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The OAS’s physical events are currently postponed with details circulated to Members as the situation clarifies. The 
earliest OAS physical events will be in November 2020, and may be delayed further. 

The OAS is planning some virtual events – details will be posted on the OAS Facebook page and website and 
circulated to members.

dates for your diary

The worldwide virus lockdown has 
hit all aspects of art and culture 
particularly hard. Cultural spaces 
and gatherings are often run on 
a low budget and it is hard to 
see some of them recovering. As 
well, the Oceanic and Aboriginal 
communities that are the 
custodians of the art and culture 
that we revere are likely to suffer 
disproportionately, as many of them 
are very disadvantaged. I’m sure 
everyone reading this is already 
doing whatever they can to support 
those communities and cultures.
 
The OAS itself has had to cancel 
all of its planned Sydney, Australia 
activities in 2020. Around the world, 
cancellations and postponements 
abound – the organisers of the 
Parcours des Mondes have not 
yet confirmed to us that it is to go 
ahead - if it does it will probably 
be competing with the delayed 
Brussels BRUNEAF (moving to a 
time-slot apparently vacated by the 
cancelled Tribal Art London), not to 
mention the climax of the Tour de 
France, all scheduled for the first 
part of September 2020.

Until a few days ago, the OAS 
was planning on the basis that 
international travel bans and social 
distancing rules would have been 
relaxed sufficiently to enable our 25th 
Anniversary Forum to go ahead on 
the weekend of the 14th November 
2020 in Melbourne and that mid-
November in Australia would be 
one of the first international trips 

OAS responds with flexibility during COVID-19

One of the many extraordinary shields featured in the book War Art & Ritual: Shields from the 
Pacific. For more details, see page 4.

on Oceanic Art lovers’ calendars 
as the lockdown abates. However, 
the institutions that had offered to 
host the event are still uncertain 
about their future status, and the 
timing of the opening of Australia’s 
borders to inter-continental travel 
remains uncertain. Therefore the 
OAS will try to plan a different, 
flexible, 25th Anniversary event in 

November, with scope to augment 
it, if it becomes available to 
intercontinental attendees. Watch 
this space. And we already have 
tentative plans for Forums in 2021.
 
The second piece of good news is 
that Margaret Cassidy has taken 
over the role of Editor of 

Continued on back cover
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Michael Mel, the Manager of Pacific 
and International Collections at the 
Australian Museum in Sydney, is well 
known in Oceanic art circles. In an 
interview in the OAS Journal Vol 23 
(2018, #2) he described his childhood 
and education in Mount Hagen, Papua 
New Guinea and subsequently in 
Melbourne (performing arts) and in 
Adelaide where he obtained his PhD 
degree. Because of the reorganisation 
of the Australian Museum, he has 
become responsible for the newly-
established Pacific Cultural Collection 
Advisory Panel which manages and 
controls access to the Australian 
Museum’s collection of Oceanic Art 
currently stored in Rydalmere (OAS 
Journal 24, 2019, #3). Michael also 
memorably kicked off Day One of the 
OAS’s very successful Forum at the 
Australian Museum last year, not only 
by his rousing “welcome”, but also with 
his uplifting description of the role of 
museology – “Museums and collections 
are entangled and entwined spaces…
where experiences and encounters 
between humans and material objects 
provide for new understandings and 
perhaps new beginnings”.

In his performances and talks over the 
years, Michael has often referred to 
the ples namel - a physical space at 
the centre of most PNG communities 
where people come to debate, discuss, 
celebrate, mourn and tell stories from 
the past. His idea is to transpose all of 
that into spaces - such as the Australian 
Museum - which started with collections 
of curiosities, but are today now dealing 
with history and culture - dealing with 
stories that have been brought into the 
institution. The objects don’t necessarily 
carry the stories, but the stories have 
been either written or remembered and 
recounted by various means, and they 
need now to be told and shared - and 
that aspect is very important to the 
people who created the objects. “If I see 
an axe in a museum, what is it about? 
And what was it about its presence here 
in this building?”

Michael has recently published a paper 
in a journal, The Contemporary Pacific 
(Vol. 32:1, pp48-71, 2020). In his paper 
he describes two exhibitions that he 
developed and shared in order to 
recognize and value indigenous ways 
of seeing and experiencing the world: 
Ples Namel, held at the Queensland Art 
Gallery in 1996, and the award-winning 
Rituals of Seduction: Birds of Paradise, 
held at the Australian Museum in 
2011. In these art gallery and museum 
spaces, source communities engaged 
in conversation and dialogue with 
the institutions and their collections. 
In order to enable audiences to 
experience Pacific environments, the 

exhibitions' collaborators established 
the moka pena, or centre space, from 
the Mogei community in Mount Hagen. 
In each event, individual experiences, 
recollections, and knowledge were 
brought together in a social encounter 
in this centre space—the ples namel.

This is a timely contribution, as the 
role of western museums, galleries 
and public collections of indigenous 
artefacts is being questioned and 
debated. Michael’s general approach 
and contribution gives one hope that 
this often fractious debate can move 
up to a more spiritual and mutually-
engaging cultural interaction, beyond 
settler-colonial feelings of guilt and 
expropriation narratives.

