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dates for your diary

This edition of the Journal features 
Barry Craig’s account of the Pacific 
collection at the new Wantok Place 
Museum in North Adelaide as well as 
Jim Elmslie’s story behind the recent 
sales with remarkable provenance 
of works from the Hermannsburg 
school in Central Australia. We’ve 
introduced a new feature, the 
President’s Corner, where Bill 
Rathmell interviewed Nick Mitzevich, 
Director of the National Gallery of 
Australia, following news reports of 
the deaccession of Pacific pieces 
from the collection.

No doubt other Australia-based 
members of the OAS have been 
intrigued as I have been about the 
recent reports in the Australian 
media that the local general art 
market has had some great sales 
during this COVID time – including 
some record breaking prices for a 
number of Australian artists including 
Fred Williams, Hans Heysen 
and the lesser known Australian 
Impressionist Iso Rae - as auctions 
have moved online. It has also been 
reported that even at the low end of 
the price scale, artworks are meeting 
their estimates or surpassing them.
 
To find out the state of the more 
highly specialised oceanic art 
market, OAS’s advertisers were 
canvassed for their experience 
over the last few months to receive 
a varied set of experiences, 
possibly reflecting the location, 
size of their collections and nature 
of their businesses. Everyone has 

Oceanic art market in the time of COVID

confirmed that Oceanic art remains 
a much more niche market and 
most have confirmed that business 
has been flat at best. They also 
haven’t seen an increase in interest 
from younger art buyers who have 
been reported to be increasingly 
interested in the purchase of works 
by contemporary artists. Some 
dealers have moved to engage 

more fully in the online space, 
adding more stories to their online 
shopwindows and moving to social 
media platforms such as Instagram 
which have a younger audience.
 
Michael Hamson admitted that 
business activity was distinctly 
lacklustre six months prior to the 
pandemic hitting in mid-March 

Continued on back cover

• Probable date – Saturday 28 November – OAS AGM and lecture followed by lunch - venue to be advised.

• 21 August 2021 - Sydney Oceanic Art Fair (SOAF) - National Art School, Sydney.

Men’s house ornament representing a bird, probably a sea eagle, holding a fish (cf. Biro 1901, 
Fig.5, 5). Bongu or Bogadjim, Astrolabe Bay. Nr. 0374. Church House Collection. Image by Kevin 
Hamdorf. Reproduced with the permission of the Wantok Place Museum, Adelaide. For more 
details, see page 2.
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In 1998, Christel Metzner set up a small 
Lutheran missionary museum in an old 
Lutheran church hall at Hahndorf in the 
Adelaide Hills of South Australia. Most 
of the exhibits were of traditional, and 
some contemporary, artefacts from the 
areas of Papua New Guinea in which 
the Lutheran missionaries worked. A 
small section was devoted to cultural 
material from Southeast Asian partner 
churches. It was named the Louise 
Flierl Mission Museum in honour of the 
wife of Johann Flierl, the first Lutheran 
missionary in New Guinea.
 
The old church building was to be 
sold in 2018 and the museum had to 
be relocated. Timothy Pietsch was 
engaged to find a new location for 
the museum, to organise the packing 
up of the exhibits and to set up 
new displays. An existing Lutheran 
Church office space in North Adelaide 
was refurbished to museum display 
standards and opened to the public as 
‘Wantok Place’ in June 2019.
 
I was engaged as a consultant to provide 
a narrative structure for the displays 
and to assist in the identification of 
the many artefacts that had little or no 
provenance. My advice was to set up 
the exhibits based on the history of 
the initial founding and expansion of 
the Lutheran missions in New Guinea. 
This would have the benefit also of 
presenting artefacts from particular 
cultures together and showing the 
differences between 
c o a s t a l / i s l a n d 
cultures and those of 
the highlands.
 
The first Lutheran 
missionary, Johann 
Flierl, came to then-
German New Guinea 
in 1886. Previously, 
he had been working for several years 
among Aboriginal people at Killalpaninna 
Mission Station at Cooper Creek. He 
chose Simbang just north of Finschhafen 
to establish the New Guinea mission. He 
was subsequently joined by colleagues 
from the Neuendettelsau Mission in 
Bavaria but it wasn’t until 1899 that they 
had their first convert. They developed 
a technique of training indigenous 
evangelists to live in the villages, 
teaching the people about the Christian 
faith and preparing them for baptism.
 

The Rhenish Mission Society in Barmen 
(now part of Wuppertal) sent two 
missionaries to Astrolabe Bay in 1887 
where they set up their base at Bogadjim.
 
The expatriate missionaries learnt the 
local languages and translated parts 
of the Bible into those languages. 
Inevitably they came to understand 
something of the cultures of the people 
to whom they were preaching; some of 
them collected artefacts to illustrate to 
their home churches while on furlough, 
the cultural context of their labours.
 
