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Diverse Studies of Individual Oceanic Art Objects
Oceanic art can be studied from a 
number of angles. This art can be 
approached from an anthropological 
or ethnographic aspect and from the 
perspective of art history or visual 
culture. This edition features studies 
of two individual sculptured objects 
from the Pacific that are approached 
from different research disciplines. 
Clémentine Débrosse has undertaken 
some meticulous research to provide 
a possible background and usage for 
the intricately carved Solomon Island 
coconut known as UEA 964 in the 
collection of the Sainsbury Centre 
in Norwich. Other works of art are so 
well-known and loved that they acquire 
nicknames and in Crispin Howarth’s 
article based on his recent presentation 
to the OAS in Sydney, we learn of the 
globe-trotting history and influence of 
the Lake Sentani sculpture with the 
nickname ‘the Lily’.

A number of Australian universities 
have extensive research collections 
of Aboriginal, Torres Strait and Pacific 
cultural material. While these very 
often began as exotic collections of ‘the 
other’, today we see a very different 
scholarship and approach to curation 
and exhibition. The involvement of 
Aboriginal curatorial staff as well as 
Yolŋu elders of the ‘home’ community in 
the preparation of the exhibition Gululu 
dhuwala djalkiri: welcome to the Yolŋu 
foundations at the Chau Chak Wing 
Museum which is also is a key theme of 
the review of the book Djalkiri-Yolŋu art, 
collaborations and collections. Making 
collections approachable is also the 
goal of the Lawrence Wilson Gallery 
with the review of the current exhibition 
of traditional, tourist and contemporary 

art Creatures: Ochred, Pokered, 
Carved & Twined.

Art has the power to move us and the 
tributes paid in this edition to Dr Harry 
Beran speak of his love for the art of the 
Massim region and his ability to inspire 
this love in many of us. Bill Rathmell also 
reveals his favourite piece from a recent 
viewing of Bill Evan’s private gallery.

While the pandemic continues to curtail 
international travel plans for Australians, 
some sense of normalcy is returning 
with Michael Reid Gallery in Sydney 
having an exhibition of Phantom shields 
in June and also hosting a special 
launch of Chris Boylan and Jessica 
Phillip’s book Man Who Cannot Die - 
Phantom Shields of the New Guinea 
Highlands on Friday 19 June.

Margaret Cassidy

  dates for your diary
•  Friday 19 June - Book launch of Man Who Cannot Die - Michael Reid Gallery, 105 Kippax Street, Surry Hills, NSW, 4 - 6pm.

• Saturday 21 August - Sydney Oceanic Art Fair (SOAF) - National Art School, Paddington NSW.

• Wednesday 13 October - OAS Lecture, Harold Gallasch on his extensive Baining collection with field notes and 
photographs from East New Britain - National Art School, Paddington NSW.



"The Lily". Image courtesy National Gallery of 
Australia.
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One object that has been almost always 
on permanent display since its acquisition 
by the National Gallery of Australia 
(NGA) in 1974 is the Lake Sentani 
figures with the nickname acquired 
in Paris in the 1930s - ‘the Lily’. It has 
long been considered a ‘masterpiece’ of 
Pacific art with Australian art critic Robert 
Hughes once describing the sculpture 
as a ‘work of astonishing quality’, full of 
‘gaunt expressionist pathos’. It has been 
suggested they are a mythical married 
couple connected to the birth of Sentani 
culture on the island of New Guinea.

Remote freshwater Lake Sentani 
lies in the north of the current day 
Indonesian province of West Papua 
and is about 25 kilometres long. At 
the time these figures were created in 
the mid-19th century, a homogeneous 
society consisted of the west, central 
and east Sentani peoples. These lake 
communities lived in relative peace 
having regular trade for essentials 
like salt and value placed on traded 
beads from the coastal people of Yos 
Sudarso (Humboldt) Bay and with 
both groups also intermarrying. Each 
village had a series of clan chiefs, 
Ondofolo or Ondoafi,[i] with strong 
connections to both ancestors and 
the supernatural world. Within Sentani 
society at this time, maintaining a 
celestial equilibrium with the natural 
environment, community and the 
interconnected realms of ancestors 
and other spiritual beings (Uaropo) was 
critically important. Like today, most 
Sentani houses were built out over the 
lake with their supporting posts driven 
into the lake-bed. Tall trees were felled 
to build these houses, the largest 
supporting the roof beams with shorter 
ones holding up the floor beams.
 