The link to the Journal is https://muse.
jhu.edu/journal/37 - here a summary 
and introduction to the paper may be 
seen and the article purchased. Michael 
has given permission for a strictly 
limited number of PDFs of the article 
to be made available for distribution 
on a “first-come-first-served” basis to 
financial members of the OAS, for their 
personal use only, on application to 
info@oceanicartsociety.org.au.

Navigating for a Place in the Museum: Stories of 
Encounter and Engagement between the Old and 
the New from the Highlands of Papua New Guinea
A paper by Dr Michael Mel, Australian Museum. Reviewed by Bill Rathmell

Dr Michael Mel. Image courtesy of the 
Australian Museum, Sydney.
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obituary

Obituary - Barbara Perry 

Barbara Perry was a larger than life 
character, well known in Oceanic art 
circles in Sydney, and later in Brisbane.
 
Barbara Perry (née Hockey) was 
born in Dubbo and grew up on her 
father’s sheep station, Courallie, 
before boarding at the Presbyterian 
Ladies College, Sydney. Following her 
mother’s death at a relatively young 
age, Barbara returned to Dubbo to 
help manage the property, but being 
an independent-minded young woman 
resisted pressure to become part of the 
local squattocracy.
 
While holidaying in Surfers’ Paradise 
in 1958 she met Ron Perry. The two 
became engaged the following year 
and married in Tucson, Arizona in 1960. 
They subsequently had two children, 
Michelle and Scott. After a brief period 
back on Courallie, the family moved to 
the Gold Coast before shifting to Sydney 
where they bought two cement-mixer 
trucks, which provided income for their 
later exploits.
 
In 1964, inspired by the visit of a friend 
who had just returned from Papua 
New Guinea with a small collection of 
artefacts and many anecdotes, Ron 
went off to PNG on his first collecting 
trip to the Highlands and the Sepik. 
From this Barbara and Ron entered the 
artefact trade.
 

13 August 1938 – 10 November 2019. By Ron May

Barbara Perry captured in 1971 at Bena 
Bena, Eastern Highlands, PNG. Photograph 
by Ron Perry; published with permission 
from Art Dealer in the Last Unknown: Ron 
Perry and New Guinea Art, the early years: 
1964 – 1973 by Carolyn Leigh and Ron 
Perry; available from http://www.art-pacific.
com/artdealr.htm

Barbara made her first visit to PNG four 
years later and travelled with Ron from 
Madang to Wewak and Angoram and 
up the Sepik River to Ambunti. As a 
potter herself, Barbara took a particular 
interest in pottery. She made several 
later trips with Michelle and Scott, 
sometimes accompanying Ron on 
patrols in the Highlands and the Sepik, 
on one occasion breaking a bone in her 
foot on the Dreikikir airstrip.
 
In 1966 Barbara, with her father’s 
assistance, bought a house at 
Abbotsford on the Parramatta River. 
Ron spent time in PNG while Barbara 
looked after the artefact business as 
well as pursuing her many interests, 
including gardening and pottery.
 
In 1977 Barbara and Ron separated 
and in 1979 Ron went back to Tucson. 
Following their divorce, Barbara had 
control over a large collection of 
PNG art stored under the house in 
Abbotsford. Most of it was taken to 
a warehouse in Melbourne which 
subsequently burned down. Barbara 
continued to buy and sell both Papua 
New Guinea art and Aboriginal art 
(and with the PNG art was not above 
doing a little retouching where original 
paints had faded). She also invested 
wisely. Later Barbara moved to 
Brisbane, where she maintained an 
active interest in art and antiques. 
She was a person of wide interests 
and enthusiasm, a good cook, and a 
generous and memorable hostess.
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of humanity through the prism of one 
object – the shield – is an interesting 
and illuminating experience.

There is perhaps no-one better 
equipped in the world to undertake 
this task than Bill Evans. A founding 
member of the OAS, Bill has spent a 
considerable portion of his life in the 
study and trade of Oceanic art. From 
his gallery in Oxford Street, Sydney, 
and later as a specialist in major 

War Art & Ritual: Shields from the Pacific

This lavish and beautifully produced 
book by Bill Evans is a rich resource for 
anyone with an interest in the shields 
of the Pacific – which in this publication 
includes all the countries spanning the 
archipelagoes to the north of Australia. 
Volume 1 includes Taiwan and the 
Philippines, although the main focus 
is on the varied cultures of Indonesia. 
Volume 2 covers Melanesia: Papua 
New Guinea with examples from the 
Solomon Islands. Both volumes have 
scholarly essays by experts in their 
respective fields with an introduction 
by Evans himself. A major objective of 
the book was to showcase exceptional 
unpublished examples from public and 
private collections in Australia, New 
Zealand and Southeast Asia.

Bill Evans writes in his introduction 
that he sees a cultural and geographic 
continuity in what Alfred Wallace, the 
British naturalist, termed the Malay 
Archipelago, here encompassing 
Indonesia, PNG and neighboring 
island groups. This is a vast area with 
a multitude of very different cultures 
and peoples, who have all been 
transformed to a lesser or greater extent 
by European contact and colonization. 
Examining this diverse cross-section 

auction houses, Bill’s interests became 
more focused over time on one 
particular genre – the shield. He has 
put together several major collections 
which have subsequently been sold to 
leading public institutions in Australia. 
Many examples in the current book are 
from his own collection and provide 
testament to his vast experience 
and knowledge in this field. Evans 
concludes quoting Jean Sibelius, “Art 
is the signature of civilizations”, which 

Shield 34 Siberut Island, Mentawai Islands, 
Indonesia. Private collection. Image by 
Laurent Wargon.