Germany administered the protectorate 
(Kaiser-Wilhelmsland) through the 
offices and staff of the Neuguinea-
Kompagnie, setting up their first base 
at Finschhafen in 1885. But that 
location proved to be a death trap 
for many Europeans and in 1891 the 
administration moved to Stephansort 
(Bogadjim). That location proved even 
unhealthier than Finschhafen and the 
administration moved to Friedrich-
Wilhelmshafen (Madang).
 
The missionaries at Simbang quickly 
established bases on the Tami Islands, 
at Sattelberg and on the east coast 
of the Huon Peninsula. From 1906 to 
1911, mission stations were established 
on the Siassi and Rooke islands, the 
south coast of the Huon Peninsula, 
at Malalo and near Morobe on the 
east coast of the Huon Gulf – and at 
Gabmazung on the Markham to work 
among the Laewomba. In 1918, a base 

was established at 
Kaiapit on the upper 
Markham to reach the 
Adzera and Wantoat 
peoples.

The Rhenish Mission 
slowly expanded 
from Bogadjim to 

other coastal and inland areas. During 
the 1920s the Eastern Highlands were 
penetrated via Kaiapit and Kambaidam 
by the missionaries from both the 
Markham and Madang sides. By the late 
1930s, the mission had pushed west as 
far as Mt Hagen.
 
It wasn’t until 1948 that a Lutheran 
mission station was established at 
Yaramanda near Wabag in Enga 
country by A.P.H Freund; in 1951 he and 
fellow-missionary Georg Horrolt founded 

A New Museum in Adelaide
by Barry Craig

Figure 1. Mask (sissaun) worn with a cloak of 
plant fibre over bark cloth shirt and trousers to 
harass youths during their initiation. Nr. 0360, 
Church House Collection. Image by Kevin 
Hamdorf. Reproduced with the permission of 
the Wantok Place Museum, Adelaide.

Figure 2. Prehistoric stone figure in crouching 
position. Most likely found during gardening 
activities and painted for magical purposes. 
Nr. 0371, Church House Collection. Image 
by Kevin Hamdorf. Reproduced with the 
permission of the Wantok Place Museum, 
Adelaide.

The most significant items 
[include] a sissaun mask 

from Umboi (Rooke) 
Island, better than the one 

in the Met in New York
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the mission station at Menyamya in 
Kukukuku (Anga) territory (Fitzpatrick 
1999). There was a later expansion into 
the Southern Highlands.
 
Before Christel Metzner set up 
the Louise Flierl Mission Museum, 
artefacts were accumulated at Church 
House and at the Lutheran Archives 
in Adelaide, and some were received 
directly by Christel from retired 
missionaries and their families. As in 
all museums, many objects had little 
or no documentation. If collectors’ 
names were known, the origins of the 
artifacts could be inferred by the places 
where the collectors served. However, 
an Abelam ngwalndu, a New Ireland 
malagan carving, a Goaribari (Papuan 
Gulf) drum and all the Sepik objects 
were obtained outside the Lutheran 
mission field.
 
While many pieces in the collection 
were made for sale, there are several 
significant old items that any Australian 
or overseas museum would be 
pleased to have, and several cultures 
are represented by traditional things 
such as tools, weapons and personal 
adornment – for example, the Kukukuku 
(Anga) of Menyamya, the Chimbu and 
Enga. About a thousand pieces are on 
display with many more held in storage.
 
The most significant items are a sissaun 
mask from Umboi (Rooke) Island 
(Fig.1), better than the one in the Met 
in New York (see Kjellgren 2007, Plate 
69); a little painted prehistoric stone 
figure (Fig.2) similar in form to four 
published by Newton in 1979 originating 
from Manam Island, the middle Ramu, 
the [lower?] Sepik and ‘the highlands’. 
A linear pattern of red bands outlined 
in white on the top of the head of both 

mask and stone figure suggests the 
latter may have been found and painted 
by someone on Umboi.

There is a three-legged headrest/stool of 
the Adzera in the upper Markham (Fig.3 
– see Gunn 1985, Schmitz 1959); and 
a male dance figure called jawik by the 
Pasum of the upper Markham (Fig.4 – cf. 
Schmitz 1963:148-150 &  plates 44-46).
 
From the Madang region are a large 
heart-shaped shoulder shield (cf. Beran 
& Craig 2005, Fig. 3.28) and a blooded 
spear from Wanuma; a Karkar shield 
(cf. Beran & Craig 2005, Fig.3.21); and 
a set of over two dozen bullroarers and 
circumcision tools (cf. Biro 1901, Tafeln 
XXI, XXII) and a men’s house ornament 
– a carved bird, probably a sea eagle, 
holding a fish (Fig.5a & 5b on the front 

cover of this issue – cf. Biro 1901, 
Fig.5, 5) – from Bongu and Bogadjim, 
Astrolabe Bay. A traditional white timbu 
wara from Pangia, Southern Highlands 
is displayed alongside a colourful tourist 
version (cf. Stewart & Strathern 2001).
 