The architecture of the Ondofolo’s 
meeting house would reflect his 
powerful relationships with ancestors 
and the supernatural world. Typically, 
these meeting houses had no side 
walls; the roof came down to the floor or 
left a small space, and the supporting 
upper ends of the house posts were 
carved in the round as the bodies 
of ancestors or spirit beings. These 
figures jutted out of the floor boards or 
rose up to meet the roof beams. These 
figures range from a few feet tall to 

over life sized and became an integral 
part of the spiritual soul of the meeting 
house presided over by the Ondofolo 
(Koojiman 1959: 17).
 
By 1900, only three large ceremonial 
meeting houses were still actively being 
used (Smidt 2011: 24). Many others 
had fallen into the lake dilapidated 
and disused due to economic, political 
and societal changes due to increased 
outsider influence. Dutch Missionaries 
worked hard in suppressing religious 
activities and introducing new 
Christian ones; ancestral images were 
no longer needed, moving from being 
central in spiritual matters to being 
discarded. Perhaps these sculptures 
reverted from respected ancestors 
back to simply being pieces of wood. 
In the 1920s, Swiss ethnologist Paul 
Wirz in the 1920s recorded the name 
To Reri Uno – literally ‘people made of 
wood’. Local stories suggest that either 
the figures were cut from houses and 
thrown into the lake to protect them for 
fear that missionaries would destroy 
them or that the community zealotry 
that often accompanies a new religion 
wanted to remove past practices. A lack 
of recorded knowledge by outsiders and 
the cultural loss from one generation to 
the next due to the events including 
the American military presence in the 
1940s has meant it is now unclear 
who these figures represented – are 
they mythological culture heroes, spirit 
beings, or more recent ancestors from 
the living memory of the creating artist?
 
This sculpture is just the very top of a 
longhouse post. These figures would 
have come up through the floorboards 
into the chief’s house and would have 
looked magical in the ambient light of 
an Ondofolo’s house.
 
Looking at the figures, each figure 
has one hand up to the chest. To have 
both hands up to the chest has been 
recorded as a gesture of reverence at 
burials (Smidt 2011: 25). However, the 
other hands are missing. Their lower 
arm sections were carved free of the 
body and with age and submersion 
in the lake they have broken away 
although it is evident the hands once 
rested upon the lower stomach. The 
male figure has two additions to the 

Travels of the Lily: 
from Lake Sentani to the National Gallery
by Crispin Howarth

female; at the back of the legs are 
raised ridges suggesting decorative 
fibre leg bands and one shoulder has 
a carved design which represents 
either scarification or tattoo-like skin 
markings. In the group of known figures 
from Lake Sentani, these figures are 
quite unusual for having slender long 
legs; often New Guinean sculptures 
have stocky legs, with an emphasis 
on a powerful thigh and buttock. This 
elongated nature of the figures lends 
them an air of silent serenity, this 
sculpture holds something elemental 
about the couple, as if the carver’s 
intent was to show a lifetime of 
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companionship. Whoever created this 
sculpture was a highly accomplished 
artist but there is so little is known 
about their true origin and purpose.
 
These figures travelled from the depths 
of Lake Sentani nearly a century ago 
to being on display in Canberra by 
traversing the globe. Paris in the 1920s 
was the sparkling centre for the artistic 
avant-garde including the Surrealist 
movement led by poet and writer 
Andre Breton. Surrealists looked for 
modes of expression beyond their own 
lived reality and so they turned to the 
visual arts from other cultures. These 
arts were co-opted or appropriated, as 
to the Surrealist, art from distant lands 
and from little understood cultures 
were viewed as ‘exotic’ food to feed 
their dreams and imaginations. Pacific 
arts for the Surrealists presented 
fresh conceptual challenges in the 
way these arts were created as the 
use of bone, stone, wood, feathers, 
teeth – everything which oil paint on a 
two-dimensional canvas cannot show 
- inspired these artists who wanted 
to escape European conventionalism 
and the standing ideas of ‘good taste’.