Shield 136 Sulka, New Britain, PNG. 19th 
century. Australian Museum, Sydney, inv. no. 
E028867 Reproduced with the permission of 
the Australian Museum, Sydney.

Edited by Bill Evans, Two Volumes, 518 pages, 140 Shields illustrated with additional 
images, eight essays and introduction. Published by William Nathaniel Evans, Woollahra, 
NSW, Australia, 2019. Reviewed by James Elmslie

Shield 120 Elema, Orokolo Bay, Papuan 
Gulf, PNG. 19th century. Australian Museum, 
Sydney, inv. no. E063411 Reproduced with the 
permission of the Australian Museum, Sydney.
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is indeed true, but in this book we must 
also recognize the distinctive mark of 
Bill Evans’ own signature.

Volume 1 comprises a survey of shields 
from Southeast Asia with particular 
focus on works from the Dayak people 
of Borneo but many fine examples 
from the Moluccas, Northern Luzon, 
Mindanao, Mentawai, as well as rare 
examples from Bali.

The first essay is by Andrew Tavarelli, 
an artist and academic. Shields: An 
Appreciation, looks at shields as art 
works, and the effect they have had on 
the author’s own artistic development. 
Tavarelli’s visual exploration of both 
volumes seeks to unify them as a single 
body of artistic expression with flowing 
interconnections by dint of physical 
form; martial and cultural function, 
and embodiment of religious belief 
and practice. This does work to some 
extent but for me there is quite a chasm 
between the Melanesian and Asian 
examples and the two-part format 
therefore works well.

The second essay, Dayak Shields: 
Courting and Defying Death, by author 
and Asian art expert, Steven G Alpert, 
rigorously examines the 31 Dayak 
shields featured in the book – the most 
numerous offering from any single 
cultural group. With so many examples 
to refer to, this text brings alive the 
colourful history of Borneo, the tribes 
that inhabit it and how society there 
has evolved since the earliest days 
of colonization. The shields are both 
artefacts from the past and windows 
into a traditional world that has changed 
enormously over time.

Dance Shields of Bali: A Legacy of 
Majapahit, the third essay by Asian Art 
Curator and academic, Robyn Maxwell, 
also looks into the pre-European 
contact days of Indonesia. Bali is a 
predominantly Hindu society with roots 
back to the Majapahit empire with 
many distinctive features, including 
the rare Balinese ceremonial shields 
reproduced here. While such shields 
do not play a conspicuous role today, 
“a small number of superbly decorated 
Balinese shields survive to indicate 
that, in the ceremonial past, their role 
was sufficiently important to demand 
the fine workmanship required for 
sacred implements and royal regalia”. 
Five such examples grace these pages.

Volume 2 of War Art & Ritual really is 
a feast for Oceanic art connoisseurs: 
the high quality images reinforced with 

a series of excellent essays. The first, 
by retired academic and Massim expert 
Harry Beran, Why Paint Shields? is a 
scholarly and fascinating discussion of 
what on the surface seems a simple 
question. As it turns out there are 
multiple answers, which one could 
expect when investigating a genre 
found throughout New Guinea and its 
surrounding islands, encompassing 
many diverse cultures.

Beran surveys the literature on 
this question back to the earliest 
commentators, such as the Trobriand 
Islands missionary, S. B. Fellows, and 
pioneering anthropologist, Bronislaw 
Malinowski, through to the lively 
contemporary debate. What emerges 
is a discussion through the medium of 
the shield, and specifically the design 
thereon, as a form of dialogue: an 
internal dialogue between (variously) 
the shield owner and his ancestors; his 
clan’s supernatural spirits; his enemies, 
and to a lesser extent, his fellow warriors.

Beran’s starting point is Paul Sillitoe’s 
list of six reasons why designs are 
placed on shields. In the course of the 
wide ranging essay Beran teases these 
reasons apart and leavens them with 
reference to the wide body of work he 
has spent his life assessing, and his own 
extensive field experience, to come up 
with an expanded list of ten reasons:

1. To give shield-carriers supernatural 
powers

2. To show clan identity to reduce 
‘friendly fire’

3. To declare the shield-carrier’s 
martial ability

4. To frighten the enemy
5. To insult the enemy
6. To make the shield-carrier a 

confusing target
7. To protect the shield-carrier
8. To remind warriors to avenge a 

comrade’s death
9. To make the shields beautiful
10. To raise the self-confidence of the 

shield-carrier

Shield 54 Halmahera dance shield. Moluccas, Indonesia. Private collection. Image by Max Taylor.



Shield 62 Mindanau, Bagogo, Philippines, 
19th century. Private collection, Manila. 
Image by Max Taylor.
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War Art & Ritual: Shields from the Pacific
Continued from page 5

This delightful essay will be of interest 
to anyone who has pondered on the 
beauty, power and inherent mystery 
embodied in the wonderfully rich genre 
of Oceanic shields that this book so 
satisfyingly explores.