Figure 3. Three-legged female animal. Prior to a head-hunting raid, a warrior sleeps using it as a 
headrest; after returning from the raid, he sits on it while his companions feast on the flesh of the 
human victim.  Adzera, upper Markham Valley. Nr. 1161, from Rev. Karl Panzer 1907-26. Image by 
Kevin Hamdorf. Reproduced with the permission of the Wantok Place Museum, Adelaide.

Figure 4. Male dance figure (jawik) of 
the Pasum, southern Finisterre foothills, 
upper Markham. Originally represented the 
cannibalised victim of a headhunting raid.
Nr. 1162, from Rev. Karl Panzer 1907-26. 
Image by Kevin Hamdorf. Reproduced 
with the permission of the Wantok Place 
Museum, Adelaide.

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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Figure 6. Some of a collection of bronze 
coins, probably mid- to late-Moghul, India, 
and brought to New Guinea in the 1890s by 
a Sikh or Bengali employee of the German 
Neuguinea-Kompagnie. Nr. 0284. Church 
House Collection. Image by Kevin Hamdorf. 
Reproduced with the permission of the Wantok 
Place Museum, Adelaide.

What puzzled me most was a collection 
of roughly-struck bronze coins, at first 
sight like Roman coins unearthed 
in Britain (Fig.6). These were of 
three sizes and on close inspection I 
discerned the figures of elephants and 
lions, and Islamic script. It seemed 
likely that these coins were from India 
and more than a few centuries old, 
perhaps mid- to late- Moghul. They 
are currently being examined by a 
numismatic specialist, Peter Lane.
 
But how could these 
coins have come 
to New Guinea? 
I put the question 
to my colleague 
Matthew Flinders 
Fellow, Associate 
Professor Christine 
Winter at Flinders University and she 
discovered that in 1894 the Neuguinea-
Kompagnie employed 64 Sikhs at its 
four stations in Kaiser-Wilhelmsland 
– ex-soldiers of the British East India 
Army – to guarantee the protection 
of the tobacco plantations. In 1891, 
313 Chinese and 58 Malays were 
transported to work in the tobacco 
plantation at Jomba, near Madang; 
there were already ten Bengalis there. 
Closer examination of the coins may 
resolve the issue of whether it was a 
Sikh or a Bengali who brought the coins 
to New Guinea but how they came to be 
in the possession of a Madang person 
and later obtained by a Lutheran 
missionary is a matter of conjecture. 
There is a slight possibility that a search 
of mission archives here or in Germany 
may provide answers.
 
The museum has been named ‘Wantok 
Place’ and is located at 175A Archer 
Street, North Adelaide. It opened in 
June 2019 and is available to the 
public on Wednesdays from 10am 
to 4pm. It has been closed until the 
Covid-19 restrictions are lifted. There is 
a website www.lca.org.au/wantok-place 
and appointments can be made to visit 
at other times by contacting Timothy 
Pietsch (Timothy.Pietsch@lca.org.au).
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Nick Mitzevich, 
Director of the National Gallery of Australia
Interviewed by Bill Rathmell

BR Nick, you have had an 
exciting and successful career in 
galleries, museums and universities 
around Australia. Now that you 
are responsible for the principal 
collection of visual art in Australia, 
what is your approach based on 
your twenty years of experience?

NM My approach is to have a 
stronger focus on using the collection 
and putting it to work. That was my 
experience from the Art Gallery of 
South Australia where I really prioritised 
the collection and gave it a higher 
profile. We all have to invest more into 
our own collections and put them to 
work because the next couple of years 
are going to be quite unpredictable. 
We have such a rich collection to 
draw from at the National Gallery of 
Australia. When we opened, we had 
about 20,000 works – now the building 
isn’t much bigger in terms of display 
space and we have 155,000 works. 
There is enormous pressure to exhibit 
works of art and I believe the answer is 
sharing the collection more with long-

term loans, touring exhibitions and 
partnerships with other galleries.

We have already started increasing the 
proportion of Australian art and the art 
of our neighbours on display as part of 
our strategic plan. This was a key part 
of the Lindsay Report in 1966 which 
was the blueprint for the establishment 
of the National Gallery. It was very 
clear in its articulation that the National 
Gallery‘s mandate was to;  first elevate 
the work of Australia and its neighbours, 
and second to advance the relationship 
between Australia and the rest of the 
world. This blueprint is very important 
for the future. In two years, we’ll 
celebrate the 40th anniversary of the 
opening of the building and I think that 
blueprint is just as relevant today. The 
National Gallery has always collected 
the work of its neighbours; I think 
that should continue to be a priority. I 
would like to see greater integration 
across the displays; I’m not interested 
in “othering” works of art or displaying 
them separately, but rather the “cultural 
narrative” by teasing out relationships 
between works.

BR Recently The Guardian 
published a story that the National 
Gallery was deaccessioning over 200 
pieces from the Pacific collection. 
What’s the story behind this?

NM The core function of the 
National Gallery is to develop and 
maintain a national collection of works 
of art. In pursuing this, from time to time, 
we must refine the collection through 
careful deaccessioning of materials that 
are unfit or no longer required.