While Cubism drew upon the 
resolutions of volume and form 
by African artists in sculpture, the 
Surrealists went further in finding 
inspiration. Through connections to 
the arts of other cultures, they were 
keen to find connections to some 
form of truth in spiritual realms (Dixon 
2007: 278), Andre Breton writing, ‘the 
development of Surrealism at the 
outset is inseparable from the power to 
seduce and fascinate that Oceanic art 
possessed in our eyes.’ (White 2007). 
Many Surrealists coveted Pacific 
objects and built collections of them 

without much understanding of the 
cultural context of these works so that 
a decorated coconut bowl would be 
equally as appreciated as an important 
ancestral figure. Exhibitions were 
organised where Pacific and African 
art works were shown alongside the 
work of Surrealists; Pacific arts were 
particularly revered for their visual 
strength. It was appropriation and 
appreciation in equal measure.
 
A lesser-known Surrealist was poet, 
adventurer and filmmaker Jacques 
Viot. A talented entrepreneur, once 
described as ‘fun and sarcastic’ (Van 
Dyke 2011: 9), he was employed at 
Galerie Pierre on Rue des Beaux 
Arts by Pierre Loeb in the 1920s. 
The gallery was a thriving venue for 
Cubist and Surrealist art offering 
works from then emerging artists 

as well established artists including 
Joan Miro, Marc Chagall, Max Ernst, 
Henri Matisse, Amedeo Modigliani 
and Pablo Picasso. Pierre Loeb also 
offered the arts of Africa and the 
Pacific. While African cultural objects 
were accessible in Paris, objects from 
the Pacific were rare.
 
While talented, Viot grew sizeable 
debts and he opted to disappear 
in September 1926. Leaving debts 
in his wake (Peltier 2011), he stole 
the identity papers of one ‘Georges 
Poupet’[ii] (Presse Océan 2017) and 
lived in Tahiti.  After returning to Paris, 
in April 1929 Pierre Loeb funded a 
business proposition from Viot to 
undertake a one-man expedition to 
Australia to collect scarce Aboriginal 
art unobtainable in Paris. Viot never 
reached Australia, spending most of 
his travels in Tahiti, and on his return 
chanced upon Yos Sudarso Bay and 
was told of a great inland lake where 
he might be able to collect art.
 
Pierre Loeb’s 1945 memoir has an 
account of Viot finding the sculpture 
(Webb 2011: 96), Viot “was a poet 
without a publisher and without a job … 
One day he disappeared, hastily, if you 
know what I mean … He returned two 
years later after wandering about in 
China and the Pacific, a little nervous 
but having lost nothing of his natural 
arrogance mixed with a gentle irony. 
Knowing my passion for ‘art sauvage’ 
he proposed that I pay – voluntarily this 
time – for him to go on a new voyage. 
Without ill-will, but also without much 
expectation and mainly 

Le Lys as currently displayed in the exhibition ‘Emotional Bodies’ next to works by artists including 
Miro, Epstein and Modigliani. Image courtesy National Gallery of Australia.
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in sport, I accepted. His first shipments 
arrived after a few months … all fairly 
nondescript. But a little while later I 
was intrigued by the arrival of a long, 
heavy box.
 
It contained a single statue: a 
masterpiece. Sculpted from hardwood 
were two figures, a man and a woman, 
both thin with long stiff arms stretching 
down their bodies. They appeared to 
have been born from the tree itself, 
their feet resting close together while 
their bodies gradually grew apart. 
They were almost life sized. Their 
facial expressions, already less 
precise from wear, 
were serious and 
concentrated. This 
remarkable statue 
came from Dutch 
New Guinea, where 
some years earlier 
the aboriginals had 
hidden it and others 
in Lake Sentani, to 
save it from the destruction that had 
been ordered there and elsewhere 
by missionaries. My friend … had 
befriended one of the medicine men 
and had learned of the existence of 
this treasure lying underwater in the 
lake a few metres from the shore. He 
called the statue Le Lys.”
 
Viot’s own written recollection from 
1933 may be the start of a romanticised 
myth, “I had become friendly with a few 
old men who still, in all innocence, left 
their sex uncovered. They gave me 
a present. Somewhat unsteady on 
their legs, aiding each other along the 
way, they went and dug in the silt at 
the water’s edge with their hands … 
uncovering a representation of their 
souls. It was the most moving object 
I had ever seen. Carved into the same 
trunk… two figures emerging from the 
same stalk, a couple at the moment of 
creation in all its virginity. I understood 
that they preferred to see it in my 
hands rather than in the waters of the 
polluted lake. I have called this statue 
Le Lys - The Lily. (Peltier 2011: 48-55)”
 