Former Senior Curator at the South 
Australian Museum Barry Craig’s essay, 
Subsistence Strategies, Settlement 
Patterns, and the Form and Use of 
War Shields in the Sepik, Madang, and 
Highland Regions of Papua New Guinea, 
divides the form of settlement into five 
broad categories basically corresponding 
to the radically different terrains found on 
the island of New Guinea. Coastal regions 
and riverine environments contrast 
starkly with fertile highland valleys with 
concomitant population and settlement 
densities. Some villages are close 
packed and highly defensible; others a 
loose series of hamlets. Given this there 
was a variation in warfare strategy and 
weapon usage among the groups. Thus 
the types of shields manufactured also 
varied, hewn as they were to the specific 
functions required.

There were three forms of conflict that 
could develop: “ambush, rout, and 
formal war”. There was also a range of 
weapons employed: spears, bows and 
arrows, stone axes/clubs, daggers, and 
rocks as airborne missiles. Therefore, 
just as in a modern army, defensive 
apparatus such as shields were crafted 
for the specific conflict that each group 
was likely to engage in and for the 
location in which it was to be conducted.

For any pre-contact PNG society war 
was never a tangential or minor aspect 
of daily life. Craig quotes anthropologist 
Paul Roscoe, “warfare exacted a heavy 
toll on New Guinea communities. 
Typically, between 12 and 35% of New 
Guineans could expect to die in war, with 
figures in some areas perhaps reaching 
50-60%.” Tribal war was therefore 
a deadly serious business and the 
efficacy or otherwise of war shields, the 
only barrier between a warrior’s naked 
flesh and the enemy’s spear or arrow 
point, was of supreme importance. No 
wonder shields were so much more than 
protective wooden panels, becoming 
imbued with totemic, psychological 
and mythical powers through form and 
decoration. One’s life literally depended 
on them in pre-contact New Guinea.

Craig uses the theoretical framework 
he has constructed to explain the logic 
of shield form, a logic that developed 
over thousands of years in the uneasy 
equilibrium of eternal war (or proto-war 
as he terms it) in differing terrains and 
the societies that dwelt in them. Craig 
modestly admits that the limited number 
of examples presented in this book are 
“by no means sufficient to support a 
robust hypothesis” but for the reader it 
is an intellectually satisfying exercise 
nonetheless. The wide variety of 
shields presented in this book, differing 
in size; form; weight and function are 

explained, to some extent at least. 
From seemingly random outcomes, 
order descends, logic prevails, and 
another aspect of a shield’s intuitive 
appeal is exposed: they are highly 
sophisticated military paraphernalia 
overlaid with the painted designs so 
aptly addressed by Harry Beran. These 
investigations increase our knowledge 
and allow for a deeper understanding 
of the shields presented in this book as 
both functional items and art objects.

Art Gallery of NSW Curator Natalie 
Wilson’s essay, “Ol Samting Bilong 
Pait Igat Ai”/”The Weapons of War 
Have Eyes”: Modern Shields of the 
Wahgi Valley, is a riveting history of the 
painted metal shields that were made 
from the mid-1980s, often displaying 
designs based on The Phantom 
comic book character. There are five 
superb examples in the book. They 
mark the transition in the prosecution 
of tribal warfare in the highlands 
from the use of purely traditional 
weapons such as bows and arrows, 
and spears, to modern firearms; firstly 
12 gauge shotguns (home-made and 
manufactured), and finally to automatic 
weapons, currently in use, which have 
rendered war shields obsolete.

In 1973 a tok pisin version of the The 
Phantom was published in Wantok, the 
weekly newspaper produced by a group 
of PNG based churches. The creed of The 
Phantom, a devotion “to the destruction 
of piracy, greed, cruelty, and injustice”, 
his iconography and paraphernalia in 
the form of rings and guns, and his 
physical manifestation – disguised in 
body suit and eyewear – struck a chord 
with many highlanders. Metal shields 
made from beaten 44 gallon drums and 
car bonnets started to appear decorated 
with versions of The Phantom and local 
cultural embellishments.

Their appearance coincided with the 
use of shotguns in warfare in the mid-
1980s and persisted while they were 
fit for purpose as protection against 
shotgun pellets. As the Bougainville war 
dragged on, pilfered military weapons 
filtered throughout the country and into 
tribal battles in the highlands. Against 
automatic gunfire, shields, whether 
wood or metal, offered no protection 
and they “gradually fell out of use and 
today are no longer part of modern 
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fighting”. The metal shields illustrated 
in this book therefore represent the 
last iteration of shields as functional 
defensive implements. They are an 
important part of the story of war art in 
New Guinea.

In his essay, Eyes that Watch: Shields 
from Island Melanesia, author, dealer 
and musician Kevin Conru examines 
the beautiful and intricate shields from 
New Britain and the western Solomon 
Islands. The use 
of shields was not 
widespread in the 
islands, unlike 
mainland New 
Guinea, and they 
evolved distinctive 
forms and motifs. 
While some types, 
such as the Arawe shields of New 
Britain, were almost human sized, 
others, such as the Mengan, Sulka 
and Solomon Islands shields became 
progressive smaller. Part of the reason 
for this was that in salt water based 
societies warfare often entailed travel 
by canoe or boat, necessitating shields 
that could be easily stored.

Shields in the region were also used 
in dance and for ceremonial purposes 

which continues to this day; 
traditional warfare having been 
effectively stamped out by 
colonial authorities over 100 
years ago. Nonetheless, old 
examples show the signs of 
battle with “spear tips, lead 
bullets, and stones embedded 
in the outer surface, indicating 
their true usage as objects 
of war and defence”. They 
clearly fulfilled both functions.

