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•  Wednesday 11 March - OAS Lecture, Noah’s Art: Talismanic carving on traditional Indonesian vessels by Jeffrey 
Mellefont, Honorary Research Associate, Australian National Maritime Museum - B11 Seminar Room, National Art School, 
6.30pm for 7pm start.

• Wednesday 13 May - OAS Lecture, speaker to be advised - B11 Seminar Room, National Art School, 6.30pm for 7pm start.
• Saturday 15 August - Sydney Oceanic Art Fair (SOAF) - Cell Block, National Art School, Sydney, 9am to 5 pm. With lectures.
• Weekend of 17 October or Weekend of 24 October - Pacific Film Festival - National Art School, Sydney.
• Friday 13 and Saturday 14 November 2020 - 25th OAS Anniversary Forum - Melbourne.

dates for your diary

Modern research continues to reveal 
secrets long held in uncatalogued 
documents and artefacts in rich 
archives. The centrepiece of this 
edition is the story of current 
research to identify which of three 
early Maori carvings is the wooden 
self-portrait of rangatira (chief) 
Hongi Hika carved from a fencepost 
at the farm of missionary Reverend 
Samuel Marsden in 1814 and 
shipped by Marsden to the Church 
Missionary Society Museum in 
London as part of a fund-raising 
travelling exhibition. It’s part of the 
fascinating lecture given by Brent 
Kerehona on his whanaunga family 
member Hongi Hika of the Ngāpuhi 
in conjunction with the Oceanic Art 
Society AGM held last November in 
Mosman, Sydney and reproduced 
in this edition of the OAS Journal.
 
Brent presented the results of his 
recent research into the historic 
journeys of Hongi Hika, first to 
Sydney in 1814 and then his 
voyage to England in 1820. Brent 
is spearheading the organisation 
of a number of events to be held 
in September and October 2020 in 
England, Australia and his native 
New Zealand to celebrate the 
bicentenary of this latter voyage 
half-way around the globe. He and 
his collaborators are also making 
a short film to accompany these 
bicentennial events.
 

Hongi Hika: The Legacy Continues

Brent Kerehona holding the Bust of Hongi Hika, possibly self-portrait, carved 1814 in Parramatta, 
NSW Australia. Collection of Otago Museum on long-term loan to Auckland War Memorial Museum 
Tamaki Paenga Hira, AM44973, photo © Brent Kerehona. For more details, see page 2.

Highlights of the artefacts 
presented during Brent’s lecture 
were definitely a luxurious cloak 
presented by Hongi to King George 
IV of England and the three busts 
believed to be of Hongi Hika that 

are fascinating pieces of Oceanic 
art and design. Brent has been 
fortunate to hold and examine all 
three of these busts, each located 
in a different country. They are 

Continued on back cover
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Ki te whei ao, ki te ao maarama, 
Ki te whei ao, ki te ao maarama,
Tihei Mauri Ora!
 
(From out of the darkness, into the light,
From out of the darkness, into the light, 
Ah, the sneeze of life!)
 
Ka tangi te titi,
Ka tangi te kaka, 
Ka tangi hoki ko au,
Haumi e, hui e, taiki e!
 
(The titi calls, 
The kaka calls, 
I too call,
Join all together, bind all together, let it 
be done!)
 
Whakataka te hau ki te uru,
Whakataka te hau ki te tonga,
Kia makinakina ki uta, 
Kia mataratara ki tai,
E hi ake ana te atakura, 
He tio, he huka, he hau hu,
Tihei mauriora!
 
(Cease the winds from the West,
Cease the winds from the South,
Let the breeze blow over the land, 
Let the breeze blow over the ocean,
Let the red-tipped dawn come with 
a sharpened air, a touch of frost, the 
promise of a glorious new day,
Ah, the sneeze of life!)
 
Welcome to you all. When I came in, I 
gave a tauparapara which is an opening 
to a formal speech.
 
I referred to two types of birds, the tītī 
or sooty shearwater and the kaka or 
the parrot and the calls that they make. 
That was me telling you that I am about 
to present, I am about to call as well. 
I made a non-denominational prayer 
to clear and bless the space. I now 
acknowledge the traditional custodians 
of the land on which we stand, those 
who came before, those who are 
present and those yet to come.
 
This presentation on Hongi Hika 
is highly researched and includes 
information that has only come to light 
in the last few months.
 

Hongi, was an enigma, a man of fine 
intellect, charismatic. He was a decisive 
yet sometimes brutal leader. But for his 
family and friends he was a loving and 
compassionate husband and father.
 
He was born somewhere between 1772 
and 1780, to a chiefly father, Te Hotete, 
of the Te Uri O Hua hapū (subtribe) 
from the areas around Mataraua and 
Kaikohe and Taiāmai, and his mother, 
Tuhikura, was of the Ngati Kahu hapū 
from Whangaroa in the Far North 
District of New Zealand. Hongi was 
related, like many European nobility, to 
many of the chiefly families within the 
iwi (tribe) of Ngāpuhi.
 
As he was growing up, he was taught 
the art of mau rakau, which is similar 
in many respects to Asian martial 

arts, and military strategy. Life was 
sometimes quite brutal and some 
people experienced trauma which for 
Hongi was a catalyst for what he would 
do later in his life.
 
