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dates for your diary

2020 is a very significant milestone in 
the history of the Oceanic Art Society. 
As is outlined in former OAS President 
Crispin Howarth’s detailed history in 
this special 25th Anniversary edition, 
this is a remarkable achievement for the 
group of Oceanic Art enthusiasts who 
formed the Society out of both love for 
the art, culture and peoples of Oceania 
and also concern that the magnificent 
collections of that art held in Australian 
public institutions, including museums 
and art galleries, were not being made 
available to the museum public. The 
story of the continuing and expanding 
activities of the OAS is a testament 
to the passion and the spirit of this 

25 years of the OAS

ongoing bunch of art-loving volunteers 
- congratulations to you all.

Reflections on the establishment and 
ongoing importance of the OAS from 
overseas members, Paris-based dealer 
Anthony JP Meyer and Michael Hamson 
from California are also included in this 
edition. This theme of looking at some of 
the many contributions continuing to be 
made by individuals to raise the visibility 
and understanding of Oceanic Art can 
also be found in a profile of collector 
and dealer, Todd Barlin and also Chris 
Boylan’s obituary to photographer and 
writer Jutta Malnic.

This continuing interest in Oceanic 
Art is also being reflected in a 
new generation of young scholars 
undertaking research in aspects of 
Pacific and Australian Indigenous Art, 
not just in the institutions of the Oceanic 
region but also in Europe. This edition 
features the first writing from this new 
group with  University of East Anglia 
PhD student Carolina Gallerini’s article 
on the sole Kanak object held in the 
Sainsbury Centre for Visual Arts, a Bird 
Headed Club. 

Carolina argues that Objects are 
cultural Ambassadors, which is 

• 21 August 2021 - Sydney Oceanic Art Fair (SOAF) - National Art School, Sydney.
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The 2012 OAS Forum at the SA Museum. Photo by Michelle Haywood. For more details, see page 2.

Continued on back cover
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The Australian-based international 
Oceanic Art Society (OAS) is celebrating 
its quarter of a century recognising 
and appreciating non-western arts of 
Australia and the Pacific. It began with 
a real desire to address the relative 
lack of recognition of non-western arts 
and more specifically for the start of the 
OAS in Sydney was the need to bring 
more Oceanic art on to public display. 
Australia is part of the Pacific, bound by 
geography and entwined history; how 
terrible it would be if Oceanic art cannot 
be publicly appreciated and interpreted 
in Australia? However, from the 1980s 
onwards, the arts of the Pacific region 
were steadily less and less represented 
through exhibitions and permanent 
galleries in the large sunburnt country. 
Only recently, in 2019, 40,000 pieces 
of the magnificent Pacific collections 
of the Australian Museum were moved 
to suburban storage far away from the 
Museum itself.

In order to understand the Antipodean 
scene for Oceanic art, one needs to 
go back to the late 1960s. At that time, 
so much art from Papua New Guinea, 
especially modern material from the 
Sepik River, was to be found in Australia 
- material brought by the container load 
destined for the American market for 
‘primitive’ art as well as swathes of 
objects brought back by Australians 
who had lived and worked in the Pacific 
region. Evidence of interest in the arts 
of Australia’s closest pacific neighbour 
was demonstrated with the Art Gallery 
of New South Wales in 1966 opening 
a large and impressive exhibition of 
over 360 works called Melanesian art 
curated by the Gallery’s deputy director 
and abstract expressionist artist Tony 
Tuckson. The Australian Museum 
showcased its collection with a large 
permanent gallery containing hundreds 
of objects - as Moore’s 1968 catalogue 
Melanesian Art in the Australian 
Museum attests. Between these two 
institutions and the availability of art 
through auction rooms, specialist 
dealers with an eye, such as Joseph 
Neumann, Stephen Kellner, Hungry 
Horse Gallery, HM Lissauer, Senta 
Taft and others, there was more than 
enough accessibility to Oceanic art to 
captivate and inspire Australian and 
visiting collectors well into the 1970s 

and 1980s as collector Christine Koziel 
recounts[i]:

“Tribal artifacts illuminated the pages of 
glossy decor magazines. Hidden gems 
lurked at every auction - all that was 
needed was ‘a good eye’. Collectors 
came back from the field with wondrous 
finds. Prices had not yet soared, and 
stories abounded of ‘newbies’ who had 
scored museum pieces.” 

Within the cultural realms of museums, 
directions change, nothing remains 
the same and so by the early 1990s 
the Australian Museum in Sydney and 
other institutions around Australia had 
dissolved their Pacific galleries in order 
to make way for other displays[ii]. The 
arts of the Pacific region were steadily 
less and less represented through 
exhibitions and permanent galleries 
in the country. According to collector 
Evarne Coote, the dwindling public 
displays of Oceanic art in museums 
was often a subject of discussion 
when collectors and dealers met up 
in commercial galleries, such as the 
Paulian Association’s New Guinea 
Primitive Arts (managed by Geoff 
Carey and Chris Boylan) or at Senta 
Taft’s Galleries Primitif managed by Leo 
Fleischman. These galleries provided 
the lure of art and became unofficial 
meeting centres; invariably, 

Creating change for a quarter of a century:  
The Oceanic Art Society
by Crispin Howarth

2009 OAS AGNSW Forum – Jutta Malnic 
and Margaret Tuckson. Photo by Michelle 
Haywood.

2017 OAS Forum - Beth Pryce, Bill Rathmell and Robin Hodgson. Photo by Noelle Rathmell-Stiels.
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conversations revolved around what 
could be done to influence museums to 
show more of their collections[iii]. 

It is in this context South Australian 
curator Barry Craig[iv] wrote that the 
founding members of the Oceanic Art 
Society were appalled by the fact that 
the Australian Museum, an institution 
which has a collection of over 60,000 
mainly Melanesian objects, had no 
significant representation for visitors. 
As Massim authority Harry Beran 
recollects on the formal constitution of 
the OAS during a meeting at collector 
Elizabeth Pryce’s home[v]:
“In 1995 some Sydney-siders interested 
in Oceanic art met to consider what could 
be done to encourage the Australian 
Museum to exhibit more Oceanic art. 
This was some time after the closure 
of the museum’s Melanesian Gallery … 
and whose contents were published in 
David Moore’s catalogue Melanesian 
Art in the Australian Museum (1968).
I was so impressed by the enthusiasm 
for Oceanic art shown by those who 
attended the meeting that I suggested 
that a society of people interested in 
Oceanic art be created. It was indeed 
formed with the aim of furthering the 
appreciation and understanding of 
Oceanic art.”