T h i r t e e n 
s h i e l d s 
from the 
islands are 
i l lustrated 
in the book 
and they 
g r e a t l y 

enrich the whole collection. 
It certainly is a pleasure to 
see such a diverse range 
of technical and artistic 
achievement in such a 
relatively small geographical 
area. It is a reflection of the 
incredible diversity of the 
region itself, the different 
terrains and the very 
different cultures that have 
evolved across Oceania.

The contribution of Oceanic 
Art Curator at the National 
Gallery of Australia, Crispin 
Howarth, Thoughts upon 
Elema Shields, is succinct 
and pithy. He analyses the 
form and function of the 
idiosyncratic laua shields of 
the Elema people of the Papuan 
Gulf: archer’s shields designed 
to fit under the armpit decorated with 
a distinctive dual imagery. The origin 
of this iconography lies in traditional 
stories of the Elema involving twins, 
specifically conjoined twins, and is 
found on other traditional artefacts such 
as clubs, drums and bullroarers.

The laua shields incorporate the 
points made by both Harry Beran 
and Barry Craig. The powerful 
designs communicate between the 
shield-bearer and his ancestors and 
mythical creation spirits, bestowing 
protection, while simultaneously 
projecting a fearsome visage to the 
enemy. Their physical dimensions 
and form reflect the particular reality 
of Elema warfare where opposing 
combatants would perform formal 
set-piece engagements on a cleared 
beach: the shields are created in the 

exact form required for their specific 
function, which is itself a function of 
the swampy terrain of the Papuan 
Gulf and the nature of Elema society.

War Art & Ritual is a fine book and 
guaranteed to provide much pleasure 
and knowledge to anyone with an 
interest in Oceanic and Pacific art.

Limited edition of 750 copies. A limited 
number of copies available to members 
of the OAS in Australia for AUD$250 
plus postage. Contact Bill Evans directly 
on billevans.sydney@gmail.com

Shield 102 Phantom Shield, Waghi Valley, 
Western Highlands, PNG. Circa 1980s. 
Private collection. Image by Nuran Zorlu.

Shield 96 Western Highlands, Simbu 
Province, PNG, Early to mid 20th century. 
Private collection. Image by Max Taylor.

...they are highly 
sophisticated military 

paraphernalia overlaid  
with painted designs
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San Francisco Art Fair 2020

When I boarded the plane from 
Brisbane to San Francisco in February 
as a last minute decision, I could not 
have imagined that rather than the first, 
it could potentially be the last tribal art 
show of the year.
 
To a first timer at the San Francisco 
Tribal & Textile Art Show and to the 
city itself, the event held in the Fort 
Mason Centre with its majestic view 
of the Golden Gate Bridge in the 
background looked very familiar on 
the opening Friday afternoon. This 
year, two art fairs, the Tribal & Textile 
Art Fair and the Native American 
Art Show, were combined into one 
event and I understand this had a 
detrimental impact on the number of 
tribal art dealers who usually frequent 
the show. While this was disappointing, 
I was keen to focus on those familiar 
faces and get immersed in the Native 
American art selection as well.
 
Entering the warehouse-looking space, 
I encountered the special exhibition 
‘The Casspir Project’. Ralph Ziman’s 
captivating collection, comprising the 
installation and photography of glass-
beaded weapons, was unique in many 
ways. Casspir is an anagram of the 
acronyms SAP (South African Police) 
and CSIR (Council for Scientific and 
Industrial Research), designed in 
South Africa in the late 1970s apartheid 
era and used extensively by the South 
African Police and Defence Force. It 
was bulletproof, mine-resistant, and 
as a military vehicle, it was extensively 
used in urban, township areas against 
the civilian population. Post-apartheid, 
the Casspir were decommissioned in 
South Africa, left to rust, with the few 
exceptions that were sold to the US 
during the Iraq invasion. The military 
vehicle in the middle of the foyer was 
a surviving example, that contained 
no less than 70 million glass beads! 
The colourful and vibrant images with 
beaded weapons and rifles provided 
a contrast between destruction and 
beauty, between utility and l’art pour 
l’art, leaving the audience pondering 
for a long time.
 
After leaving the bead-assembly, 
Michael Hamson’s was the first booth 
in the main area. Across the walls, 
there were neat exhibits from Vanuatu 

and various Polynesian war clubs, 
whilst within the exhibition space, a 
number of great New Ireland pieces 
welcomed the audience.
 
Marc Assayag’s exhibition comprised 
Abelam yam masks in conjunction with 
his recent book, ‘The Stars Are Eyes, A 
New Perspective on the Art of Abelam’, 
accordingly to which – as I understand 
– the novelty in interpretation of Abelam 
masks lies within a new approach that 
highlights the blind spot of Abelam 
art, which has remained hidden to 
the Western world (spoiler: turn your 
Abelam baba masks upside down, and 
you’ll get the picture).
 
The few gallerists from Europe included 
the London-based Bryan Reeves with 
some great African pieces; Marcus 
Raccanello with three Aboriginal 
churingas from the Mount Gambier 
region, and a pair of Ojibawa leggings 
from the James Hooper collection, and 
Louis Nierjing from the Netherlands with 
excellent material from the Himalayas.
 