In 1807 there was a battle at 
Moremonui south of Maunganui Bluff 
between Hongi’s group, the Ngāpuhi 
iwi, and the Kaipara branches of the 
Ngāti Whātua, Te-Uri-o-Hau and Te 
Roroa iwi. Members of the Ngāpuhi 
were ambushed at sunrise as they sat 
down near the river mouth to eat. While 
only the Ngāpuhi had a small number 
of muskets, they were over-run in this 
ambush due to the time it took to reload 
the muskets. After their leader fell, the 
Ngāpuhi withdrew northwards.
 
This battle is known by two names, Te 
Haenga o te One (The Marking of the 
Sand), and Te Kai-a-te-Karoro (The 
Seagulls’ Feast).
 
A Ngāti Whatua warrior, Tieke, was 
directed to sprint up the beach and 
draw a line in the sand beyond which 
the Ngati Whatua weren’t to pursue 
the Ngāpuhi. With close personal 
relationships between the two groups, 
the Ngati Whatua didn’t want to kill all 

Three busts and a cape 
- the adventurous life of Hongi Hika
by Brent Kerehona

Brent Kerehona at the Te Moko 
Exhibition, Australian National Gallery.  
Photo: Margaret Cassidy

New Position: OAS 
Digital Media Manager

Do you enjoy Facebook, Instagram, Hashtag, 
YouTube and Wordpress creativity? Can you 
post pics with the best of them and upload 

six-second videos like a champ? Do you have 
sound researching, communication and writing 
skills? Do you have a keen interest in the arts 
and culture of Oceania? Are you a good team-

worker ?
 

The Oceanic Art Society in Sydney is celebrating 
its 25th anniversary in 2020 with great events. 
We are now looking for a motivated volunteer 
to complete our enthusiastic team with new 

'millennial' skills.
 

Your mission? Increase the visibility of the 
OAS, develop our membership & friends-base 

worldwide, source relevant advertisers, research 
news in the Oceanic art world, develop a media 
library, and any other creative contribution you 

feel competent to achieve.
 

Please reply with phone number to  
info@oceanicartsociety.org.au
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LEFT: Bust of Hongi Hika, possibly self-portrait, carved 1814 in Parramatta, NSW Australia. Collection 
of Otago Museum on long-term loan to Auckland War Memorial Museum Tamaki Paenga Hira, 
AM44973, photo © Brent Kerehona.
RIGHT: Bust of Hongi Hika, possibly self-portrait, carved 1814 in Parramatta, NSW Australia. Brighton 
Hove Museum, United Kingdom, photo © Brent Kerehona.

of their opponents. The Ngati Whatua 
also didn’t want to consume all their 
powers or mana, and so some bodies 
were left on the sand for the seagulls 
to consume.
 
This event would be the catalyst which 
set Hongi, a young rangatira (tribal 
chief) on a future collision course with 
Ngāti Whatua and other tribes, who 
had ‘wronged’ his hapū and/or iwi, and 
was the catalyst for Hongi’s role in the 
Musket Wars.
 
In this battle Hongi lost two brothers 
and his sister, Waitapu, who sacrificed 
herself (whariki) to save Hongi and 
ensure the survival of their family line. 
Losing his sister would affect him 
greatly – he would later name one of his 
muskets ‘Teke Tanumia’ after his sister’s 
death. The women in Hongi’s family 
greatly influenced him with his mother, 
Tuhikura, reinforcing his responsibility 
to seek utu (revenge) for losses of his 
family and his principal wife, Turikatuku, 
acting as a tohunga-matakite (seer) 
and advising on military strategy during 
his many battles throughout the 1820s 
– even after she lost her sight.
 
In August 1814 Hongi became a 
traveller, arriving in Sydney with his 
son Riparo, as well as some peers 
and missionary Thomas Kendall, and 
staying for most of the time with the 
Reverend Samuel Marsden on his farm 
in Parramatta. Here Hongi observed 
Western methods of agriculture, 
infrastructure, and took an interest in 
legal proceedings, and was exposed 
to many European cultural beliefs and 
practices.
 
In October 1814, Hongi carved a 
wooden bust of himself, from a fence 
post at Marsden’s Parramatta farm.  
Marsden said to him:
  ‘I wanted his [Hongi’s] Head to send 

to England, and he must either give 
me his Head, or make one like it of 
wood’ (Salmond 1997: 443).

The head was the most sacred part 
of his body so it could have been 
construed as an insult, but it wasn’t.
 
Marsden wanted to send examples 
of traditional Maori art and artefacts 
to England as gifts to the Church 
Missionary Society (CMS) to assist with 
his goal of establishing a New Zealand 
mission station and raising money. 
In October 1814, Marsden shipped 
a carved wooden bust to the CMS 
Museum in London, which is now in the 
Brighton Museum in England.
 

LEF: Bust of Hongi Hika, possibly self-portrait, carved 1814 in Parramatta, NSW Australia. Transferred 
from Nicholson Museum 17 December 1896, University of Sydney, Macleay Museum, ETI.570, photo 
© Brent Kerehona.
RIGHT: Bust of Hongi Hika, possibly self-portrait, carved 1814 in Parramatta, NSW Australia. 
Transferred from Nicholson Museum 17 December 1896, University of Sydney, Macleay Museum, 
ETI.570, photo: Margaret Cassidy.
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While there are three busts known of 
Hongi Hika, the question is, which is the 
self-represented bust created by Hongi 
in Parramatta in 1814?
 