It was felt by all present that the founding 
President should carry the gravitas of 
an academic with connections to staff in 
museums and university anthropology 
departments and could reach out to 
gain public speakers for OAS meetings. 
Subsequently, in short time, Harry was 

elected the Society’s first President[vi]. 
The Vice-President role was assigned 
to dealer Chris Boylan, Evarne Coote 
became secretary, Elizabeth Pryce as 
treasurer and the committee members 
were Todd Barlin, Christine Koziel, 
Greta North, John Rix, Peter Thursby, 
and Aaron Vogelnest. The defining spirit 
of the OAS was one of empowerment: 
through a range of activities the 
OAS could influence the museums 
of Australia so Oceanic art would no 
longer be hidden away from sight.

Following the formation of the 
Society[vii], the first meeting was held 

at the Australian Museum on October 
15, 1995. This meeting comprised a 
lecture by Professor Nicholas Thomas 
from the Australian National University, 
aptly titled Oceanic Art: the Australian 
Perspective[viii]. For the next quarter 
of the century meetings were held 
mostly at the Australian Museum, 
but occasionally at the Art Gallery of 
New South Wales and at the Macleay 
Museum (University of Sydney). These 
meetings gave a lively social dimension 
to the Society with refreshments prior 
to each speaker’s presentation and 
opportunity to dine with them at a local 
restaurant afterwards.

2014 OAS Market Day Fair St. Matthias 
Church Hall, Paddington, NSW - Jerry Liew. 
Photo by Michelle Haywood.

2011 David Welch farewelling inaugural President Harry Beran at the Rose Hotel, Chippendale.

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



drawing in many writers, collectors 
and academics. The book Shields of 
Melanesia (Edited by Harry Beran and 
Barry Craig) was eventually published 
in 2005 and became a benchmark for 
Oceanic art reference books giving as 
much information as possible on that 
remarkable art form.

Further exhibitions were held including 
one at the Caspian Gallery by art dealer 
Bill Evans and another with a wide range 
of arts called First Arts - Melanesian 
Art at the Presbyterian Ladies College 
Croydon in 2003 curated by Eric Coote 
and Anita Ellis. The catalogue for this 
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Within its first year the OAS had 
over 100 members and an ambition 
to deliver a series of lectures by 
international authorities of Oceanic 
Art, create exhibitions and courses, 
produce publications and have its own 
newsletter. The OAS Newsletter, today 
a Journal, began with founding editor 
Peter Thursby 
overseeing the first 
issue in January 
1996. During 1997 
David Said took 
the editorial reins 
and pulled together 
news and articles 
from contributors 
all over the world. 
South Australian 
based Jim Elmslie 
stepped into the 
role in 2011 and has transformed the 
Newsletter into a colour Journal[ix]. 
Over 118 issues have been published, 
containing summaries of the most 
recent speakers’ lectures and other 
articles including object studies where 
masterpieces have been brought to 
light, conservational advice, collector 
interviews and more. In 1998, Noelle 
Rathmell-Stiels created the domain 
name www.oceanicartsociety.org.au 
and set up the OAS website which she 
is still managing. The most recent five 
years of Journals are available in PDF 
on the OAS website.

The OAS conducted one well-attended 
course on Oceanic art during its 
first decade of existence[x] and held 
small tribal art fairs where collectors 
could offer their treasures for sale. 
The annual art fairs have now been 
renamed the Sydney Oceanic Arts 
Fair; they are now held in the iconic 
buildings of the National Art School 
in conjunction with one or two other 
events such as lectures.

During the society’s first decade, the 
OAS (its committee and members) 
also worked hard in curating exhibitions 
of Oceanic art primarily loaned from 
Society members. The first, Collector’s 
Choice: Oceanic and Indonesian 
Art, was held at the Nomadic Rug 
Traders Gallery in 1998. The catalogue 
accompanying this was the first OAS 
publication (Beran 1998); unusually for 
the time, each artwork had a short piece 
of contextual information written by its 
lender and the reasons why the object 
especially appealed to the collector. 
There were 102 objects loaned by 
90 collectors, showing the breadth of 
Oceanic art held in private Australian 

collections and underlining the depth of 
passion of OAS members for collecting 
the art.

Quickly following on from the first 
exhibition, the second: Adorned: 
Traditional Jewellery and Body 
Decoration was held at the Macleay 

Museum the following 
year. This exhibition 
on adornment from the 
Pacific also featured 
Aboriginal objects; 
again, most pieces 
came from members’ 
collections which 
were complemented 
by selected objects 
from the Museum’s 
own collection, much 
of which had never 

been shown before. The exhibition 
and catalogue were curated by Anna 
Edmundson, a Curator at the Macleay 
Museum and dealer Chris Boylan. 
Significantly the catalogue (Edmundson 
& Boylan 1999) was the first to be 
published on the ethnographical 
collections of the Macleay Museum and 
apparently the first on Aboriginal and 
Pacific adornments.

The third exhibition Shields of 
Melanesia curated by Geoff Carey 
and other members was held at the 
Sydney College of the Arts, then at 
the University of Sydney Rozelle 
Campus. It coincided with the 2000 
Olympic Games and comprised a huge 
array of members’ shields creating 
a dazzling display. The catalogue 
publication became a larger project 

2007 OAS Melbourne Forum held at The 
Savage Club, Melbourne, Victoria Museum 
and National Gallery of Victoria - behind 
the scenes with La Trobe University Visiting 
Research Associate, Dr Ross Bowden. 
Photo by Michelle Haywood.

"Collectors came back 
from the field with 
wondrous finds.  

Prices had not yet soared, 
and stories abounded of 

‘newbies’ who had scored 
museum pieces.” 
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(Coote 2005) was later published by 
the OAS on CD. A further publication 
by the OAS was Art of Oro Province, 
a 130-page survey released on CD in 
2009. This was the culmination of two 
years of research by Harry Beran and 
Edward Aguirre.