Although he was part of the colonial 
project, in the position to travel and 
collect art from communities, Viot 
formed a negative view of colonialism 
during his travels, writing, “there is 
only one way of colonizing: against 
the natives” (Peltier 1992: 160-161). 
It is believed that Viot collected over 
60 sculptures cut from old houseposts 
before returning to Paris. Le Lys was 
exhibited in two exhibitions staged in 

1933; firstly, in January at Galerie Pierre 
Colle and in July at Charles Ratton and 
Louis Carre present African, American, 
Polynesian and Melanesian sculpture. 
With the aggressive elements of 
African sculptures highly popular in the 
1930s, it is not surprising the refined 
arts Viot collected from communities on 
the tranquil waters of Lake Sentani did 
not strike a commercial popularity[iii].
 
Around 1935, the American-British 
pioneer of modern sculpture, Jacob 
Epstein visited Galerie Pierre, became 
enamoured and purchased the Lily. He 
was one of very few at the time with 

an interest in Pacific 
art who also had the 
resources to secure 
this object. For the 
next thirty years, 
the Lily remained 
hidden away in 
Epstein’s London 
home at 18 Hyde 
Park Gate as part 

of a remarkable collection drawn 
across all the cultures and epochs of 
the world. As a creator of works with 
religious subjects, Epstein appreciated 
that these arts were made for cultural 
purpose and were embodiments of 
spiritual belief systems. Epstein’s 
autobiography describes the Lily, 
“These two frail, ghost-like figures rise 
somewhat obliquely, moving away 
from each other. They are spirits not of 
earth - The earth part of them has been 
drained out. They are Mother and Son 
- ancestral ghosts - or Husband and 
Wife … The inexpressible melancholy 
of their heads is matched by the 
delicate hands - fingers like the tracery 
of veins on leaves…a breath…a frailty 
unparalleled … The enchantment of 
the group is beyond description ... 
I so desired them that I mortgaged 
my future earnings - for a long time 
… to obtain them. Their discreet and 
sympathetic presence lifts me into a 
world as ethereal as the last quartets 
of Beethoven … This is a piece of 
sculpture which seems to reject the 
very quality by which sculpture exists 
- solidity of form’ (1940).
 
Following Epstein’s death his 
collection was exhibited by the Arts 
Council of Great Britain in 1960. At 
some point in the next few years, the 
Lily was acquired by New York wealthy 
art collectors Gustave and Franyo 
Schindler and moved to their New York 
apartment. It was purchased in 1974 
by James Mollison, the first director 
of the National Gallery of Australia, as 

"This is a piece of 
sculpture which seems to 
reject the very quality by 
which sculpture exists - 

solidity of form"

part of the aim of acquiring work for 
the Pacific collection which could be 
termed ‘out-right masterpieces’. The 
sculpture moved to its current resting 
place of Canberra. During a lecture by 
Douglas Newton of the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art given in Canberra in the 
early 1980s Newton simply described 
the Lily as ‘the most sublime oceanic 
art extant’. The Lily has remained 
on mostly permanent display for the 
past 30 years, moving occasionally 
between galleries, placed in visual 
dialogue with other sculptures created 
by artists from around the world. It 
remains one of the most impressive 
works in the Gallery’s collection of 
166,000 works.

[i] Ondoafi is the eastern end of the lake word of 
the Asei people.
[ii] As noted by Peltier 1992, Viot embellished his 
life.
[iii] Webb mentions Loeb was interested in 
the quick sale of these arts, possibly to recoup 
expenses – Webb 2011: 19.
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Solomon Islands carved coconut used in the 
practice of teeth blackening

In 1568, Álvaro de Mendaña y Neira was the 
first European to visit the Archipelago now 
known as the Solomon Islands. At the time, 
Mendaña y Neira was looking for the island 
of Ophir on which King Solomon’s treasure 
was supposed to be – a story from which 
originates the naming of the island (Mélandri 
and Revolon 2014:7). Unfortunately, 
geological specimens they collected and 
thought to be gold proved to be iron pyrites. 
Because of its yellow colour and the story 
around its “discovery” by Europeans, the 
mineral came to be commonly known as 
“fool’s gold”. The use of iron pyrites is 
central to the purpose of an object identified 
as UEA 964 which is currently on display 
at the Sainsbury Centre for Visual Arts in 
Norwich, UK, inventoried in the collection 
under the number UEA 964 and described 
as a “container carved with head and arms”.
 