Prior to his departure from Sydney, 
Hongi was appointed a Magistrate by 
Governor Lachlan Macquarie; as he 
didn’t need the title as he was rangatira 
(tribal chief), maybe it was to honour 
him, to create and maintain a positive 
relationship between Māori and the 
New South Wales Government.
 
Hongi returned to New Zealand 
in December 1814. After Marsden 
established the first CMS mission 
station at Rangihoua, Hongi became the 
patron of the CMS and its missionaries 
and protected them; he could see the 
benefits of the missionaries living with 
him and he helped CMS missionary 
Thomas Kendall compile a Maori-
English dictionary titled A Korao no 
New Zealand, which was published 
at Circular Quay in Sydney in 1815. 
Although 200 copies were printed, 
there is only one surviving copy held 
at the Auckland Museum. It has been 
added to the World Heritage Register.
 
Within a tribe, there were paramount 
(ariki), war and diplomat chiefs. 
Initially, the role of ariki was not going 
to be bestowed upon Hongi as he had 
three elder brothers. However, two 
brothers had been killed in the battle at 
Moremonui in 1807 and the remaining 
brother died in late 1815.
 
After travelling for six months, Hongi, 
his nephew Waikato and Thomas 
Kendall arrived in London to a 
lukewarm reception in August 1820. As 
a lay missionary, Kendall was seeking 
to be ordained without the blessing of 
Marsden.  However, the CMS realized 
the importance of Hongi’s visit and the 
positive relationship they wanted to 
maintain with the Māori chief.
 
The three men went to Queens’ College, 
Cambridge, where they assisted 
talented linguist Professor Samuel Lee 
in compiling a Māori-English dictionary 
titled A Grammar and Vocabulary of 
the Language of New Zealand (1820). 
Kendall felt compelled to contribute 
toward this work and probably believed 

that his own work would be relegated to 
obscurity if Lee’s work was completed 
without his contribution. The grammar 
was published in November 1820 and 
signed copies are held in the State 
Library of NSW and the National Library 
of Australia.
 
A painting by James Barry when they 
were in England shows Hongi wearing 
a korowai or kakahu– a woven flax 
coat.  This is a very luxurious and 
well-made piece of clothing with five 
or six whenu or vertical strands of flax 
per centimeter. The whatu or weaving 
is only about 1.4 cm wide all the way 
down and it has thousands of hukahuka 
(tassels) attached to it. Unusually, it 
is stained with a certain red kokowai 
pigment, the colour associated with 
rangatira or chiefliness.
 
On 21 October 1820, Hongi and Waikato 
were introduced in the House of Lords, 
Westminster, where the Lords were 
excited to be in their presence. The 
two rangatira looked splendid, dressed 
in elegant, black, court clothing. It was 
described at the time,
 	 	‘Their	 faces	 were	 much	 disfigured	

by tattooing and in consequence 
of the scars having been rubbed 
with some vegetable acid there 
was a polished green jade upon 
the natural colour ground of the 
skin which had a most novel and 
extraordinary appearance….and the 
Lord	Chancellor	 had	great	difficulty	
in getting their Lordships back to 
their seats.’ (Public Ledger and 
Daily Advertiser 1820: 3).

 
We can imagine them crowding around 
and then being asked to sit down and 
observe. Thomas Creevy MP, who was 
present, wrote:
  ‘I found his royal face to be one of the 

fairest specimens of carving I have 
ever beheld. The Chamberlain’s 
face	 was	 fair;	 the	 sunflowers	 on	
it were highly respectable but the 
King’s…was a blaze of stars and 
planets.’ (Maxwell 1903: 330).

 
On 13 November 1820, Hongi and 
Waikato were granted an audience with 
King George IV, who welcomed him 
with “How do you do Mr King Hongi!” as 
they stood before him. Hongi personally 
gave the King the gift of the korowai.
 

Three busts and a cape 
- the adventurous life of Hongi Hika
Continued from page 3

Painting of The Rev Thomas Kendall and the Maori chiefs Hongi and Waikato (Hongi Hika centre 
wearing a Kiwi feather cape), 1820. Oil on canvas. Barry, James, active 1818-1846, Ref: G-618. 
Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand. /records/23241174
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In return, Hongi was given a double-
barreled flintlock musket, a chainmail 
suit of armor, a gilt officers’ helmet and 
a sword (amongst other gifts) as well as 
tours of the Royal Armory at the Tower 
of London and the Royal Arsenal at 
Woolwich. We have found the invoice 
for the gifts of helmets and swords 
given to Hongi, they are uncatalogued 
documents in the Georgian collection.
 
Prior to Hongi, Waikato and the now-
Reverend Kendall’s departure for New 
Zealand, Hongi had come to an agreement 
with young French law student, Charles 
Philippe de Thierry, who was studying at 
Queens’ College, Cambridge. De Thierry’s 
aim was to secure a sizeable tract of land 
in New Zealand, declare that land as 
French sovereign territory and acquire 
French title.
 