By the mid-2000s the OAS membership 
base was solid enough to begin 
considering other events. A series of 
Forums was initiated to bring together 
members of the society from across 
the country and the world to hear 
presentations from highly regarded 
speakers on Oceanic art, and to see 
beautiful pieces, both in museums 
and in their storage areas. The then 
President, the late David Baker and 
Geoff Carey organised the first OAS 
forum held in Canberra at the National 
Gallery of Australia in late 2007. 
The inaugural Forum was naturally 
a boutique affair with some forty 
attendees - one Melbourne member 
appeared with a van loaded with 
ethnographic objects to set up an open-
air gallery for brisk trade! From this 
beginning, the OAS is now planning its 
tenth and eleventh Forums; the past 
decade has seen Forums hosted at the 
Australian Museum and the Art Gallery 
of New South Wales both in Sydney, 
the National Gallery of Victoria, the 
Ian Potter Museum of Art and Museum 
Victoria in Melbourne, and the Museum 
of Queensland in Brisbane. Most 
notable was the forum hosted by the 
South Australian Museum in Adelaide 
as its rich display (the largest in 
Australia) of over 2000 Pacific objects 
created a suitable backdrop and 
several presentations were focused 

upon the displays themselves. 

A feature of each Forum has been a 
large, often raucous, dinner event.  
2019 Sydney’s Forum dinner included 
remarkable singing from Maori and 
Papua New Guinean attendees and 
other dinners have included auctions 
of art, with heated bidding, during 
festivities. The OAS has sociality at its 
core as the fourth OAS President, Peter 
McCabe, recalls[xi]:
  “What impressed me at first was the 

camaraderie between members - in 
large part this was not just because of 
their appreciation of Oceanic art but 
also a shared experience that many 
had of living in Papua New Guinea. 
Over the years I have learned a great 
deal about PNG art from those OAS 
members - information that is not 
easily gleaned from books: how old 
various pieces are, what purpose 
they served, which pieces were made 
for use and which for sale: how to 
recognise a masterpiece – and how to 
recognise a fake.”

The Forums have gone from strength 
to strength through the dedication of 
Society members and their relationship 
with Museums and Galleries which hold 
Pacific collections. Several forums were 
designed to have linkages to exhibitions; 
the 2015 forum at the National Gallery of 
Australia coinciding with the opening of the 
exhibition Myth + Magic: Art of the Sepik 
River being a prime example. This forum 
has been the largest to date with over 
150 attendees and included a significant 
keynote presentation by Andrew Moutu, 
Director of the National Museum and Art 
Gallery of Papua New Guinea.

The Oceanic Art Society Forums often 
provide a rare opportunity for members 
to access collections in museums or 
in private hands. Attendees enjoyed 
viewing the Leonard Adam collection 
held at the Ian Potter Museum in 2008 
and in 2015 the National Gallery of 
Australia’s collection study room was 
opened with a swathe of Sepik River 
art for members. At the 8th OAS forum 
in 2017, held at the Melbourne Savage 
Club, a private club, OAS Members 
were privileged to see a collection 
started in the late 19th century, which 
now impressively decorates the 
Club’s halls, corridors, lounges, library 
and bars with choice early oceanic 
art from the southern hemisphere 
especially from Papua New Guinea. 
Quite outstanding are two New Ireland 
Malagan poles over twenty feet high 
situated in the stairwell.

A continuing feature since the OAS’s 
inception has been holding the majority 

2011 – Varilaku – Pacific Arts of the Solomon 
Islands, National Gallery of Australia - Chris 
Boylan, Michael Hamson. Photo by Michelle 
Haywood.

2009 OAS AGNSW Forum - David Baker at the microphone. Photo by Michelle Haywood.

2014 Adrian Newstead signing his book “The 
Dealer is the Devil” with Noelle Rathmell-
Stiels watching.
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of its single lecture meetings 4-5 times 
a year in Sydney with a focus on a 
different specialist presenter each 
time. Over the past quarter-century, 
the very best of Australian Oceanic and 
Aboriginal art authorities have spoken, 
including academics, artists, historians, 
archaeologists, anthropologists and 
curators including many of indigenous 
cultural descent; Jim Specht, Natalie 
Wilson, Pamela Swadling, Helen 
Dennett, Michael Mel, Brent Kerehona, 
Jonathon Jones, Jude Philp, Rod 
Ewins, Grant McCall, Barry Craig and 
Crispin Howarth. The meetings and 
forums have also had a long tradition of 
international speakers on Oceanic art 
of solid calibre. After the society’s first 
decade, by the mid-2000s, the OAS 
had become firmly established with just 
over 300 members across the world.

In celebration of its 25th year, the OAS 
was preparing a range of anniversary 
events, the Sydney Oceanic Art Fair 
and the 10th Oceanic Art Forum to be 
hosted by the Melbourne Savage Club, 
the National Gallery of Victoria and 
Museum Victoria in later 2020; however, 
the global COVID-19 pandemic has 
postponed these events. A quieter glass 
will be raised to the first quarter century 
of the OAS at the AGM in Sydney in 
November 2020 while listening to Matt 
Poll, the curator of the first exhibition 
of Australian Indigenous art at the 
new Chau Chak Wing Museum at the 
University of Sydney.

Longer-term, the OAS is looking 
forward to a dynamic and inspiring 
second quarter-century. Everyone 
visits Australia at least once in their 

lives, witness the many international 
speakers that have addressed the OAS 
over the years - Eric Kjellgren, Christian 
Kaufmann, Michael Hamson, Hermione 
Waterfield, Fergus Clunie, John Friede, 
Virginia Lee-Webb, Anthony Meyer, 
Rhys Richards, Maia Nuku, Kevin 
Conru, Mark Blackburn, Lawrence 
Foanata, Sam Singer, Andrew Moutu 
and many others - senior academics, 
curators, collectors and art dealers all 
connected to the world of Oceanic art. 
The OAS, a small antipodean volunteer 
group of passionate Oceanic art lovers 
and their dedicated supporters, needs 
this continued international input and 
influence to pursue its goal to ‘further 