Although the deaccessioning mentioned 
in The Guardian was undertaken prior 
to my arrival in 2017, I fully support the 
process, as the objects were identified 
as cultural items and were not of high 
artistic merit. It is also important that 
objects are displayed, if we can’t do 
that ourselves, we want to find cultural 
institutions who can. The National 
Gallery has had a long standing, 
positive relationship with the Papua 
New Guinea National Museum & Art 
Gallery and I understand they are very 

excited to have these objects returned.

BR What has been the National 
Gallery’s response to the COVID-19 
pandemic?

NM The COVID-19 pandemic was 
a catalyst for change for the National 
Gallery.  It brought with it a chance to 
pivot our thinking and create a new 
path for digital content creation and 
staff collaboration. 

By the end of the first week of closure we 
had redesigned our website homepage 
to showcase the diversity of digital 
content; reprioritised and repurposed 
video content for virtual exhibition 
walkthroughs and transformed the 
online presence of Public Programs, 
Learning and Education to profile 
new virtual excursions for schools, art 
making activities, art talks and learning 
resources. We also leveraged the 
#MuseumFromHome movement and 
profiled curator picks of the collection 
via homemade mobile videos, on 
social media.

The pandemic has shown us that we 
can do much more online, be 

Nick Mitzevich, Director of the National 
Gallery of Australia, Canberra.

Marquesas Islands, Central Polynesia 
Polynesia U'u [club] 19th century or earlier, 
arms and armour, clubs, wood, vegetable 
fibre,151.5 h x 26.5 w x 12.0 d cm, Weight 
5kg, National Gallery of Australia, Canberra, 
Purchased 2008.
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more responsive and share more 
information about our collection 
in many ways. It has also allowed 
us to have a lot of fun.  A highlight 
of the social media activity was 
the #BetweenArtandQuarantine 
movement in which art lovers 
recreated their favourite 
masterpieces from household 
items, including a globally viral 
LEGO version 
of Jackson 
Pollock’s Blue 
Poles. It was 
inspiring to see 
our audience 
engaging with 
the national 
collection in new 
and exciting 
ways.

BR Does this suggest that 
there is an opportunity for virtual 
museums?

NM There is definitely a 
place for virtual museum projects; 
however, they need ongoing 
funding to stay relevant and 
respond to the audience’s interests. 
One of the great success stories 
is the National Library’s Trove, a 
comprehensive online database of 
digitised research material, but it 
costs millions of dollars each year 
to keep running. Content has to 
have an educational perspective. 
Audiences want more than just 
digitising the collection. They want 
background notes, interviews 
with the artists and/or curators, 
they want to know more about the 
creation of works of art. That has 
been one of the great learnings for 
us from this period.

BR Is there a future for 
travelling exhibitions?

NM The National Gallery 
typically has about 1400 works of art 
on loan each year across Australia 
and approximately 200 elsewhere 
in the world. We also have about 
eight touring exhibitions a year 
around Australia. Much of that is in 
a state of suspension at present. It 
is particularly important to support 
regional galleries so when we lend 
works of art, we send a curator or 
conservator at the beginning and 
conclusion of an exhibition to assist 

with unpacking, condition reporting 
and the display of the works of art. 
At the moment with travel bans on 
interstate and international travel 
we have completed Skype or Face-
time mediated repacking dialogues 
with international institutions and 
this could be part of a future where 
staff may not have to travel with 
every work of art.

For extremely 
expensive and 
fragile works we 
will always need 
to have couriers 
– we just need 
to adapt to 
new ways of 
working with our 

regional colleagues with our touring 
exhibitions program. Fortunately, 
we have not had to cancel any of 
our travelling exhibitions, there 
have just been delays, and we are 
trying to fulfil as many of the loan 
requests as possible.

BR You have restated the 
National Gallery’s commitment to 
building and refining the Oceania 
collection as being a key part of 
the Gallery’s collecting strategy, 
so will the collecting and display 
of the indigenous art of Australia 
and its neighbours continue to 
be a high priority? 

Continued from page 5

Mutuaga Praying figure, Wood, 38.0 h 
x 8.0 w x 8.0 d cm, National Gallery of 
Australia, Canberra, Purchased with the 
support of Sue and Steve Dyer 2017.

Sentani people Double figure 19th century (Alternate title: 
Lake Sentani figures; Le Lys [The lily]), 177.2 h x 49.5 
w x 19.1 d cm, National Gallery of Australia, Canberra, 
Purchased 1974.