Object UEA 964 is a vessel sculpted from 
a small coconut. It presents engraved 

geometrical motifs on its surface as well as 
some low relief detailing on the top of the 
coconut and a relief figure in the upper part 
with shell inlay to form the eyes. The incised 
lines on the face could be assimilated to 
facial scarification motifs. The lower part is 
cut out to create arms as well as an opening 
directly linked to the use of the object as a 
container. Above the head, a low relief motif 
can be interpreted as the head of two frigate 
birds, indigenous to the islands, with kapkap 
on the sides which can also be read as the 
birds’ eyes. UEA 964 is a very detailed and 
life-like representation.
 
UEA 964 entered the Sainsbury’s collection 
in December 1987 after they purchased 
the object from their longtime friend John 
K. Hewett, a renowned London art dealer. 
It was sold to them for the sum of £ 6,000 
(according to the invoice signed by Hewett) 
as “a container for graphite carved from a 
nut with shell inlay. Solomon Islands. The 

only other known specimen is illustrated in 
Edge-Partington.” Its label also states that 
the object is from the island of New Georgia. 
However, the object having entered the 
Sainsburys’ collection rather late, it was 
never published in the general catalogue of 
their collection and detailed research has 
not been pursued.[1]
 
Hewett’s mention of a similar object 
represented in Edge-Partington’s Album of 
the Weapons, tools, ornaments, articles of 
dress of the natives of the Pacific Islands is 
described as a “Carved cocoanut to contain 
pyrites for staining the teeth. New Georgia 
Island.” (1996: 208). This depiction of a 
similar carved coconut refers to an article 
by self-taught naturalist C. M. Woodford 
about his Exploration of the Solomon Islands 
(1888: 351-376) from 1884-1887. Woodford 
explains that iron pyrites was used by 
Solomon Islanders in the 19th century as a 
mineral to stain their teeth. 

Clémentine Débrosse

Container carved with head and arms; Solomon Islands; pearl shell, coconut; 89 mm. UEA 964, courtesy of Sainsbury Centre for Visual Arts. Photograph: 
Pete Huggins, 2021.
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For people living on the coast, this mineral 
was acquired by exchanging bamboo with 
inland people (1888: 353). It is thought that 
teeth-blackening was happening throughout 
the islands thanks to a system of exchange 
which ensured the spread of iron pyrites 
across the territories.
 
The first mention of teeth-blackening in the 
Solomon Islands and its link to coconut 
containers for iron pyrites dates back to 
1568 with Álvaro de Mendaña y Neira’s 
first visit to the Islands. Mendaña y Neira 
gives an account of a teeth-blackening 
practice which “disfigure[s] … both men 
and women” (1967: 133-134). Woodford 
commented on Mendaña y Neira’s account 
with “their descendants carry a black mineral 
substance in ornamented calabashes, for 
the purpose of blackening the teeth. He 
thought that it was iron pyrites” (1967: 133-
134). The custom of teeth-blackening was 
also mentioned by Somerville (1897: 375) 
and Ribbe (1903: 128; 240; 266). According 
to Peter Lanyon-Orgill, the “earth used to 
blacken the teeth” is called davala and 
the “carved receptacle used for davala” is 
called ñeiva (1969: 72; 105). The engraved 
coconut as a container for teeth-blackening 
was drawn by Ribbe and referred to as a 
vessel which people took great care of, “they 
are made of young, small coconuts, provided 
with the most wonderful carvings and 
patterns and are very valuable; as long as it 
contains coal, the container is taboo and not 
available for any price.” (Ribbe 1903: 266). 
Ribbe is hinting here at the importance and 
value of the container both as an object per 
se and because of its relation to iron pyrites.
 
UEA 964 can be considered to be a 
container for iron pyrites – ñeiva – which 
must have been used in the practice of 
teeth-blackening. Thomas Zumbroich has 
studied this practice throughout Asia and 

Oceania in various publications (2011 
and 2015). He associates the practice of 
teeth-blackening with that of betel chewing 
which is much more documented. Indeed, 
the practice of teeth-blackening using iron 
pyrites was a way to amplify the dark colour 
already left on teeth by betel chewing (2015: 
549). While betel chewing involves chewing 
leaves mixed with lime and areca nut, the 
mixture for teeth-blackening was made by 
the pounding of iron pyrites which was then 
mixed with leaves from the tropical almond 
(Terminalia catappa) to form a black paste 
(Zumbroich 2015: 541). 
While the aesthetic 
aspect of teeth-
blackening seems to be 
indisputable (Mendaña 
y Neira 1967: 266), 
the custom was also a 
way to “preserve the 
teeth and strengthen 
the gums” (Zumbroich 
2015: 540). There is 
evidence of the practice 
both in New Georgia 
and Malaita Islands 
where the mixture for 
teeth-blackening was 
called oko (Burt, Akin, Kwa'ioloa 2009: 159). 
As the practice of teeth-blackening was 
discontinued with the arrival of missionaries 
in the Solomon Islands (Zumbroich 2015: 
550), the containers for davala are the only 
surviving material evidence of this practice.
 