Hongi’s trade of 40,000 acres of land in 
New Zealand for 400 muskets, powder 
and shot had different results; Hongi 
uplifted his firearms in Sydney on his 
return voyage to New Zealand, whilst 
de Thierry was not able to pay the debt 
of £843 for the firearms and was sent 
to a debtors’ prison. When de Thierry 
finally arrived in New Zealand in the 
1830s, he discovered that Hongi was 
dead and that the land he had been 
promised hadn’t been Hongi’s to gift.
 
Whilst in Parramatta in mid-1821, Hongi 
crossed paths with two chiefs from 
other tribes, Te Hinaki, from Ngati Paoa 
(Auckland), and Te Horeta, from Ngati 
Maru (Thames, in the Coromandel area). 
Hongi had picked up his weapons and 
was polishing the metal components of 
his muskets so that they were shiny in 
the sunlight. Te Hinaki asked Hongi who 
the muskets were for. Without hesitation, 
Hongi replied “Mou	 aku	 pū” meaning 
‘that gun is for you’. While Te Hinaki and 
Te Horeta had been planning to travel 
onto England, they travelled straight 
back to New Zealand on a different ship 
than Hongi.
 
On his return to New Zealand, Hongi 
and the Ngāpuhi unleashed a vicious 
assault on a number of tribes across 
the North Island. He fought Te Hinaki’s 
tribe, the Ngati Paoa at Mauinaina and 
Mokoia, and then went on to Thames 
where Te Horeta’s Ngati Maru tribe was 
taken by deceit.   
 
The face of warfare in New Zealand 
changed forever.  Prior fighting had 
predominantly been hand to hand 
resulting in relatively small numbers 
of deaths. The Maori weren’t full-time 

warriors, spending most of the year 
cultivating their crops. At harvest end, 
warriors would attack other tribes, 
leaving the family vulnerable at home. 
Knowing that tribal lands back home 
remained safe with a cache of weapons 
to protect the family, Hongi and his 
warriors could continue for months. 
However, I won’t talk much about the 
Musket Wars as this is an issue in New 
Zealand history that still causes a lot of 
hurt and pain.
 
While Hongi Hika engenders pride 
with the Ngāpuhi, the mere mention 
of his name can provoke deep-seated 
anger and resentment if mentioned in 
a number of other tribal communities, 
reflecting intergenerational trauma.
 
For four or five years, Hongi waged war 
every couple of months against different 
tribes about different things. The Ngāpuhi 
never went and took other people’s land 
but they would seek utu or revenge for 
past losses - maybe an insult, or that our 
people were killed. They would wage war 
and then return home.
 
In 1825 Hongi led a 
war party to Kaiwaka 
to seek revenge for 
the deaths of his 
brothers and sister 
back in 1807 at the hands of the Ngāti 
Whatua at Moremonui. We Ngāpuhi 
routed them on this occasion. I have 
asked Ngāti Whatua to tell their story 
so we could get a balanced view for 
our documentary but they find it very 
difficult to talk about this event.
 
The Ngāpuhi were victorious but 
Hongi’s son Hare was injured and died. 
Hongi acted as a surgeon and saved 
my ancestor, the chief Te Kaingamata, 
but couldn’t save his own son. From 
this point his power begins to collapse.
 
He decided to relocate to Whangaroa 
on his mother’s land but quarrelled 
with people and chased them as far 
westward as the Hokianga, where he 
was shot through the chest in a conflict 
in January 1827. Unbelievably, he 
survived this injury, living with a gaping 
chest wound for more than a year; it is 
said that the air made a whistling sound 
whenever he took a breath. When he 
returned home, he discovered that his 
favourite wife, Turikatuku, had died 
from illness in his absence. Hongi died 
on 6 March 1828, at Whangaroa.
 

Waiata Moteatea – Uia Te Patai
Uia te patai,
Me kowai rahau e,
 
He uri no Rahiri,
Tauramoko, I runga e,
 
Taku putiputi pono,
He ngakau pouri e…
 
I am singing now a song about Hongi 
and about everyone in the room who 
may share this common ancestor. This is 
saying if anyone asks the question whom 
I am, I can say that I am a descendent of 
Rahiri, our common ancestor, and those 
who came before him.
 
We are still undertaking research into the 
three carved wooden busts purported to 
be of and carved by Hongi himself.  I 
have been fortunate to hold and examine 
all three busts. We don’t talk about 
them as artefacts as we believe that 
they are imbued with the mana and the 
character of the person who is carved. 
This is the first recorded instance of a 
Maori carving of a living person. It had 

been our practice to 
carve people who 
have passed on. It 
is almost like having 
photographs of our 
ancestors.

 
The three busts are located today 
in three museums, at the Brighton 
Museum in the United Kingdom, in the 
Nicholson Museum at the University of 
Sydney, and in the Auckland Museum. 
While we know that one of these busts 

The face of warfare in New 
Zealand changed forever
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Three busts and a cape 
- the adventurous life of Hongi Hika
Continued from page 5

was carved in Parramatta in October 
1814, the 1814 image of New-Zealand 
chief Shunghee, which was the 
accepted spelling of Hongi at the time, 
is closest to that of the bust in Brighton. 
While it is really interesting to find out 
which one is the 1814 bust, I have an 
internal struggle with this. I really like 
the idea that each of the three countries 
to which Hongi travelled has one bust. 
This provides a meaningful link between 
each country and the institutions which 
act as kaitiaki (protectors) for Hongi’s 
carved images.
 