the appreciation and understanding 
of Oceanic art’. The challenges of 
increasing the interest of young 
people in the art, getting more people 
of indigenous descent to share their 
knowledge and love of their culture, and 
encouraging publicly-funded institutions 
to showcase the art and culture to the 
maximum degree possible – these are 
all international challenges. The OAS 
is determined to play its role as part of 
the international fraternity in pursuit of 
these goals for another 25 years.
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Footnotes
[i] Christine Koziel personal 
communication - 13/1/20.
[ii] See Howarth 2007. The only 
remaining stalwart at that time was 
the Pacific Cultures Hall of the South 
Australian Museum, a significant 
permanent exhibition gallery which 
hopefully will remain intact for future 
generations.
[iii] Evarne Coote personal 
communication 19/12/19.
[iv] Craig 1996, p.12.
[v] Harry Beran personal communication 
24/11/19. I thank Evarne Coote for 
further details.
[vi] The OAS has in the past 25 years 
had eight Presidents, Harry Beran, Paul 
Dennett, David Baker, Crispin Howarth, 
Peter McCabe, Dominic McGeary, 
David Welch and today, Bill Rathmell.
[vii] Initially called the Oceanic Art 
Society of Sydney (OASS) and over the 
years the committee has involved the 

time and dedication of many members, 
as well as a host of outside advisories 
too numerous to mention here; 
however, special mention must be 
made of the long-serving Secretaries: 
Evarne Coote, Robin Hodgson and 
Elizabeth Pryce.
[viii] Thomas is now Director of 
the Museum of Archaeology and 
Anthropology in Cambridge and curated 
the 2018 Royal Academy exhibition 
Oceania.
[ix] Throughout this time the Journal 
has been laid out by graphic designer 
David Hourigan.
[x] 1997, 1999, 2004 at the University of 
Sydney in conjunction with the Macleay 
Museum.
[xi] Peter McCabe personal 
communication 13/1/20.

2019 National Gallery of Australia opening of the Māori Markings: Tā Moko exhibition Dr Jeffrey Brock 
AO speaking with Brent Kerehona. Photo by Jerry Liew.

David Said inspecting a Pacific club. Photo by 
Jerry Liew.
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I remember the inception of the Oceanic 
Art Society when Harry Beran first 
mentioned the idea in the early 1990s. 
We discussed it face to face during my 
trips, and over the phone, and by mail 
(the postal kind) and we took it quite 
seriously because there were two sides 
to the coin.
 
Creating a society, club or "tribe" of 
Oceanic art enthusiasts was both a 
wonderful idea but at the same there was 
a real risk of changing the way the market 
was structured in Australia at the time.
 
On the other hand, we reasoned, if we 
connect all the people maybe new pieces 
would appear, more would become 
available, a real network could develop, 
and this might be to the advantage of us all.
 
In the late 1980s there was little or 
no interest outside of a handful of 
collectors and dealers and a smattering 
of university and museum people who 
connected with the aforementioned from 
the private sector. Prices were extremely 
low compared to those already moving 
upwards in Europe and the USA. 
Knowledge and qualitative appreciation 
were limited to the happy few and if 
you knew a bit about the art forms then 
great deals were to be made. There was 
Oceanic Art just about everywhere in 
antique shops, general auctions, junk 
shops, the homes of old timer colonial 
administrators, ex-service men, retired 
patrol officers, missionaries, doctors 
etc. It was mostly from New Guinea and 
the Solomons which is normal given the 
history of Australia and New Guinea and 
of course WWII and truly much of the art 
was of interest.
 
The other reason the OAS was created 
was to somehow give a private impetus 
to the administration of the various 
museums in Australia which have 
extensive and wonderfully important 
collections of Oceanic art. The Australian 
museums at that time, although 
they organized several remarkable 
exhibitions, were mostly interested in 
developing their Asian art departments 
at the expense, it seemed to us all, of 
the Oceanic sections.
 
Finally, after several bouts of intense 
discussion amongst the Australian 
collectors and dealers – and I was 

involved in many of them along with and 
through Harry Beran - the OAS was born 
with one foreign member - myself.
 
That all changed over the years and 
now the OAS is fully international and a 
wonderfully viable and active association 
of like-minded people.
 
Yes, the market changed – but for the 
better. The OAS is responsible of course 
in part but the world was waking up to 
Oceanic art in a big way. Through the 
OAS collectors in Australia discovered 
that there were other people out there 
with similar interests and began to 
interconnect. Dealers recognized 
the importance of the Australian 
marketplace and began visiting Down-
Under on a regular basis to buy of 
course, but also to sell. The auction 
houses began to offer specialized Tribal 
sales. The OAS newsletter and website 
were created over the years and they 
became important standards offering 
erudite and enthusiastic information and 
commentaries on Oceanic art.
 
The symposiums were started very early 
on - I remember giving a talk in 1995 on 
my freshly published book on Oceanic 
art – it was the very first presentation of 
my book and probably one of the first 
talks organized by the OAS. Thanks to 
many of the members of the Society I 
was able to publish privately held pieces 

Oh boy... 25 years already!
by Anthony Meyer

on top of the many held in the reserves 
of Australian museums that had not 
been seen by the Australian public for 
decades or possibly ever.
 
The OAS has its place in history. So 
many wonderful and enthusiastic people 
have been - and are still members. 
Those who have gone on to the realms 
of the ancestors and the spirits live on 
through our memories and their names 
are attached as provenance to great 
works of art that are either still out on 
the market or already ensconced in 
museum collections. The OAS has 
published several important books and 
organized exhibitions and shows.
 
And now with the incredibly positive 
support, hard work and generosity 
offered by several members of the 
Society, the OAS has begun to host 
some highly successful international 
symposia on Oceanic art including one 
held at the very select Savage Club in 
Melbourne in October 2017. 
 
Happy Birthday to the Oceanic Art 
Society, long life to all its members and 
a special thank you to Harry Beran for all 
the hard work and for the love of Oceanic 
art that he put into creating the Society!
 

Anthony JP Meyer
Rue des Beaux Arts, Paris, France

Chris Boylan
Oceanic Art

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

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

visits when I am in Sydney. Please call me.

cboylan @tpg.com.au    TEL +61 0405 093 577
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I have been a part of the Oceanic Art 
Society for so long I cannot remember 
ever NOT being a member. In fact, I 
don’t even ever recall joining in the first 
place over 20 years ago.  It was as if 
the newsletters just started showing 
up in my mailbox. There must have 
been some inherent natural affinity 
between myself and the group of 
Australian Oceanic art lovers that drew 
us together — similar to how certain 
species of bird can locate their kin in 
a vast wilderness. Or maybe it was 
wandering around Paddington in 1998 
and seeing the posters announcing the 
OAS’s Collector’s Choice exhibition that 
first caught my eye. My specialty was 
the Abelam and the poster featured a 
magnificent big-bellied Abelam figure 
belonging to Geoff Carey — now 
with Alex Philips. Shortly thereafter, 
having finished my Master’s thesis 
on the aesthetics of Abelam long yam 
exchanges, I was invited to lecture 
the group in Sydney. The crowd in 
attendance that day was unlike any 
I had encountered prior. Here were 
people sitting there expectantly that 
not only knew more about Papua New 
Guinea than I did but probably knew 
more on the very subject I was about 
to discuss. 
 