Apart from UEA 964, eight other ñeiva 
have been traced in European collections. 
There are three examples in the collections 
of the British Museum (Oc1951,05.1; 
Oc1927,0310.24; Oc,+3902), one in the Pitt 
Rivers Museum (1895.22.103), and four in 
the Cambridge Museum of Anthropology and 
Archaeology (Z 243a-b-c-d). However, only 
four of these objects have human or animal 

features in the carving of the coconut, mostly 
created by cutting away the coconut and 
incising motifs enhanced by lime (Oc,+3902; 
Oc1951,05.1; Z 243b; Z 243c). Three other 
examples have stylized motifs enhanced 
by lime (Oc1927,0310.24; 1895.22.103; Z 
243a). There is no photograph of the eighth 
example on the database so its stylistic 
features (Z 243d) are uncertain. All these 
examples were collected either in the late 
19th or early 20th century.
 
Unfortunately, the provenance and date of 

collection of UEA 964 
is unknown from the 
Sainsbury records. Its 
sculpture in the round 
is very detailed. When 
comparing it with 
other ñeiva in British 
collections, it can be 
inferred that it is very 
likely to be from New 
Georgia Island. While 
the custom of teeth-
blackening was not 
specific to New Georgia 
Island, the carving 
of small coconuts as 

containers for iron pyrites seems to originate 
only from this region of the archipelago.
 
With UEA 964 being so distinctively carved 
in comparison with all the other known 
examples of ñeiva, it can be speculated 
that the object is an early or a late creation. 
Undoubtedly UEA[MT1]  964 was possibly 
carved by a very skilled carver – potentially 
its owner. Since the teeth-blackening custom 
disappeared with the arrival of missionaries 
in the Solomon Islands, it can be assumed 
that UEA 964 is an early production rather 
than a late one. While it was common 
practice in the 19th century for objects to be 
made for trade rather than for personal use, 
it would 
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available for any price.”
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have made little sense to carve an object like 
ñeiva for market purposes considering that 
their high value was so related to their use 
as iron pyrites containers, as mentioned by 
Ribbe (1903:266).
 
As David Akin comments, an old provenance 
not only implies that the object is authentic but 
also that it was created in a traditional context. 
“If artefacts can be authenticated as having 
been made for the purposes of unchanging 
traditional societies, their scarcity, artistic 
importance and commercial value is ensured 
by the inevitable disappearance of such 
conditions under the corrupting influences of 
modernization and commercialization” (Akin 
1987). Being deprived of any provenance 
information for UEA 964, the object sits in 
a complex categorization as it cannot be 
authenticated as the repository of a now “lost 
tradition” with certainty.
 
A key piece of information available 
regarding the acquisition of the object is 
the name of the art dealer, John K. Hewett. 
Hewett and the Sainsburys met in 1949 
when the Sainsburys were only starting 
their collection. Their relationship was 
one of trust and the Sainsburys relied on 
Hewett to present them with good objects 
as well as acting as an intermediary for 
other dealers. Known as one of the most 
important contemporary dealers, Hewett 
was drawn to objects with an interesting 
patina, early provenance and refinements 
in carving (Waterfield and King 2010: 154-
165). Considering his taste for objects, it is 
clear why UEA 964 caught Hewett’s eye and 
why he suggested the Sainsburys buy the 
object for their newly built Sainsbury Centre 
for Visual Arts. Regrettably, Hewett was well 
known for removing the labels of the objects 
that he acquired (Waterfield and King 2010: 
163). So, if Hewett had any information on 
UEA 964’s provenance, it is now lost.
 