In January 2019, I was fortunate to 
have been given access to the korowai 
(woven flax cloak) which Hongi gifted 
King George IV at Carlton House 
on 13 November 1820. The British 
Museum didn’t know that it was given 
by Hongi. I felt the life force, the mauri. 
I was mesmerised by it and decided to 
research the method and materials used 
in its creation, who may have woven it, 
whether it has a name, and looking into 
the providence of the taonga (treasure).
 
I was fortunate to be able to go back 
with korowai weaver Rae Midwood 
in October this year to examine the 
korowai and I plan to write either a 
research paper or a journal article. 
We have also arranged for Tohunga 
Raranga (Master Weaver) Te Hemo Ata 
Henare, to re-create this kakahu, after 
she examines it in January 2020.
 
I want to acknowledge a number of 
people associated with this journey:
•    Crispin Howarth & my brother Kris 
Kerehona – National Gallery of Australia
•    Dr Jude Philp & Rebecca Conway – 
Chau Chak Wing Museum, University 
of Sydney
•    Helen Mears – Brighton Museum & 
Art Gallery and Royal Pavilion, UK
•    Dr Gaye Sculthorpe, James Hamill & 
Jill Hassell – British Museum, London, UK
•    Rev Dr Johnathon Holmes – Queens’ 
College, University of Cambridge, UK
•    Chanel Clarke – Auckland War 
Memorial Museum, NZ
•    Dr Ngarino Ellis & Dr Deidre Brown 
– Auckland University, NZ, and most 
importantly
•    My wife and sons, who have been so 
patient and understanding with my work
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[Hongi Hika] 1772-1828: Bust of Shunghee, a New-Zealand chief, [1814] 1816. Illustration from 
Church Missionary Society Papers, Ref: PUBL-0031-1816-01. Alexander Turnbull Library, 
Wellington, New Zealand. /records/22771316
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Easter Island at the NGA

There is perhaps nowhere in the world 
as isolated and remote as Rapa Nui 
(Easter Island). Known primarily for the 
enigmatic stone monolith giants, moai, 
found across its plains and coastlines, it 
is in wood carving that Rapa Nui artists 
created some of the most remarkable 
in pre-contact Polynesian sculptures.

Currently on display at the National 
Gallery of Australia are five sculptures 
from Rapa Nui; three from NGA’s 
collection (two figures, a Moai Tangata 
and a Moai Moko) and a priest’s staff 
(Ua) are accompanied by a further 
two wooden figures (Moai Moko and 
a Moai Kavakava) generously loaned 
from a private collection. Such figures 
are associated with traditional religious 
ancestral practices from the time 
before massive cultural changes were 
wrought upon the island.

Rapa Nui society suffered a cataclysm 
between 1862 and 1864 when the 
small population of around 3000 
people was decimated by Peruvian 
slavers who abducted half of the 
island’s population. Traditional society 
fell apart: a cross section of society 
including chiefs and priests were 
enslaved and taken to labour in Peru. 
Following this devastating wake came 
Christianity further affecting societal 
change. The turbulence of these events 
coupled with more change a few years 
later when the island was rented out 
by the Chilean Government to a sheep 
farming company meant that by 1882 
only 111 or so Rapa Nui remained. 
All this has led to our fragmented 
understanding of the traditional arts of 
Rapa Nui.

The gaunt Moai 
kavakava figure is 
one of less than 100 
of these sculptures 
extant today. They 
became highly 
sought after in the 
early 20th century. 
‘High Priest’ of 
Surrealism Andre 
Breton owned 
numerous Rapa Nui wood sculptures 
and was apparently buried with one. 
This particular emaciated male figure 
has jutting cheekbones, protruding 

By Crispin Howarth

ribs and raised spinal column - was 
it the artists intention to create a 
depiction of starvation? the likeness 
of a corpse or of a ghostly ancestral 
spirit? There is great visual tension due 

to the excellence in 
the sculptor’s hands 
in creating a refined, 
balanced and precise 
form. The ridged spine 
is considered to be a 
conceptualisation of 
ancestral genealogy, 
an important aspect 
of many Polynesian 
cultures and the 

circular device at the end of the spine 
just above the pelvis many indicate 
high social rank. The figure has bared, 
gritted teeth and a gaze which glares, 

created with sections of bird bone and 
inset with obsidian pupils. The head 
looks off to one side – only seen in a 
few figures - and the meaning of which 
is unknown.

How old is the Rapa Nui tradition 
of these figures? While this Moai 
kavakava has been radiocarbon 
dated, the results suggesting it is from 
the mid-18th century, it could also 
be as early the latter half of the 15th 
century. This may sound surprising, if 
not incredible, that a tradition of wood 
sculpture on Rapa Nui would extend 
back so far, and yet, those tiny obsidian 
dots created for pupils have been 
found in the archaeological context of 
cremation burials from the 13th and 
14th centuries.

Rapa Nui (Easter Island), Moai Kavakava, 18th-mid 19th century. Wood, bone, obsidian. Private 
Australian collection.

...by 1882 only 111 or 
so Rapa Nui remained. 
All this has led to our 

fragmented understanding 
of the traditional arts  

of Rapa Nui.
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"The most important  
thing is the integrity  
of the object itself.  
Beauty is truth."