The OAS members I met that day were 
great — truly interested, very friendly 
and many became long-term friends 
that have been instrumental in the 
course of my career buying and selling 
Oceanic art. Because I was making four 
field collecting trips a year in Papua 
New Guinea, I found myself passing 
through Australia eight times a year. 
It soon dawned on me the opportunity 
that provided.  Instead of making quick 
connections through Brisbane, Sydney 
and Melbourne I began to pause a few 
days in each to visit collections and 
establish relationships. For example, In 
Brisbane I found myself under the wing 
of the lovely and irrepressible Barbara 
Perry.  She would pick me up at the 
airport with a full itinerary planned. As 
we sped away in her car she would be 
animatedly filling me in about the wife 
of a former patrol officer we would be 
visiting. Looking at me full in the face 
as she spoke, driving 100km an hour 
north along the Sunshine Coast, the 
dangers I had just encountered in the 
field — malaria, armed robbery — 

seemed to pale. Her recent passing is a 
devastating loss to our community.
 
Not only was I visiting many private 
collections but was also doing business 
with my Australian dealer colleagues 
on a regular basis. Because of the 
perceived isolation the local dealers 
of Oceanic art are a scrappy and 
innovative group that taught me 
valuable lessons over the years. Back 
at the very beginning I got several 
ideas on my first website from them. 
It was from Alex Philips’ first website 
that I blatantly stole his massive Links 
section — which I believe he had 
pilfered himself from our friend Crispin 
Howarth’s original site. A technique I 
now employ of placing large, in-your-
face ads in daily newspapers — Wanted! 
Looking to Buy Pre-1950 South Pacific 
Artifacts — I appropriated from ads run 
by Bill Evans, the Sausserhd family and  
John Ioannou.
 
One of the more crucial strategies I 
learned from Chris and Anna Thorpe. 
I had gotten in the habit of visiting 
their gallery in Sydney on my way out 
of New Guinea. Sunburned, scarred 
and scratching mosquito bites I would 
relate my recent treks through the bush 
and some of the objects I managed to 
find. After listening to my woeful stories 
Chris would walk upstairs and come 
down holding some masterpiece he 

Comments on the Oceanic Art Society
by Michael Hamson

had sourced at some obscure small 
auction house online. It was one piece 
in particular that shifted my focus away 
from field collecting. A recent area of 
interest of mine was the Boiken region 
just to the east of the Abelam. I had spent 
months crisscrossing the southern 
slopes of the Prince Alexander Range 
visiting and revisiting all the villages 
with only spotty results. After just such 
a trip Chris Thorpe brought down a 
heart-stopping, powerful Boiken figure 
that he had bought at auction — most 
gallingly — back home in the U.S. Since 
then I have learned my lesson. It is the 
new field collecting — sitting at your 
computer in the middle of the night, in 
your underwear, searching for neglected 
and misattributed masterpieces in 
online auctions in Kansas City, Ottawa, 
Auckland and Atlanta.
 
Then there is the database of 
inscriptions, labels and inventory 
collection numbers the Oceanic Art 
Society has on their website. Spear-
headed by the tireless Harry Beran this 
is an invaluable resource for researching 
and documenting provenance. Who else 
would take on such a monumental and, 
I would think, somewhat thankless task? 
So thank you OAS for all you’ve done.

 
Michael Hamson

Palos Verdes Estates, California
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A Bird-Headed Kanak club in Norwich

While objects from Oceania can be 
viewed in several museums in the 
United Kingdom including the British 
Museum in London, the National 
Museums of Scotland or the Pitt Rivers 
Museum in Oxford, one of the most 
interesting English museums holding 
Oceanic art is the Sainsbury Centre 
for Visual Arts (SCVKasarA), located 
at the University of East Anglia, 
Norwich. The museum is dedicated 
to Robert James Sainsbury, British 
grocer and arts patron and his wife, 
Lisa, who from the 1930s were 
friends with contemporary artists 
and collected many objects which 
in the 1970s were donated to the 
University of East Anglia and form 
the basis of the SCVA Collection. 
Today, it is possible to find a variety of 
art forms including several hundred 
paintings, drawings and sculptures 
from around the world, at the SCVA. 
A part of the permanent collection 
is dedicated to the societies of 
Oceania and displays many objects 
from Polynesia and Melanesia.

There are many interpretations as 
to the utilization of these clubs in 
Kanak society. Jean Guiart, the well-
known anthropologist specialising in 
Melanesia, in his book Mythologie 
du masque en Nouvelle-Calédonie 
(1966) claimed that these clubs 
were brandished during some ritual 
dances. In the same book, it is 
possible to find a drawing previously 
published by Lambert, which depicts 
a Kanak person dressed in the 
Apuema ritual costume while holding 
a Bird-headed club.

In contrast, Roger Boulay, ex-
curator at the Musée National des 
Arts d'Afrique et d'Océanie in Paris, 
argues in his 2015 monograph on 
Kanak clubs, Casse-Tête Et Massues 
Kanak, that the bigger clubs could 
perform a ritual function in contrast to 
the smaller ones that would be easier 
to use in battle. Boulay along with 
Emmanuel Kasarhérou, curator at 
the Musée du Quai Branly – Jacques 
Chirac, also have studied how Kanak 
objects promote their culture around 
the world. According to many museum 
experts, Kanak collections should 
illustrate contemporary society in 
New Caledonia. This can be done by 
analysing the contexts in which these 
objects were made or by interacting 
more with communities in New 
Caledonia including contemporary 
artists. In this way, museum publics 
can better understand a culture that 
is still alive, dynamic and in search 
of its independence. For this reason, 
in the 1990s, Kasarhérou called 
them Objects as Ambassadors of 
the Kanak culture. This concept was 
inspired by Octave Togna who was 
conservator at Musée de la Nouvelle-
Calédonie at time. He stated that 
their objects represent the blood, 
thought and roots of their fathers and 
for this reason, these artefacts are 
important to spread knowledge about 
Kanak culture around the world. 
Togna suggested that they may be 
their ambassadors. In the following 
years, this was then transformed into 
a concept by Kasarhérou and it was 
described as a potential replay to the 
issue of cultural heritage repatriation. 
In particular, Kasarhérou and 

by Carolina Gallarini

Close-up view.