The National Gallery  
has always collected the 
work of its neighbours;  

I think that should 
continue to be a priority.
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NM With the Pacific collection I am 
particularly interested in the relationship 
to Australian art, particularly the work 
of the “Top End” and Indonesia and 
the trade that happened over many 
years and the motifs that are shared 
between them and Papua New Guinea. 
I’m interested in the way that the 
Pacific and the modernist collection 
from both Australia and internationally 
has a strong connection and link. Last 
year, we included some of the Pacific 
collection in dialogue with our modernist 
works. This is important in helping 
audiences develop an understanding 
of those connections. Art is rarely made 
in isolation; even though the places are 
geographically isolated, there’s history 
and trade - all of these things present 
different entry points when connecting 
ideas and culture. So, you might find 
some of the Pacific collection in an 
Australian art display, you might see 
some of it having a dialogue with the 
modernist international collection, you 
may see a focused display. I think there 
is a number of ways that we can put the 
collection to work – these are the sorts 
of things you’ll see over the next couple 
of years.

BR What role do you think your 
collection can play to support Australia’s 
soft diplomacy in the Pacific?

NM I have always believed that art 
plays an important role in advancing 
Australia’s cultural engagement with 

interview

the world. Art, particularly 
through education, can 
nurture great appreciation 
and understanding 
between cultures and 
foster respect. I hope the 
National Gallery continues 
to have a positive 
relationship with our 
colleagues in the Pacific 
and continues to support 
DFAT and the Australian 
Government. For me, the 
answer is in collaboration 
and thinking differently 
about how to share and 
elevate the national 
collection to help advance 
cultural understanding 
both in Australia and in 
the Pacific and South East 
Asia.  

BR What will the 
National Gallery at 40 
years look like?

NM 2022 is the National Gallery’s 
40th anniversary year, we want to make 
some ground-breaking acquisitions 
and implement a new approach to the 
display of our collection.

Bold and brave collecting defined the 
institution’s beginnings and is essential 
to its future direction. Inaugural director 
James Mollison was one of the first 
to respond to the Lindsay Report 
recognising that the relationship with 
our neighbours was important. He 
made some extraordinary acquisitions 
because of this, both of individual 
works of art and collections. Mollison’s 
vision, his connoisseurship and his 
extraordinary wide eye saw some of the 
National Gallery’s most iconic works of 
art come into the collection, works of 
cultural and artistic significance, that 
still stand the test of time.

As we move into our 40th Anniversary 
year in 2022, we want to build on this 
extraordinary legacy and collection and 
present dynamic insights in Australian 
culture and history to our audiences by 
telling stories in new and different ways.

BR Thank you for talking 
to us at the Oceanic Art Society 
today and I look forward to future 
collaborations with the National 
Gallery of Australia, especially 
around your 40th anniversary year.

Oro Province, Papua New Guinea Melanesia 
Bark cloth mid 20th century, bark cloth, 
pigment, 138.0 h x 116.0 w cm, National 
Gallery of Australia, Canberra, Gift of Dept 
of External Territories Canberra 1971.

John Pule I was born with wings in my 
hands... (collage #2) 2012, collage of cut 
magazines; additions in ink and bodycolour, 
76.0 h x 56.0 w cm, National Gallery of 
Australia, Canberra, Purchased 2014.



OAS Journal Vol.25  No.3 - Page 8

art

Albert Namatjira, Rex Battarbee and the  
Birth of the Hermannsburg School

Water colour paintings of the 
Hermannsburg School are instantly 
recognizable by their subject matter, 
form and the delicate hues employed. 
These landscape paintings of the ranges 
of central Australia, many near the 
eponymous Hermannsburg Mission, are 
distinctively unique. Public appreciation 
for these works has waxed and waned 
over the decades since the 1930s 
when this genre emerged beneath the 
gentle brush of its founder: Western-
Arrernte speaking Aboriginal artist Albert 
Namatjira. Feted in the 1950s with major 
exhibitions in Sydney and Melbourne 
and an audience with Queen Elizabeth 
during her 1954 trip to Australia, Albert 
Namatjira become one of Australia’s 
most famous and successful artists. 
Multitudes of prints adorned the walls of 
suburbia, giving pleasure as something 
distinctly ‘Australian’ and somehow 
reinforcing the widespread perception of 
Aboriginal assimilation.

Later, in the 1970s and 1980s, 
Hermannsburg works lost some of 
their appeal; they came to be seen as 
‘inauthentic’ works of Aboriginal art, as 
paintings devoid of cultural significance, 
as caricatures of mission-based 
attempts to extinguish traditional beliefs 
and convert Aboriginal people not just 
to Christianity but into contemporary 
Australian society as station workers, 
labourers and domestic staff. The 
dynamism of the Western Desert 
art movement from the late 1970s 
on seemed to reinforce this chasm 
between what was seen as authentic 
Aboriginal art steeped in ancient 
beliefs, and tourist art, produced solely 
for the tastes of white Europeans.

More recently this pendulum has swung 
again and these works, particularly 
those by Albert Namatjira, have again 
found favour and are now highly sought 
after, achieving prices at auction that 
only a handful of artists can match. 
I would suggest that the genesis 
of this revival lies in the enormous 
amount of research and study that 
have been undertaken in the field of 
Aboriginal art (and Aboriginality in 
general) since the 1980s, coinciding 
with gradual recognition of the critical 
place Aboriginal people occupy within 

the Australian project. In the 1930s 
it was widely assumed (including 
by many Aboriginal people) that the 
‘natives’ of this country would simply 
die out or be completely subsumed by 
the dominant white culture. This view 
was based on the massive population 
declines that had occurred across the 
nation from the onslaught of European 
settlement and colonization. Clearly 
that view was wrong: Aboriginal 
numbers have increased strongly since 
the 1960s; Australia has become a 
multi-cultural society, and Aboriginal 
culture has become an integral part of 
contemporary life.