Warren Campbell of Bubble Artefacts
Jim Elmsie:         Warren Campbell, 
can you explain what Bubble Art is 
and how it operates?

WC For me, the name ‘Bubble’ 
captures the diversity of tribal cultures, 
and the fragility of those cultures in the 
technological world of today. Although 
most cultures are now highly influenced 
by technology; physical, educational 
and economic barriers continue to 
allow for cultural isolation. This form 
of isolation changes how technological 
influences are perceived. We may be 
watching the same television show, 
but our world view alters the way we 
interpret the story line. These new 
‘Bubbles’ will continue to influence the 
evolution of Oceanic arts and culture as 
well as that of the Western world.
Bubbles drift, collide, burst and merge, 
one into another. Just as fashion, 
food, warfare, and spirituality have 
been influenced by cultural exchange, 
so has art. Art reflects the spirituality 
of a culture. It is the symbolism and 
meaning behind a work of art that 
intrigues us. Craftsmanship is also 
important, and the combination of a 
skillfully crafted piece with spiritual or 
symbolic meaning evokes emotion 
and creates a masterpiece. This is the 
reason Bubble Artefacts exists.

JE         How long have you been 
involved in Oceanic art and how did 
you first come in contact with it?

WC I have been drawn to 
Ethnographic Arts most of my adult life.  
Travelling to Europe to explore my own 
family history in Scotland and England 
led me to the fascinating collections 
in museums all 
over Europe and 
the U.K.  I followed 
my European 
adventure by 
heading to Canada 
and living on 
Vancouver Island, 
where I was exposed to a celebration 
of old and new Haida, Coast Salish 
and Nuu-chah-nulth art and culture.  
On returning to Australia, I began 
collecting my own curio cabinet of 
oddities that struck me as beautiful or 
unusual.  I have been lucky enough to 
come across many colorful individuals 
who had lived and worked in Papua 
New Guinea in the 1960’s and 70’s and 
were downsizing personal collections 
they had gathered during their time 

overseas.  I was amazed at how even 
the humblest artefacts were intricately 
decorated and skillfully crafted.   A 
collection of arrows, where each arrow 
was finely carved and painted with earth 
pigments, long-beaked echidna quills 
secured to the shaft with woven plant 
fibres, and sharp bone tips individually 
sculpted.  Why were these hunting 
implements so carefully decorated? I 
had to know more. I started exploring 
these indigenous cultures at our 
doorstep: the people, the legends, 
spiritual beliefs, the basis for this artistic 

expression, and the 
impact the modern 
world is having 
on these cultures. 
From then on, my 
passion just grew.  
It continues to take 
me on a fascinating 

journey, chasing this desire to protect 
and promote the incredible indigenous 
cultures of Oceania as they navigate 
and absorb global influences.
 
JE         What is it about Oceanic 
art that is so intriguing? Has your 
feeling for it changed over time with 
more exposure?

WC  I think that what amazes me 
now is the sheer variety within the 

artform.  Take a mask for example; 
often a depiction of a human or human-
like spirit figure.  The multitude of 
creative ways the features can been 
abstracted and still be interpreted as 
a face is fascinating – from grotesque 
mud masks, to bulbous and haunting 
Boiken, to the fierce Tatanua or 
gracefully painted Tambanum spirit 

Warren Campbell of Bubble Artefacts.
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book review

War Art & Ritual Shields from 
the Pacific

This is an ambitious work, signalling the 
culmination of a lifetime’s passion upon 
one single form of material culture by 
Bill Evans, a Sydney based art dealer. 
Volume one has firm focus on shields 
from Island South East Asia with essays 
by Steven Alpert, Robyn Maxwell and 
Andrew Tavarelli. The second volume 
is dedicated to shields from Melanesia 
with essays by Harry Beran, Barry Craig, 
Natalie Wilson, Crispin Howarth and 
Kevin Conru.

Being primarily a study of a singular 
object type – the shield, this publication 
visually demonstrates the overwhelming 

diversity of form and decoration on 
shields across Island Southeast Asia 
and Melanesia. Evans has selected 
many exceptional shields; the Island 
Asia material comes mainly from private 
hands and while the majority are shields 
from Borneo, there are highly decorated 
dancing shields from both Bali and the 
Moluccas. The Melanesian material is 
predominantly drawn from Australian 
museum collections many of which have 
not been published before, particularly 
those from the Bismarck Archipelago 
and PNG Highlands.

Full review next edition.

2019, 2 vols boxed, 484 pages, Bill Evans (ed), private press 
Bill Evans, Sydney, 750 copies. Reviewed by Crispin Howarth

masks – just to name a few.  The other 
thing that intrigues me is how these 
masks have been designed to evoke 
emotion. And even though Western 
Culture and background is so different, 
we respond emotionally to these pieces 
– touching on an aspect of the art that 
transcends cultural differences and 
finds a shared human-ness. When I 
touch and look at these pieces, I feel 
a connection to its culture and history.

JE         Is there a particular area or 
genre of Oceanic art to which you 
are particularly drawn?

WC  Not really.  I think I am just 
drawn to individual pieces themselves 
and the story they tell.  Whether it is a 
shield with arrow tips embedded into its 
surface with underpainting and incised 
patterns visible from years of use, or a 
smooth and flowing Yipwon figure that 
takes on the curves of the branch it 
was carved from, yielding to its natural 
form as if the figure was drawn out of 
the wood. How can you prefer one over 
the other? They are both interesting 
objects that invoke thought, emotion 
and a sense of adventure; the exotic.