The only object from New Caledonia 
in the collection catalogue of the 
SCVA is a Bird-Headed Kanak club. 
Although New Caledonia was initially 
an English colony and only later 
became French, English museum 
collections in general do not include 
many objects from this Melanesian 
archipelago. Today, as New Caledonia 
is still a French territory after two 
failed referenda for independence 
under the Noumea Accord of 1998, 
it is important to share this art and 
society of the indigenous people, 
called Kanak or Kanaky, who continue 
to seek independence

There are a variety of Kanak clubs 
and they are commonly found in 
European museums, especially 
in France. During the 1800s, their 
portable size contributed to Kanak 
clubs becoming a popular souvenir 
for seafaring travellers visiting these 
islands. However, Bird-headed clubs 
have a peculiar aspect, characterized 
by an upper triangular part, which has 
a thin tip that occasionally contrasts 
with a wide “tail” on the other side; 
it often appears as a protuberance, 
sometimes called an “eye”, close to 
the junction with the curved handle.
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Boulay have described this in their 
publications about the Kanak: L'Art 
est une Parole exhibition.

The SCVA’s only Kanak object is a 
Go Porowa Ra Maru, a club, which 
is sometimes referred to as a Bird-
Headed club. It was acquired and 
added to the collection in 1984, when 
Robert Sainsbury 
bought it from 
Wayne Heathcote, 
a dealer in New 
York, for £2398. 
Boulay has claimed 
that the majority of 
the Kanak clubs 
was made from 
lignum vitae wood, 
which is a heavy 
wood. However, the club kept in 
Norwich is light in weight compared to 
its size. In fact, this club is larger than 
other similar objects and it is covered 
with a smooth and brown patina, 
which makes it appear unusually dark 
and polished. Moreover, this club 
has a strong chemical smell. These 
details suggest that the patina was 
not applied by the sculptor/s but by a 
subsequent owner.

The tip has a different patina, much 
darker, consistent and completely 
brown – not transparent. On the 
outermost part of the tip, there is 
a very small piece of patina that is 
broken, where the underlying material 

shows through. This break in the 
paint does not show the wood, but 
another type of lighter and denser 
material. Passing a finger along the 
triangular shape edge it is possible to 
notice a small furrow. This suggests 
that the tip could have broken and 
been subsequently repaired, using 
an artificial material, possibly a 

plastic or composite 
with the intention of 
restoration.

Although this Kanak 
club has been 
part of the SCVA’s 
permanent collection 
for nearly forty years, 
it is currently kept out 
of sight in the storage 

rooms. Considering how rare this type 
of club is in an English museum and 
what an excellent example it is of a 
Kanak Object as Ambassador, this 
specimen is deserving of a place 
in the permanent public exhibition. 
If the whole point of Objects as 
Ambassadors is to speak to visitors, 
how can they do so from the storage 
rooms of a foreign museum? At this 
time of continuing referenda for 
independence in New Caledonia, 
displaying this piece would assist in 
demonstrating and explaining to the 
museum public the dynamism of the 
Kanak population and communicate 
the current history and contemporary 
social dynamics in New Caledonia.
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If the whole point of 
Objects as Ambassadors 

is to speak to visitors,  
how can they do so from 

the storage rooms of  
a foreign museum?
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Profile: Todd Barlin

Down a quiet tree-lined street in inner-
city Paddington sits the last remaining 
physical gallery in New South Wales 
devoted solely to the art of Australia’s 
Pacific Island neighbours. Long time 
resident and foundation member of the 
Oceanic Art Society Todd Barlin runs 
the Oceanic Arts Australia gallery with 
the help of his much loved life partner 
Vincent Ro.
 
As a serious collector of rocks, shells, 
stamps, insects, old glass bottles and 
later ceramics from Mexico and South 
America from an early age growing 
up on farms in California, Todd was 
fascinated by the imported Mexican 
pottery sold at the business where his 
mother worked and had an interest in 
indigenous people since he was a boy 
travelling with her to Mexico, watching 
the workers fire their wood kilns and 
then buying the pottery the following 
day, and seeing “how the people lived 
and were so happy though they had so 
little materially.”
 
In 1985 Todd travelled via New Zealand 
to Australia, first seeing Oceanic Art 
at the Auckland Museum where he 
was “overwhelmed by the beauty and 
magic of the artworks from the Pacific 
Islands”. After arriving in Australia, a 
friend suggested that he should see the 
people and artists in person; so within 
the calendar year Todd had travelled 
to New Guinea for two months and 
then in West Papua for two months. As 
Todd has said, “This was advice that 
changed my life forever. That two month 
trip to the New Guinea Highlands and 
the Sepik River was transformative. I 
was overwhelmed 
by the kindness and 
warmth of the people 
and how happy and 
confident they were 
in their day to day 
lives.”
 
Todd’s first trip to Papua New Guinea 
ignited his lifelong interest and 
interaction with Pacific People; their Art 
and their Culture, leading to him making 
over 40 trips over the next 25 years to 
Papua New Guinea, Indonesian West 
Papua, Vanuatu and The Solomon 
Islands. Todd has described these early 
experiences, “I would stay in remote 
villages for days, weeks and even 

months at a time. It was a chance to 
get to know people and let them get to 
know you. I lived as they did, ate what 
they had each day and also suffered 
problems such as malaria and dengue 
fever. Despite the fortuitous and 
unpredictable circumstances, this was 
a magical pre-digital era - before the 
internet, mobile phones or television 
exposed remote villages to the outside 
world. I often stayed for six to eight 
months a year travelling in remote 
areas and for that time it was as if the 
rest of the world did not exist.”
 

Inspired by his year 
in Oceania and his 
voluntary position at 
the Macleay Museum 
in 1986-87, Todd 
returned to the United 
States and started 
his art business. 