This has led to a reappraisal of the 
Hermannsburg School. Much has been 
written and major exhibitions held. The 
works have been reassessed by such 
renowned scholars as Philip Jones, 
of the South Australian Museum, in 
his award winning book, Ochre and 
Rust. Jones points out that Namatjira 
occupied a fraught existence between 
two radically different cultures and was 
presented “as an authentic ‘savage’ 
with a remarkable talent for European 
art.” While producing such works was 
at least partly motivated by economic 
considerations they were also a 
celebration of the landscape itself, which 
for Aboriginals, who had lived in these 
landscapes for eons, was inseparable 

from their own culture, history and 
traditions. Namatjira managed to 
navigate, at least somewhat, the chasm 
between the ancient world of pre-
contact times and the rapidly engulfing 
world of white settlement, Christianity 
and colonial domination which was bent, 
consciously and also unconsciously, on 
destroying Aboriginal culture as pagan, 
backward and primitive.

One could go much further than space 
permits into this fascinating realm – a 
microcosm of the creation of today’s 
Australia: the periods of conflict and 
‘dispersal’; co-option, paternalism and 
assimilation, through to cultural revival 
and celebration. Jones comments, for 
instance, that few of Albert Namatjira’s 
paintings, and those of this sons and 
nephews, Keith, Gabrieal, Vincent, 
Ewald and Maurice, and other 
members of the school such as Walter 
Ebataringa, Otto Pareroultja and 
Wenton Rubuntja, feature anything 
other than the landscape. “Led by 
Namatjira, Arrernte artists developed 
a painting style in which even human 
and animal figures, let alone events, 
ceremonies or sacred objects, became 
superfluous”. The focus was purely on 
the landscape, which was itself sacred.

Albert Namatjira began his artist career 
at Hermannsburg Lutheran Mission 

by Jim Elmslie

Portrait of Albert Namatjira with Axel Poignant and Rex Battarbee, 1946 by Axel Poignant Wikimedia 
commons https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=39736692m
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when the director, Pastor F W Albrech, 
started a commercial initiative to produce 
artefacts – boomerangs, shields and 
woomeras etc. for the tourist market 
around 1930. Albert excelled at this and 
evolved his craft to the production of 
oval plaques made from mulga wood 
(curiously churinga shaped, as Jones 
notes) which had Biblical quotes burnt 
onto them using the hot wire technique. 
When the Australian artist, Rex 
Battarbee, journeyed to Hermannsburg 
in 1934, seeking warmer climes for his 
chronic ill health, he engaged Albert 
as his guide on painting expeditions 
initially undertaken with camels and 
much later motorized trucks. Namatjira 
became a protogee of Battarbee, 
and learnt the art of producing 
high quality watercolour paintings 
from him. Battarbee and Namatjira 
formed a close association and it was 
through Battarbee’s 
promotion of Albert’s 
paintings that the 
artist achieved rapid 
and great fame.

At that time all 
Aborigines of the 
Northern Territory 
were officially wards 
of the state, with 
severely restricted 
rights. In 1957 Albert 
Namatjira was the first Aboriginal to be 
granted limited Australian citizenship, 
which gave him the right to vote, travel 
without permission, and to buy alcohol. 
Painting provided funds for a self-

sufficient life, but with onerous kinship 
obligations this was always a struggle 
and a source of tension both between 
family groups and with government 
authorities. Albert Namatjira died in 
1959 aged 57 years leaving behind 
a massive legacy, including an 
entirely new artistic school, which 
was carried on by his sons, nephews 
and clan members. Even today the 
Hermannsburg School continues and 
the sale of watercolour paintings has 
provided a source of income for several 
generations of Aboriginal artists.

A decade after Albert Namatjira’s death 
American traveler, Lucile Fredrickson 
saw firsthand the still-vibrant 
Hermannsburg school when she 
worked in the Alice Springs Hotel for six 
months in 1967 and got to know many of 
the extended Namatjira clan and other 

artists of the school. 
They had maintained 
the tradition created 
by Albert and were 
producing high quality 
works to a ready 
market. Lucile put 
together a collection 
of paintings which 
were only recently 
sold at auction in 
Sydney for prices 
that reflected the 

importance of provenance. The ability 
to connect a painting not only with its 
creator but also the time and pace of 
creation adds to the appeal – and value 
– of art works in all categories.

One aspect of the Fredrickson 
Collection that further enhanced their 
value was the fine condition of the 
works. Watercolour paintings tend to 
fade if left for years on a wall in strong 
sunlight, particularly the harsh glare 
typical of an Australian summer. These 
paintings had spent the last fifty years 
in storage and so retained much of their 
original intensity and colour. 