There was a strong presence from 
other American galleries. It was Mark & 
Carolyn Blackburn’s debut as dealers at 
the San Francisco Art Fair with unique 
and adorable Oceanic and Eskimo 

pieces to show.  Thomas Murray’s booth 
was also very impressive; it was adorned 
with a good mix of Asian masks. He also 
gave a lecture on the last day of the art 
fair on his book entitled ‘Rarities, The 
Himalayas to Hawaii’.
 

Ralph Ziman: The Casspir Project installation with the military vehicle itself dressed in glass beads.  
All images courtesy of TurzArt Gallery & Consulting.

By Krisztina Turza

Michael Hamson showcased a number of 
beautiful New Ireland pieces.
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There was another noteworthy 
presentation at the art fair: Robert & 
Annie Smith’s’ ‘Variations on A Loom: 
The J.B. Moore Collection’, which 
featured superb examples of Navajo 
weavings dating back to the 1900s. 
While I am somewhat new to Navajo art, 
the vibrancy and simplified geometric 
forms really spoke to me. My all-time 
personal Navajo favourites still remain 
the kachina dolls and, to my delight, 
there was no shortage of supply, ranging 
from old to contemporary pieces.
 
On the opening night there was a modest 
but complimentary dinner including a 
choice of alcoholic beverage.  While the 
entry price of US$75 for three days was 
a bit more than a symbolic donation, 
the meal and some friendly chat with 
dealers and new friends, combined with 
the excitement of the opening night, 
was a really nice way to finish the first 
day of the art fair.
 
I repeated my first day itinerary on the 
second day of the show and picked up 
on so many new and exciting things that 
I had missed the day before. The art fair 
hosted another great talk on Saturday: 
Anthony Meyer’s highly anticipated 
presentation on, ‘Tribal Art: Past, 
Present and Future’ which recalled his 
impressive and informative talk at the 
OAS’s Melbourne Forum in 2018 but 
with a new light and much additional 
information on the history of tribal art 
collecting from an institutional, private 
collector and art gallerists’ point of view. 
The presentation was captivating and 
truly engaging, especially the ‘future’ 
of tribal art. To me, and many of the 
audience, the connotation was not rosy. 
My subjective take on the presentation 
and the following discussion, without 
quoting Anthony Meyer word by word, 
was mixed and somewhat pessimistic.
 
Starting from the observation that 
attendees to the San Francisco Art 
Fair were mostly elderly folk, the 
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gist of it can be boiled down to the 
fact that younger generations do not 
collect. They are quite happy to visit 
exhibitions and museums, take tons 
of photos, which, for them, may be 
the equivalent of actually ‘owning the 
artwork’, and then publishing them on 
social media sites. Maybe collecting 
art is also seen by the millennials and 
younger generations as part of the 
downward spiral of consumerism and 
overconsumption that they may not 
find attractive? In summary, I see three 
future trends regarding art collection:

• internet and social media will 
be more and more prominent in 
terms of exhibitions and sales 
(a trend accelerated in the 
current COVID-19 environment) 

• millennials remain a hard nut 
to crack as, at the moment, 
they do not exhibit any sign of 
becoming art collectors en masse. 
However, there is hope that this 
may change, and I personally 
think that contemporary art will 
have a much stronger influence 
going forward, partly because of 
its affordability and partly due to 
the fact that the young generation 
think differently, they may not 
want to hang a canvas on their 
wall, but would be happy to ‘wear 
it’ via high fashion garment items 

• new legislative environment all 
over the world (with more aligned 
legislation in terms of cultural 
heritage protection) will certainly 
have a massive impact on how we 
live, how we collect, and where we 
travel.

 
We live in challenging times, times 
which surely will change how we 
encounter tribal art in its many forms. I 
would like to believe that this period of 

global pandemic will involve a positive 
shift in the way we think about our 
environment, our consumer habits, the 
choices we make every day. Tribal art 
will be no exception. Trends will shift, 
collecting habits will change and we 
will just have to adapt accordingly if 
not leading these changes. Quality 
art and beautiful craftsmanship will 
always have a market and if the 
younger generations find little interest 
in collecting, but otherwise find art 
rather enjoyable, then it could be 
perfect timing for global art institutions 
to widen their collections, and hopefully 
they will change their habit of keeping 
artwork wrapped up in storages, and 
display them for people to see. Why 
not allow audiences to visit exhibitions 
interactively online, without the need to 
occupy floor space? What a marvellous 
change it would be to visit the world’s 
collections and humanity’s treasures of 
thousands of years in the comfort of our 
bedrooms, without burning fossil fuel 
and paying for the parking? I can’t help 
but think that something good will have 
to come out of this change.

Another of Michael Hamson's New Ireland artworks.

Michael Hamson’s installation of Vanuatu 
war clubs.

Detail of an Asmat war shield offered by Erik 
Farrow.
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Noah’s Art – Floating art galleries of Indonesia

The subject of my recent lecture to 
Oceanic Art Society (OAS) in March – 
the artistry that can be found on many 
of the timber sea craft of Indonesia both 
today and in the past – grew from a wider 
research interest that has drawn me to 
this equatorial archipelago since 1983.

In the last decades of the 20th century, 
Indonesia had the world’s largest and 
most diverse fleet of traditional sea 
craft still working under sail across its 
thousands of remote islands. As a sailor, 
maritime writer and later as a museum 
researcher, I wanted to go sailing on 
some of these unique and exotic types of 
sailing craft that could be found nowhere 
else on earth, and to help document 
them before they disappeared.