However, the magic of the people and 
their artworks of the South Pacific didn’t 
pall and in 1987 Todd applied to migrate 
to Australia. He returned, spending 
time as a volunteer at The Australia 
Museum, which gave him experience 
of museums but also the chance to see 
thousands of Oceanic artworks. From 
1988 – 1994 he ran his first gallery from 
his suburban home in Sydney’s Inner 

West and a warehouse nearby. He was 
away most of the time in New Guinea 
and West Papua and in 1991 Robert 
Bleakley at Sotheby’s recognised 
the expertise and passion in Todd for 
oceanic art and culture and hired him 
as their Tribal Art Expert where he 
stayed for 5 years. 
 
Talking to Todd about his career, it is 
clear that he has been a ‘giver’ all of 
his life, that the things he is most proud 
of are the artworks that he has been 
able to source for public museums and 
galleries and the money that he has been 
able to donate to support indigenous 
education in Australia through the 
Australian Indigenous Education 
Fund (AIEF) and other charities that 
have supported indigenous people in 
developing countries, these are two 
things I am very proud of.”
 
Todd played a pivotal role in bringing 
particularly New Guinean and West 
Papuan cultures to international 
audiences around the millennium. 
He provided the field documentation 
and artworks for several important 
exhibitions, The Asmat & Mimika in 
1996 and The Marind Anim in 1999,  
both at the Musée National des Arts 
d'Afrique et d'Océanie in Paris, now all 
moved to the new Musée du Quai Branly 
- Jacques Chirac. As Todd recounts, 
“now when you walk into the Oceanic 
Art Pavilion at the Quai Branly, the first 
things you see are the monumental 
ancestor poles from the Asmat and 
Mimika along with a four metre long 
Asmat soul canoe, dance costumes 
and shields all which I field collected in 
the 1980s”. Another highlight of Todd’s 
career was the support he provided to 
the Oceanic Art Society’s ambitious 
contribution to the Sydney Olympic Arts 
Festival in 2000 with the exhibition of 
the Monumental Sculptures of West 
Papua at the Sydney College of the Arts. 
More recently he worked closely with 
the Casula Powerhouse Arts Centre 
for four years from 2010 loaning many 
items from his collection to support 
the annual Pacific Collections and 
Community Engagement programs, 
complementing contemporary 
Pacific artists and reiterating an 
understanding of Pacific cultural 
heritage to local communities. 

by Margaret Cassidy

Todd Barlin and Vincent Ro in the Gallery, 
2018.

"That two month trip to the 
New Guinea Highlands 

and the Sepik River  
was transformative"
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As Todd reminisces about his long 
time love affair with promoting Oceanic 
Art, “I have had the chance to work 
with many very dynamic people in the 
Pacific Arts and Culture Community. I 
was often lucky to be in the right place 
at the right time to witness and record 
preparation for ceremonies, making of 
artworks and other spiritual practices. I 
spent many months living with several 
cultural groups including: the Asmat, 
the Mimika, The Marind Anim on the 
South Coast of West Papua and around 
Lake Sentani, and 
Geelvink Bay along 
the North Coast of 
West Papua. I was 
also fortunate to 
spend time in the 
Sepik River, Southern 
Highlands and Enga 
Provinces of Papua 
New Guinea and 
also remote villages 
in Vanuatu and The Solomon Islands.
 
“Many of the elderly and senior men 
in the villages were particularly 
generous to include me in their 
thoughts about their ancient traditions 
that seemed to be on the cusp of 
being lost. They appreciate that I 
was interested in their culture. They 
encouraged me to photograph and 
film in order to help preserve their 
culture for future generations.” Todd 
has now donated his photographic 
archive of over 9000 field photos to 
The South Australian Museum where 
he hopes they will be accessed and 
used by the descendants of the people 
photographed for years to come.
 

Todd wasn’t trained in either art history 
or the practice of art but first came to 
love and understand Oceanic Art and 
culture through developing a close 
relationship with many people in the 
Pacific, as Todd puts it, “the people in 
New Guinea were my first love before 
really understanding the art. The 
people were so warm, kind, generous 
with their hospitality.”
 
He further explains, “our family was 
poor and the arts were not really 

available to me 
when I was growing 
up; I did get to see 
some museums on 
school field trips 
which were terribly 
exciting along with 
National Geographic 
Magazine which I 
have been reading 
for 50 years. 

However, I have been very fortunate 
to have had some great Oceanic Art 
teachers in Sydney including Chris 
Boylan, Helen Dennett, Geoff Carey & 
Leo Fleischmann, Harry Beran, Robert 
Bleakley, Gabriella Roy and others.”
 
Todd quickly developed a passion for 
the preservation of culture and history 
through collecting and documentation. 
He spent time with communities in 
the Pacific, collected many objects in 
the field and then sold some on each 
return to Australia in order to fund his 
next collecting trip back into the field, 
saying, “I became an art dealer so I 
could collect, travel and spend months 
staying in remote areas of West Papua 
and New Guinea.”
 

Todd Barlin with Asmat Art given to the 
South Australian Museum, 2018.

Todd Barlin with his shields - Oceanic Arts Pacifica Casula Powerhouse, 2014.

"I often stayed for six 
to eight months a year 

travelling in remote areas 
and for that time it was  

as if the rest of the  
world did not exist"
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continued from page 9

When Todd shows pieces in his 
collection, he is still looking for physical 
and visual connections between works. 
As he said, “I collected what I liked 
visually and what excited and expanded 
my imagination. I experience artworks 
in a physical way. The artworks that 
I like most are inspired by images 
often made of dreams and are highly 
abstracted. I also find these qualities 
in nature; natural formed wood and 
stone, shells and seed pods, and vines 
– these are recurring motifs often found 
in New Guinea Art.”
 

Having spent extensive time in Pacific 
communities, he also understands the 
true place of their creations, he reminds 
us that “for the people of the Pacific 
Islands, their artworks are not an 
ornament to hang on a wall, but are a 
visual reminder of important ancestors 
or powerful spirits that guide and protect 
the people. These ancestors and spirits 
are always present. They are found 
in specific locations in the forest or 
kept in specially made houses where 
men perform ceremonies to honour 
or appease them. An ancestor can be 

invited and embodied into a carved 
ritual figure, or even a war shield. These 
carvings would then include a personal 
name of an ancestor and would be 
highly respected. “
 
When pushed to identify his favourite 
Oceanic Art style or place of origin, 
Todd struggles to favour any particular 
artwork, saying “I can’t  say I have  
favourite artworks; every artwork I 
ever bought was my favourite at the 
moment and many of the pieces I got 
in villages from old people who were 
friends, these have deep meaning 
because of the friendships. Every area 
of Oceanic Art has beautiful artworks 
but I guess my favourites are the 
abstracted styles of the Kwoma and 
Nukama People in the Waskuk area 
along with the Papuan Gulf and the 
Asmat, I lived with the Asmat for more 
than two years cumulatively, they are 
great abstract artists.”
 