Another excellent example of 
provenance is the fine work, Finke 
Gorge Glen Helen, by Albert Namatjira 
shown here. This work was purchased 
by a couple on their honeymoon in 
Alice Springs in 1954. With the work 
was the original receipt signed by Rex 
Battarbee (for 26 pounds) as well as 
a letter sent by Battarbee to the new 
owners thanking them for payment. 
To situate the work in time and space: 
June 24, 1954, Alice Springs, and 
for the sale to be executed by one 
of the key people in the school’s 
development: Rex Battarbee, gives this 
work an added degree of authenticity 
and makes it a truly historical artefact 
in its own right.

The Hermannsburg School and its 
founders, Albert Namatjira and Rex 
Battarbee, is a uniquely Australian story. 
It is not only a story of artistic evolution 
but also contains the social and political 
history of the European colonization of 
Central Australia and the Aboriginal 
people who live there – people who had 
previously been undisturbed for many 
thousands of years.

Jones, Philip, Ochre and Rust: Artefacts 
and Encounters on Australian Frontiers, 
Wakefield Press, Adelaide, 2007.

Namatjira occupied 
a fraught existence 

between two radically 
different cultures and was 
presented “as an authentic 
‘savage’ with a remarkable 

talent for European art"

Image of Lucile outside the bar at Alice 
Springs Hotel with an unidentified Arrernte 
artist. Courtesy Fredrickson family.

Image of Albert Namatjira work Finke Gorge Glen Helen. Courtesy Theodore Bruce Auctions, Sydney. 
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book review

The Warrior, the Voyager, and the Artist

The myth of the Noble Savage has long 
existed in Western European thought 
and the arrival in Britain in 1774 of Omai 
(more correctly Mai as the O signifies 
“it is”), the first visitor from the Pacific 
islands, came to personify this myth. 
Whilst in Britain for two years Mai was 
feted by many and his likeness was 
painted by Joshua Reynolds, the leading 
painter of his generation. The Reynolds 
portrait is regarded as one of his finest 
– the subject of the Omai portrait is 
beautiful, grand, idealised and exotic in 
his clothing – and was displayed in the 
Royal Academy exhibition in 1776; yet this 
book explores how Reynolds was caught 
between the aesthetics that understood 
humanity as universal and a society that 
needed increasingly to justify colonialism. 
Reynolds himself worked hard to remain 
apolitical and his work demonstrates his 
ambivalence to imperial expansion.
 
Kate Fullagar’s book is a fascinating mix of 
art history focussing on the development 
of “universal man” portraiture with the 
rise of Joshua Reynolds, an exploration 
of competing political positions on the 
idea of empire, comparisons of society 
and the evolving awareness and 
importance of the individual in eighteenth 
century English, Polynesian and Native 
American culture. It is also the tale of 

the adventures of two men who travel to 
London – one from the edge of empire 
in Cherokee territory, North America and 
one from beyond empire in Ra’iatea via 
Tahiti in the Society Islands in the South 
Pacific and have their portraits painted by 
Reynolds, who himself had risen from the 
lowly position of apprentice phiz monger.
 
At the centre of this book is the history 
of these two portraits by Joshua 
Reynolds, inaugural head of the Royal 
Academy and usually regarded as the 
finest portraitist of the 18th century, who 
developed his “first idea of art” that art 
should show the indisputably “universal” 
general truths about humanity. His own 
very highly regarded portraits were based 
on the “universal” images of man that he 
had sketched from Roman statues on 
his youthful trip to Italy. He thought that 
the artist shouldn’t highlight the physical 
differences between individuals in their 
portraits as this drew “attention to what 
makes humans disagree with one 
another instead of to what unites them”. 
Reynolds’ challenge is the representation 
of the core idea of human universality 
when painting the likeness of Mai, the 
tattooed Polynesian traveller, and also 
previously the ochre-daubed Cherokee 
warrior known as Ostenaco. Reynolds 
never sold either portrait but regarded 
the latter portrait of Mai as far more 
successful than the earlier Ostenaco. In 
this portrait, Reynolds has Omai adopting 

the classical pose of the ancient Roman 
sculpture Apollo Belvedere.
 
Reynolds’ portrait of Ostenaco, also 
known as Syacust Ukah, was his first 
representation of a First Nation person 
and while completed in 1762, is not well 
known and now resides in the Gilcrease 
Museum in Tulsa, Oklahoma, USA.
 