Their boat-building techniques threw 
light on the extraordinary human 
achievement of populating the oceanic 
world that the OAS focuses on, from 
the Pacific’s western margins almost 
to the Americas, by people we call 
Austronesians. Indonesia can be seen 
as a pivot point in this dispersal. It’s 
where the tide of Austronesian voyagers 
– expanding from central China through 
Taiwan, the Philippines, Vietnam and 
Malaysia, over four or five millennia – 
mingles with pre-existing Melanesian 
cultures and languages on its way into 
Micronesia and Polynesia.

Since the earliest kingdoms and states 
formed in Indonesia, boat building and 
seafaring have underpinned trade, 
politics and warfare, transport and 
communications, as well as livelihoods 
and subsistence. Indonesia was 
crossed by ancient 
sea routes that linked 
China with Indian 
and Arab ports and 
the Mediterranean, 
distributing valuable 
Indonesian spices 
and sandalwood. 
These sea roads were also conduits 
for new political, religious, cultural and 
artistic influences, including those of 
expanding, colonising Europe.

While I was fascinated to encounter 
the late-20th-century remnants of far 
older maritime technologies still sailing 
in developing, post-colonial Indonesia, 
I was also enjoying the lively exhibition 
of Indonesian decorative arts on these 

vessels. Here were rich and enduring 
traditions of painting, woodcarving and 
sculpture that were an expression of 
complex, ancient beliefs and rituals. 
Many of these decorations were powerful 
talismans intended to safeguard the 
fortunes of the vessel, its owner and crew.

I’ve continued to monitor these fleets as 
they became increasingly modernised 
and industrialised. In the places where 
these decorative arts were strongest, 
and where the motorised fishing fleets 
were still built by hand using traditional 
timber shipwrighting techniques, the 
decorations have flourished.

One such place is 
the devoutly Islamic 
island of Madura. 
Dryer and harsher 
than its neighbour 
Java, its fishermen 
and seaborne traders 

seek a living in working vessels covered 
with vibrant paintings, carvings and 
ornaments that combine prehistoric 
motifs, the courtly arts of vanished 
kingdoms and touches of modern 
whimsy. Exuberant flowers and foliage, 
sinuous shoots and spiralling stalks 
abound. Stem posts can be inlaid with 
mirrors or wrapped in embroideries. 
Masts are festooned with macraméed 
fishing line and beads, and topped by 

crowns. Crows nests are extravagantly 
constructed as regal thrones.

These floral forms are well-suited to 
Islamic ‘aniconism’, which prohibits 
images of living creatures since only Allah 
may create the divine spark of life. Despite 
this, animals real and mythological – 
serpents, dragons, mermaids, eagles, 
wild fowl or peacocks – are common on 
many Madurese boats so that they may 
share the creatures’ qualities of beauty, 
swiftness or strength. Although rarer, 
images of people sometimes appear: 
a folk hero, film star or tele-evangelist 
or, even rarer, a daring ‘pin-up’ girl in a 
universal ‘truckies’ art’ style.

In the poor villages of Madura, houses 
and furniture, mosques and graves are 
generally plain and austere. Artistry is 
reserved for special occasions, lavished 
on the regalia of weddings or a harvest 
festival cult of gladiatorial bull racing 
called kerapan sapi. Of all workaday 
items, only boats are decorated.

Islam took root in Madura in the 16th 
century. Its mariners will often say that 
their ancestors were taught to build 
and decorate boats by Nabi Nuh – the 
prophet Noah, that prototypic boat 
builder shared by Judaism, Christianity 
and Islam. The forms and folk art of 
Madura’s boats are in fact the result 

by Jeffrey Mellefont, Honorary Research Associate, Australian National Maritime Museum

Madurese perahu selerek in Pengambengan Harbour, Western Bali. 
All photos courtesy Jeffrey Mellefont.

Prayer, ritual and  
magic are essential 
elements of these 

boatbuilding traditions
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Painting a prayer for safety at sea, the young man’s expression reveals the devotional aspect of 
his art.

of its key location, washed by currents 
of history bearing not just Islamic but 
prehistoric, shamanist, Hindu and 
Buddhist, Chinese and Dutch cultures. 
Every one of these influences can be 
observed in Madurese art, from the 
coasts to the courts.

Madura was an often-rebellious subject 
of the powerful kingdoms of nearby 
Java, such as its last great Hindu empire, 
Majapahit. It later came under the 17th-
century Islamic state of Sultan Agung. In 
war or peace Madurese mariners were 
crucial, carrying ambassadors and armies, 
princes and brides given to strengthen 
alliances between the courts of Madura 
and Java. These heroic times live on in 
the folk stories – and arts – of the seamen.

One art shared by Madurese palaces 
and working boats is multi-coloured 
woodcarving, for which the island is noted. 
The colours have meanings. Black, like 
iron, strengthens the crew’s resolve while 
red is for bravery. Green represents God-
given life, while white represents spiritual 
purity. Yellow or gold invokes wealth. The 
red, white and blue of the Dutch flag is 
a common motif. Not just a memory of 
a former imperial master, it magically 
summons some of that vanished power to 
serve the boat and crew.

The unique polychrome carvings of 
cargo boats called janggolan display 
virtually all the influences on Indonesian 
aesthetics. From the enigmatic bronze-
age Dong Son culture we discern traces 
of the tree of life and a border of repeated 
triangles called cok repung (young 
bamboo shoots). A Chinese geometrical 
figure known locally as kihong always 
occurs. From China and India come 
dragons, demons and the Garuda or 
eagle... but on janggolan these creatures 
are completely disguised by floral and 
plant designs including sea hibiscus.