 
Further reading

Barlin, Todd. Fishburn, Kiersten. Tanoi, 
Leo. Howarth, Crispin. 2014, Oceanic 
arts Pacifica artworks from the Todd 
Barlin collection Casula Powerhouse 
Arts Centre Casula, NSW & Oceanic 
Arts Australia.

Tofar with his shield, Pupis Village, NW Asmat, circa 1988. Photograph by Todd Barlin.
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Jutta Malnic  (1924 – 20 October 2020)

Photographer and author; above all,  
a person of great learning, wisdom  
and generosity.

Jutta was educated in Switzerland where 
her father was the German Consul-
General, but after his death in 1934, she 
and her mother returned to their home 
in Berlin, and lived there throughout 
the Second World War. Jutta studied 
philosophy and art at Berlin University, 
and later photography at the Lette 
Verein;  every day she passed beneath 
the statue of Alexander von Humboldt, 
who inspired her desire to explore the 
Pacific. In 1948 she and her mother 
(who was born in Sydney) moved to live 
in Australia.

Jutta worked with P&O Cruises as 
their chief photographer for almost 20 
years (1951-69) and visited almost 
every inhabited island in the Pacific. 
During the 1970s and 1980s she was 
the photographer co-authoring many 
books on Sydney, pottery and her 
developing interest in Aboriginal culture.  
Her love of Pacific cultures led her to in-
depth studies of Pacific and Australian 
Aboriginal peoples. From this devoted 
research, emerged books and films 
about the Wandjina paintings of the 
Kimberley region of Western Australia 
and the Kula Ring of the Massim of 
Papua New Guinea.

A dear friend was David Mowaljarlai, her 
co-author of “Yorro Yorro”. Also during 
this period of her life, she made 15 
expeditions to Papua New Guinea. Jutta 
was especially close to Trobriand Island 
leaders - Nalubutau, the Paramout Chief 
with whom she travelled on several Kula 
voyages, and John Kasaipwalova, who 
helped enormously with her book.  
 

Jutta never had a piece of paper saying 
she was an “anthropologist”, but she had 
a natural talent, attention to subtle detail, 
and connection with people, giving her 
wonderful insights that she expressed in 
a very profound and poetic way. 

Jutta’s home at Fox Valley Road at 
Wahroonga in the leafy northern suburbs 
of Sydney, designed by her architect 
husband, Sergei, where her children, 
Nicola and Julian grew up, was a lively 
place. It became a meeting hub for 
all her friends and colleagues, and 
especially her Pacific and Australian 
aboriginal friends; and there were so 
many happy gatherings over these years.  
Because of her numerous travels, Jutta 
mischievously stated one of her great 
achievements was “avoiding divorce”. 

She was a dedicated supporter of the 
Oceanic Art Society since its inception, 
and for many of us Jutta was a great 
force of inspiration.
 

Publications include:
Malnic, Jutta, 2002. Gilabwala and his 
Sister: A Trobriand Legend told by Chief 
Nalubutau. Sydney: Cowrie Books
Malnic, Jutta and Mowaljarlai, David, 
1993. Yorro Yorro – Spirit of the 
Kimberley Broome: Magabala Books   
Malnic, Jutta with Kasaipwalova, John 
1998. Kula – Myth and Magic in the 
Trobriand Islands Sydney: Cowrie Books
 
Film:
Kula – Ring of Power 1992. [video-tape] 
Director: Michael Balson; Produced 
by National Geographic Explorer usa, 
zdf Germany, Finnish Broadcasting 
Corporation, and Sky Visuals; available 
to view at:
h t t p s : / / w w w . d r o p b o x . c o m /
s / 7 2 q 0 b 1 m j o n 3 t 2 b u / K U L A % 2 0
RING%20OF%20POWER.mov?dl=0
 
Photographic Exhibitions include:
The Face of Arnhem Land, 1977 at 
Wahroonga, NSW
Antarctic Flight, 1978, Wahroonga, NSW
Aboriginal Rock Paintings, 1986 at 
Iwalewa Haus, University of Bayreuth, 
Germany, followed by a number of 
banks in Germany
Papua New Guinea – The Highlands, 
Lowlands and Islands, 1991 at 
Commonwealth Bank, Martin Place, Sydney
A Bird at the End on the World and Rock 
Paintings of Aboriginal Australia, 1995 
at Iwalewa Haus, Bayreuth University, 
Germany, followed by Australian Embassy, 
Bonn; Australian Embassy, Bern
Mwaga, a Bird at the End of the World 
2017-18 at Goethe-Institut, Sydney, 
followed by the Burrinja Cultural Centre, 
Melbourne; Goethe-Institut, Wellington; 
Australian Embassy, Berlin

by Chris Boylan

Jutta Malnic, Trobriand Islands, 1978. Launch of a Kula Canoe, Trobriand Islands,1982. Photo: Jutta Malnic.
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editor@oceanicartsociety.org.au 

very close to the theme “Objects 
as Ambassadors” provided for the 
lecture being presented by Matt Poll 
of the newly opened Chau Chak Wing 
Museum at the University of Sydney. 
This lecture and a panel featuring a 

 
number of the original members of the 
Society are the highlights of the OAS’s 
official 25th anniversary event which 
includes the AGM and a lunch at the 
end of November in Sydney. 

With 25 years under its belt, the OAS 
is continuing to move forward with big 
plans for international fora and other 
events in the next couple of years 
to continue to recognise and share 
appreciation for the arts of our region.

Margaret Cassidy
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2010 Sydney Tribal Art Fair, Hughenden Hotel, Woollahra - Robin Hodgson on the front door.

2012 OAS Adelaide Forum Tara Collier, Assistant Collection Manager for the Australian Aboriginal 
collection, SA Museum, Dr Barry Craig and David Welch.. Photo by Michelle Haywood.