In contrast, the full-length portrait 
Reynolds completed in 1776 entitled 
Omai, the Polynesian who worked his 
passage to Britain as a crew member 
on HMS Adventure, one of two ships 
that formed the return leg of Cook’s 
second voyage to the South Pacific, is 
regarded as one of the United Kingdom’s 
most important art works. Mai became 
a celebrity as the first Pacific Islander 
to visit Britain and his portrait by Joshua 
Reynolds is one of the great icons in the 
history of British art and has a highly 
controversial recent history. It is still in 
private hands after being most recently 
sold at Sothebys in 2001 for around 
£12.3 million, when it was the second-
highest price ever paid for a British work 
of art. Sold to a then anonymous Irish 
investor, it has been refused a permanent 
UK export license although has been on 
loan in 2004 to a Reynolds exhibition in 
Ferrara, Italy and at the Tate in London, 
as well as to the National Gallery of 
Ireland until 2011 and was also part of the 

2020, 306 pages, Kate Fullagar, Yale University Press, New Haven and London. 
Reviewed by Margaret Cassidy

Reynolds, Joshua.  1774, Portrait of Omai. 
Wikimedia Commons.
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Reynolds, Joshua. 1774, Omai of the Friendly Isles [picture] / [Sir Joshua Reynolds]  
<http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-135229180> Reproduced with permission of National Library of Australia.

Rijksmuseum “High Society” exhibition in 
2018, all on temporary export permits.
 
While Cook is portrayed by Fullagar and 
earlier historians as a reluctant host for 
Mai’s trip to Britain, it is suggested that 
he saw Mai as possibly a “kind of broker 
between Britain and a ‘New World’ 
Indigenous society”. Mai, like the Maori 
Hongi Hika who deliberately travelled 
to Britain a generation later to meet 
with King George III, was caught up in 
local disputes over land back home in 
the Society Islands and came seeking 
the special firepower that he had seen 
Europeans use in his home islands.

Reynolds’s Omai remains one of the 
great icons in the history of British art but 
the backstory as provided by Fullagar 
as an experiment in New Biography 
emphasising the historical nature of 
selves provides a fascinating insight into 
the diverse sense of self in the eighteenth 
century. While Reynolds regarded his 
portrayal of Mai as an example of his 
painterly prowess, this book reveals that 
he was an artist who took care not to be 
associated with excesses of imperialism. 
From Fullagar’s discussions of Reynolds’ 
development of his final portrait of Omai 
from his sketches of Mai, she concludes 
that Mai has become “an everyman from 
everywhen as well as everywhere”. 
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other events
The Parcours des Mondes will take 
place in Paris  from 8 – 13 September 
2020. The Pacific Arts Association 
(PAA)-Europe Forum to be held 
in Leiden, Netherlands has been 
postponed to 2021 and the PAA 
International Forum will be held in 
Glasgow, UK in 2022.

STOP PRESS
Sydney Oceanic Art Fair (SOAF) – 
Saturday 21 August 2021 
National Art School, Sydney

Continued from front cover

followed by non-existent business 
for the two months of tight lockdown 
in the US. Since then, by adding 
new pieces at “modest prices” and 
contributing real solid content to his 
website supplemented by establishing 
a rich Instagram account regularly 
updated with luscious visuals, he has 
built up increased engagement and 
is attracting new clients – and selling 
many of his “excellent but affordable” 
pieces. He said, “I am not sure what 
to make of this fairly drastic uptick in 
business.  I think it is in part some 
pent-up demand from collectors not 
being able to add to their collection, 
some boredom of hanging around 
the house too much and of course 
a renewed appreciation of their 
collections and the daily joy it can 
bring them. I think the true test of the 
market will come next month with the 
Parcours des Mondes show in Paris.”
 
Some exhibitors like Michael 
Hamson will have a virtual presence 
at the Paris-based Parcours des 
Mondes; this follows on from other 
events like the Santa Fe – August 
2020 Walk and Sale being moved to a 
five day Virtual Walk and Sale event. 
US-based dealers are also watching 
the Senate vote on the Safeguard 
Tribal Objects of Patrimony Act 2020 
which will severely curtail the export 
of Native American art and artefacts.
 

In Australia, Warren Campbell 
created a strong online presence 
years ago and is seeing interest 
from Bubble Art’s younger clientele 
slowly increasing, a trend that 
predates COVID-19. He sees that 
there are now “opportunities in 
chaos. Like any other downturn, the 
opportunity for any collector to buy 
is now while the market is at rock 
bottom. I expect we will not likely 
see another opportunity to buy at 
such low prices for a long time”. He 
is buoyed by the interest of younger 
buyers in any format of art and 
believes, “like a good aged wine, 
our youth learn the understanding 
of the myth and magic as well as 
the beauty of a piece of Oceanic art 
over time”.  
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has 
continued to play havoc with in 
person events for museums and 
galleries, auction houses and 
dealers and organisations including 
the OAS.
 
We have set a probable date of 
Saturday 28 November for this year’s 
OAS AGM and Lecture followed by a 
lunch in Sydney.
 
Planning is continuing on the next 
Sydney Oceanic Art Fair (SOAF) to 
be held in August 2021, and the next 

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 

OAS Forum being held in Brisbane 
towards the end of 2021 to coincide 
with the 10th Asia Pacific Triennial 
of Contemporary Art resulting in 
the Melbourne-based Forum being 
moved to 2022.

Margaret Cassidy

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