Janggolan are built in a remote, 
very devout region of Madura where 
‘aniconism’ appears most completely 
observed. The best-concealed image is 
a demon face hidden in an unusual flat 
bow and stern structure called topengan, 
a reference to the famous topeng masks 
of Javanese and Balinese drama which 
depict noble, coarse or evil characters. 
Its eyes take the form of flowers. Its tusks 
appear in a gaping mouth. This could be 
Kala-Makala, the Tantric guardian giant 
whose fearsome face glares over the 
entrances of Hindu architecture.

The notion of the living vessel is 
widespread throughout Indonesia, 

and all Madurese boats have eyes to 
watch for danger. Their Muslim builders 
deal with the heresy implicit in humans 
creating a living entity by disguising the 
eyes as flowers or spiralling swirls of 
foliage. Obscuring them even further, 
they are called ogelan or ongel – 
untranslatable in Madurese but cognate 
with Dutch ogen or eyes.

Prayer, ritual and magic are essential 
elements of these boatbuilding traditions. 
Each year religious teachers from the 
mosques lead annual fishermen’s 
blessings in the ports of Madura. Their 
prayers are required at key boatbuilding 
rites such as the jointing or ‘marriage’ of 
the explicitly male stem and stern posts 
to the female keel. Goats or chickens 
are sacrificed. Blood, holy water and 
flower petals are sprinkled in selamatan 
(blessings) to safeguard vessels 

throughout their working lives.

Most of this has clear roots in an animist 
past, and is part of an enduring system of 
beliefs that predates Islam and even the 
earlier Hindu-Buddhism of the region. 
So too with the decorations, paintings 
and carvings which transmit a magical 
power. This art isn’t simply a decorative 
afterthought. It is a fundamental element 
of the boat without which it would be 
incomplete and unfit for its enterprises.
 
Jeffrey Mellefont is a research associate 
of the Australian National Maritime 
Museum, where he was a foundation 
staff member 1987–2014. A former 
seaman, he has been visiting Indonesia 
since 1975 as a traveller, sailor and 
researcher. He has published widely 
on its diverse maritime traditions and 
speaks Bahasa Indonesia.
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other events
Event organisers are continuing to 
review upcoming events - visit their 
websites for up to date information. At 
this stage it appears that BRUNEAF 
(Brussels) has been postponed to 
early September (in the time slot 
apparently vacated by Tribal Art 
London), and Parcours des Mondes 
(Paris) will still go ahead the following 
week, but final confirmation is awaited.

Continued from front cover

the Oceanic Art Society Journal. 
Margaret’s studies encompassed 
both fine arts and science from 
three universities, and she has 
extensive editorial, policy and 
strategy experience from her senior 
management roles at the Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation. She 
was Head of the ABC’s national 
radio networks and also Deputy 
Director of the technology division. 
Since leaving the ABC, Margaret 
is undertaking a PhD in the 
Media program of the University 
of Tasmania where her research 
focuses on photojournalism and 
the visual representation of migrant 
groups in the Australian media. 
Margaret is an outstanding addition 
to the OAS’s main Committee - to 
which she brings a wealth of new 
experience and talent.
 
This is an appropriate time to thank 
our Vice-President, Jim Elmslie, for 
his outstandingly effective, eight-
year stint as Editor of the Journal. 
Jim’s expertise and knowledge 
of the Oceanic Art World need 
no embellishment from me.  Jim 
has improved the quality of the 
Journal and its content throughout 
his period of tenure, especially 
four or five years ago when the 
OAS had some abrupt changes 
of management. In the last year 
the Journal has received many 
accolades from members; “the best 

ever issue”, “the main benefit of 
membership”. Jim’s input will not be 
lost, however, as he will continue to 
work as VP with Margaret (and the 
rest of the main Committee) on the 
Journal and on other aspects of the 
OAS’s work, particularly seeking 
new inputs from South Australia
 
The current issue of the Journal 
contains a fascinating article by 
Jeffrey Mellefont (who gave the 
OAS’s last “live” lecture in March, 
just Before Covid) on Indonesian 
Boat Art and an extensive review 
of Bill Evan’s War Art & Ritual: 
Shields from the Pacific by Jim 
Elmslie. Members of the OAS can 
purchase this limited edition book 
at a favourable price. There is also 
a review of a scholarly article by 
Dr Michael Mel on the Ples Namel 
theme that he presented at the 
previous OAS Forum and a review 
of what turned out to be the last 
major Tribal Art Fair, just BC, in 
San Francisco.
 
The third piece of good news is 
that we are making progress in 
developing the Website. We shall 
shortly be putting two lectures that 
we video recorded on the site, 
and we are hoping to put on one 
or more lectures as “webinars”. 
Members can expect to receive 
updates on our activities by email 
from the website. We are a small 

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 

Society of keen enthusiasts and 
experts; these shocking world 
events have thrown our need for 
more expertise into sharp relief. 
In the world we live in now, closely 
connected as we are by the 
magic of the internet, anyone can 
contribute, wherever they may live. 
Please contact me with your ideas:  
secretary@oceanicartsociety.org.au
 

Bill Rathmell

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