JE         How do you see the market 
now and where do think it will head 
in the coming years?

WC I think now it is about bridging 
the gap between generations and 
sparking interest in preserving fading 
cultures in the onslaught of technological 
connectivity and the global culture.  
Technology is the future and harnessing 
it as a tool to support and promote 
those things we find worth saving is 
the goal.  How can we ensure that the 
cultures producing these authentic and 
emotive artworks continue to evolve 
their unique signatures? The art is more 
about the object itself and the skill of 
the artist rather than about the person 
who buys or sells it. The most important 
thing is the integrity of the object itself. 
Beauty is truth. How do we develop 
the next generation of Master Carvers, 
give them the status they deserve and 
hone the markets to sensitively support 
this growth? That is my ultimate aim. 
I continue to work with my wonderful 
brata’s, sista’s, families and friends 
in New Guinea and advocate for their 
amazing arts and culture. I have many 
ideas in the pipeline to continue to bring 
these works to the Western world and 
am enjoying the journey it continues to 
take me on. 

www.bubbleartefacts.com.au
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collectors

Leonard French 
– An Australian Artist Inspired by Melanesia

Melanesian artefacts played a big hand 
in the creative life of Leonard French, 
the  Australian artist who designed and 
constructed the iconic stained glass 
ceiling at the National Gallery of Victoria.
 
French (1928-2017), a member of  
OAS for a number of years, was a 
keen collector of tribal art from Papua 
New Guinea and said these bold and 
distinctive carvings, their imagery often 
highlighted with strongly coloured 
natural pigments, presented him with a 
new and exciting language of symbols.
 
For the last 35 years of his life French 
lived  in a converted 19th century flour 
mill in Heathcote in Central Victoria, 
where he surrounded himself with 
PNG tribal art objects and allowed their 
distinctive designs, applied pigments, 
and  strong presence, to intrude and 
influence his creative imagination.
 
This is revealed in a recently published 
biography on the life and times of Leonard 
French by his long time friend and fellow 
OAS member, Reg MacDonald.
 
In the 1960s and early 1970s French 
was widely regarded as the most 
popular artist in Australia. Critically 
acclaimed by his peers, French, an 
outgoing Depression boy from the 
inner Melbourne suburb of Brunswick, 
had become cock of the walk in 
Australian contemporary art circles 
and his commercial success was 
firmly established. Yet suddenly in 
1974 this former sign writer decided to 
shun the spotlight and seek solitude 
in sleepy Heathcote.
 
Renowned for his monumental public 
stained glass designs-these include 
the 16 dalle de verre windows in the 
foyer of the Australian National Library 
in Canberra; the NGV ceiling which 
at 51.2m long and 14.6m wide is the 
largest stained glass ceiling in the 
world; and the giant mandala window in 
Monash University's Robert Blackwood 
Hall, Melbourne.
 
 French achieved similar acclaim with 
many of his paintings. Of particular 
note was his “Campion Series”, twelve 
paintings on the life and martyrdom of  
the 16th century English Jesuit priest 

Edmund Campion; “The Seven days of 
Creation”, based loosely on Genesis, 
the first book in the old testament; “The 
Samos Miniatures” which he painted 
while on a sabbatical on the Greek 
island of Samos: and “'The Journey”, 
ten big paintings on the historic journey 
of the American people. French painted 
this series after a year at Yale on a 
Harkness fellowship.

French acquired his first Melanesian 
pieces - four Asmat fighting shields 
- from Senta Taft's Galleries Primitif 
in Woollahra, Sydney, in October 
1961, immediately after the stunning 
success of his Campion paintings at 
Farmers Blaxland Galleries in George 
Street, Sydney.
 

The late Leonard French in his home cum studio, a 19th century mill at Heathcote, 
Central	 Victoria.	 In	 the	 shadow	 box	 above	 his	 head	 is	 an	 ancient	 and	 rare	 Boiken	 figure.	 
Photo: The estate of the late Leonard William French.

by Reg MacDonald
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Four	Asmat	fighting	shields	Leonard	French	bought	from	Senta	Taft's	Galleries	Primitif,	Wollahra,	
Sydney in October 1961. Photo: Reg MacDonald.

Sydney art dealer, Rudy Komon, 
bought most of the Campion paintings 
before the Blaxland show opened, and 
French, then 34 and in the money for 
the first time in his career, celebrated 
long and hard at the Marble Bar with his 
friend. Melbourne poet, academic and  
author, Vincent Buckley, who opened 
the Sydney exhibition.
 
Still slightly tipsy, French caught a 
cab to Senta Taft's gallery the next 
morning and purchased the Asmat 
shields. He had seen them for the 
first time soon after their arrival 
in Sydney when he and Buckley 
went for a  “shake off the cobwebs 
walk” in Woollahra and accidentally 
discovered Galleries Primitif.

