layout, 
and the wonderful carving details. A 
dozen different canoe types are on 
show and the drawings reveal each 
canoe’s individual characteristics.

Tasman Light Gallery, National Maritime Museum, Sydney - 1 August to 29 September 2019

Drawing of an outrigger canoe from the Massim culture, Milne Bay, PNG, by David Payne.
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Edited by Kevin Conru. 296 pages illustrating 170 objects 
from three private collections. Photographs by Hughes 
Dubois. Edition limited to 500 copies, € 295. Conru Editions, 
released in May 2019. Review by Emilie Jolly

Sepik Ramu Art

Sepik Ramu Art celebrates the broad 
diversity of art productions from the 
plain of the Sepik and Ramu rivers. 
This volume, edited by Kevin Conru, 
illustrates about two hundred artworks 
from three important European private 
collections.  The objects, brilliantly 
photographed by Hughes Dubois, 
were for the most part collected 
before WWI, and reflect the Northern 
European collecting approach at that 
time with its predilection for fine small 
artefacts. The majority came from in 
the region of the lower Sepik and Ramu 
rivers, where most of the commercial 
activities were established.

The list of provenances includes 
prestigious museums such as the 
Linden Museum in Stuttgart, the 
Ethnologisches Museum in Berlin, 
the Rautenstrauch Joest Museum in 
Cologne, and the Liverpool Museum. A 
number of the works presented derive 
from the collections of German and 
Dutch Catholic congregations (such 
as the Society of the Divine Word) 
gathered by their mission stations. 
Others were collected by early visitors 
and residents in the region, such as 
gold prospector Ernst Tappenbeck, 
Wilhelm Häberle of the Neuguinea-
Kompagnie, and the German-era 
Governor, Albert Hahl. The majority of 
the artefacts passed through the hands 
of renowned mid-twentieth-century 
dealers and collectors including Ludwig 
Bretschneider, Munich; Boris Kegel-
Konietzko, Hamburg; Arthur Speyer, 
Berlin; Philip Goldman, London; and 
Matthias Lemaire, Amsterdam; or 
the collectors, Ernst Heinrich in Bad 
Cannstatt; Cornelius Meulendijk and 
Carel Groenevelt in Rotterdam, James 
Hooper in Arundel, Walter Bondy in 
Paris and Jef Vanderstraete in Lasne.

The book comprises three articles 
written by important scholars. In her 
essay Layers of Light: Twentieth-
Century Photographs of Sculpture, 
Architecture, and the People of the 
Sepik River, Virginia-Lee Webb 
discusses early photographs taken in 
the area pointing out the significant role 
played by those remarkable documents 
in the growth of our understanding of 

the culture and environment of the 
Sepik Ramu. The second article Brag 
Masks and Kandimbong Figures: Two 
Sculptural Arts of the Sepik–Ramu 
Delta by Crispin Howarth deals with 
wood carvings from the Murik Lakes. 
This study can enlighten our aesthetic 
appreciation of the art forms from other 
groups, as the Murik were key players 
in the cultural and art trade in the lower 
reaches of the two rivers. Barry Craig 
in his survey New Bends for an Old 
River explores the cultural evolution 
and innovations within different 
communities of the Sepik Ramu 
resulting from environmental changes, 
population movements, consequent 
encounters and exchanges.

To mark the launch of this publication, 
Kevin Conru, in association with the 
German auction house Lempertz, 
curated an exhibition in its beautiful 
Brussels Art Nouveau’ premises. About 
one hundred of the book’s illustrated 
objects were exhibited from May 24 
to June 28. The selection, chosen to 
illustrate the extraordinary diverse 
creativity of the Sepik Ramu peoples, 
included numerous important works 
of art, masks, food hooks, shields, 
ornaments, malu boards, charms and 
house posts, some in series, such as 
the four Biwat flute stoppers, and the 
four Angoram cult figures, which show 
the variety of artistic solutions within a 
corpus of works.

Table of Contents
• Introduction by Kevin Conru
• Virginia-Lee Webb | Layers of Light 

: Twentieth-Century Photographs 
of Sculpture, Architecture, and the 
People of the Sepik River

• Crispin Howarth | Brag Masks 
and Kandimbong Figures : Two 
Sculptural Arts of the Sepik-Ramu 
Delta

• Barry Craig | New Bends for an Old 
River

 
Available in the following book shops:
Vasco & Co - vascobooks.net/fr
Librairie Mazarine - www.lamazarine.fr
De Verre Volken/Ethnographic Art Books 
-  www.ethnographicartbooks.com

Flute stopper, wusear. Mundugumor / Biwat, 
Yuat River. Wood, cassowary feathers, fibre, 
boars’ tusks, turtle shell, Conus and mother-
of-pearl shells, human hair and pigments. 
50 cm. Bisseling Collection, The Hague, Jef 
Vanderstraete, Lasne, Belgium. © Hughes 
Dubois, Brussels/Paris.
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Squatting figure, Mundugumor / Biwat, Yuat 
River. Wood, fibre, shell and pigments, 35cm. 
Robert Bleakley, Sydney, Dr Aaron Vogelnest, 
Sydney, Anna and Christopher Thorpe, 
Sydney. © Hughes Dubois, Brussels/Paris.

Charm figure, Ramu. Wood, 16cm. Julius Carlebach, New York, Dr David V. Becker, New York, 
acquired from the above on 22 March 1958. Sotheby’s New York, 16 May 2014. Bruce Frank, New 
York. © Hughes Dubois, Brussels/Paris.

Ceremonial board, malu, Sawos or Iatmul. 
Wood and pigment, 178cm. Alexander 
Kubetz, Munich. © Hughes Dubois, Brussels/
Paris.
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Margaret White, of the Australian Museum, with the collection at its new home in Rydalmere, Sydney.

many in the Pacific communities were 
said to have experienced while their 
cultural heritage was in transit. 

Invitees were led around the new storage 
by Museum staff. There is an ante-room 
for meetings and presentations, after 
which forty thousand items are to be 
found placed in purpose-built racks and 
shelves in two large climate-controlled 
storage spaces. Many breathtaking 

pieces could be seen hiding in the crates 
that had been specially constructed for 
them by the commercial partners in 
the removal process. This had been 
so quick that there had been little time 
to fully update the inventory and take 
proper photographs of the pieces – an 
opportunity missed; it has to be said.

One of the two storage areas at the 
Centre is accessed via a huge bank-

vault type door with enormous bolts, 
presumably reflecting the previous 
usage of the room. On the day of the 
opening it had a temporary notice on 
it, asking staff to be sure to check for 
anyone inside before locking the door. 
Presumably “anyone” didn’t include 
Pacific spirits.

Todd Barlin  
Oceanic Arts 
Australia
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