A symbolist painter who established 
an iconography of  circles, hands, fish 
serpents, vines, Romanesque arches, 
oblongs and darts, waves and many 
other symbols – French became a 
master at aesthetically arranging these 
symbols in graphic juxtapositions to 
illustrate his concepts for his  paintings.
                                                                       
Following that acquisition French 
became a keen collector of items of 
material culture from Melanesia, and 
later, after visiting South America, 
where he represented Australia in 
the Sao Paulo Biennial in Brazil, he 
began collecting good examples of pre-
Columbian art.
 
The crucial influence of tribal art, 
especially that of Oceania and Africa, on 
modern painting and sculpture has long 
been recognised. Tribal art influenced 
the work of Gaugin, Picasso, Brancusi, 
Modigliani, Klee, Henry Moore, the 
Fauves and the German expressionists 
and many others. In Australia Sir 
Willam Dobell, George Johnson, Frank 
Hodgkinson, George Baldessin and 
many others were keen collectors.
 
Likewise French gained inspiration 
from tribal art. He surrounded himself 
with pieces both large and small. 
For example, from Manus Island a 
superb small wooden  feast bowl with 
exquisitely carved anthropomorphic 
figures at either end; from Abelam. a 
large and colorful house post, and from 
the Hunstein Mountains an imposing 
cult figure.
 
French adopted and adapted some of 
the remarkably practical Melanesian 
design features and color combinations 
into his art practice. French had a 
good eye and concentrated on pieces 

that “spoke” to him, pieces that clearly 
demonstrated  uniqueness and 
brilliance of Melanesian design.
 
While a member of the  Commonwealth 
Arts Advisory Board, and later the 
acquisitions committee and interim 
council of the Australian National 
Gallery, Len became a forceful and 
persuasive advocate for the collection 
of outstanding examples of Oceanic 
art. Two outstanding examples are the 
Aibom Stone and the twin Lake Sentani 
figure in the national collection.
 

Len was awarded an OBE for his 
contribution to Australian art and three 
Australian universities – Monash, La 
Trobe and the Australian National 
University – conferred honorary 
doctorates on him for his services to art 
and the Australian community.
 
This article is based on “The boy 
from Brunswick – Leonard French – 
A	 biography”,	 by	 Reg	 MacDonald,	
published by Australian Scholarly 
Publishing, 7 Little Lothian St North, 
North Melbourne, Vic 3051.

Todd Barlin  
Oceanic Arts 
Australia
 
 

I Buy & Sell Fine Pacific 
Islands & Aboriginal Art 
& Artefacts, Asian Art  
& the Unusual

By Appointment Only 
02 93282512
tbarlin@bigpond.net.au
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other events
ACT, Australia:
Golson Lecture "Has the question 
of the origins of Pacific peoples 
now been solved?" 
By ARC Laureate Fellow and Professor 
Matthew Sprigg
25 March 2020, 6-8pm
Australian National University, ACT. 
https://archanth.cass.anu.edu.
au/events/golson-lecture-2020-
matthew-spriggs-pacific-origins  

ACT, Australia:
Histories of Archaeology 
conference hosted by the Collective 
Biography of Archaeology in the 
Pacific (CBAP) Australian Research 
Council Laureate Project.
23 – 27 March 2020
Australian National University, ACT. 
https://archanth.cass.anu.edu.au/
research/cbap/histories-archaeology-
conference
 
Worldwide:
Launch of Uncovering Pacific 
Pasts: Histories of Archaeology in 
Oceania
CBAP linked international museum 
exhibitions, which will take place at 
approximately 40 museums and 
cultural institutions worldwide. 
March 2020
http://uncoveringpacificpasts.org

Leiden, the Netherlands:
PAA-Europe
Museum Volkenkunde
29 April – 1 May 2020

Brussels, Belgium:
BRUNEAF
Place du Grand Sablon
June 2020

Paris, France:
PARCOURS DES MONDES
Saint Germain-des-Pres
8 – 13 September 2020

Continued from front cover

regarded as the first likenesses or 
portraits done by the Maori of a 
living person. The three images are 
located today in three museums, 
at the Brighton Museum in the 
United Kingdom, in the Nicholson 
Museum moving to the Chau Chak 
Wing museum at the University 
of Sydney next year, and in the 
Auckland Museum. All three carved 
busts feature a very similar moko 
(Maori tattoo) and may be regarded 
as important artworks and taonga 
(Maori treasure).
 
While we know that one of these 
busts was carved by Hongi in 
Parramatta in October 2014, we 
don’t know which one; what Brent’s 
account tells us is the incredible 
story behind it; why it was made 
and for whom. The bust was an 
object that helped Hongi achieve 
his driving passion for revenge. It 
strengthened his relationship with 
the Reverend Samuel Marsden 
and the missionaries and aided 
in organizing his passage to 
England where he obtained the 
weapons that allowed him to exact 
his revenge on those who had 
‘wronged’ his hapū and iwi years 
leading to what became known as 
the Musket Wars.
 

The korowai or cloak is also a 
particularly beautiful example with 
thousands of tassels made from 
woven flax tags. Further research is 
being undertaken involving master 
weavers into how this cloak was made.
 
More information on Brent’s 
bicentennial activities can be found 
at: www.hongishikoi.com

Margaret Cassidy

The OAS welcomes contributions 
to the Journal in the form of 
news items, information about 
upcoming events in Australia 
and overseas, notes on research 
in progress, book and exhibition 
reviews, and letters to the editor. 
Please send contributions to :
editor@oceanicartsociety.org.au 

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