At this point, it can be confirmed that UEA 
964 is a carved container (ñeiva) for holding 
iron pyrites (davala), essential elements 
in the preparation of a black paste used in 
the custom of teeth-blackening. However, 
the provenance of the object and date of 
manufacture remain uncertain. Like many 
other objects collected in Oceania which are 
now part of private and public collections, 
there is scarce information on the originating 
context of UEA 964. However, its place as 
an object in the Robert and Lisa Sainsbury 
collection gives it a new dimension and 
value. In this collection, alongside the 
hundreds of other artefacts, UEA 964 stands 
as a “timeless testament” (Welsch 2002: 
6) to the tradition of teeth-blackening in 
the Solomon Islands, prior to the arrival of 
missionaries in the 19th century.
 

Clémentine Debrosse is a Masters student 
in the Sainsbury Research Unit at the 

University of East Anglia

[1] Information conveyed by Steven Hooper during 
a personal conversation.
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Djalkiri-Yolŋu art, collaborations and 
collections is an elegantly designed book 
produced to coincide with the exhibition 
Gululu dhuwala djalkiri: welcome to the 
Yolŋu foundations in the University of 
Sydney’s new Chau Chak Wing Museum 
that opened in November 2020. It 
explores and re-contextualizes the role 
and history of the University in collecting 
and exhibiting art from eastern Arnhem 
Land and the changing nature of museum 
practice. 

The dramatic and powerful front cover 
image of a black cockatoo feather 
ceremonial ornament by celebrated Yolŋu 
artist, David Daymarriŋu Malaŋi, heralds 
a visual feast of over 200 artworks 
reproduced in colour and 30 or so 
black and white historical photographs, 
all drawn from the collections of the 
university—Macleay Museum, University 
of Sydney Archives and JW Power 
Collection (managed by the Museum 
of Contemporary Art). These and other 
historical and more recent images are the 
dominant feature of the volume and are 
used well to illustrate the broad spectrum 
of insightful and reflective essays, 
interviews and statements by Yolŋu 
artists, Indigenous scholars, Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous curators, and key 
university staff.  

Upon opening the book, the reader is 
immediately introduced to contemporary 
Yolŋu art practice with full page closeups 
of artists at work at the arts centres at 
Milingimbi/Yurrwi, Ramingining and 
Yirrkala. The main body of the book has 
three sections, each 
devoted to the art 
and collections of 
these communities, 
and each section 
is introduced with a 
selection of works 
and images from 
the university’s 
collections followed by reflections 
from the arts centres—Milingimbi Art 
and Culture, Bula’Bula Arts and Buku-
Larrŋgay Mulka.

The approach and tone of the writing 
varies throughout, beginning with more 
academic pieces such as Indigenous 
writer and curator, Stephen Gilchrist 
reflecting on dramatic shifts in Indigenous 
curation. The editor, curator Rebecca 
Conway details significant changes in 
museum practice with the inclusion of 

Indigenous voice and a collaborative 
framework of practice, which, in this 
instance is with Yolŋu scholars, artists 
and others whose work and perspectives 
have helped shape and give new 
relevance to the university’s collections. 
The book is also unusually revealing as 
to the machinations of museum practice, 
from transcribing documentation of 
bark paintings given by Yolŋu leader, 
Wandjuk Marika OBE, in the 1970s, to 
the development of the new exhibition 
by Rebecca Conway and Matt Poll with 
Yolŋu and the art centres. 

The tone of the other essays is more 
conversational with personal insights, 
reflections and commentary about 
the collections from Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous arts workers and 
practitioners, curators and academics, 

including past and 
present university staff 
talking about working 
with the collections and 
engagement with Yolŋu 
artists and communities 
over time. Bernice 
Murphy’s essay 
traces the trajectory of 

exhibitions of Yolŋu art across Sydney 
as a consequence of collaborations with 
Djon Mundine OAM, Indigenous writer, 
curator and activist, during his time as 
Art Adviser at Ramingining. Djon’s own 
essay gives insights into his history and 
the critical role he played in positioning 
Yolŋu art in the forefront in galleries and 
museums in Australia in the late 1970s 
and 1980s, including with the University.

The overall presence of Yolŋu voice 
throughout the book is another invaluable 

element here, positioning Yolŋu as the 
authority in contextualizing collections. A 
lot of details have been collated about the 
artists who produced the works, much of 
it confirmed through the arts centres. The 
spelling of names has been updated and 
clan affiliations and birth and death dates 
provided. Together with the large number 
of works reproduced (and the stand-out 
feature of this book), the artists’ details will 
prove invaluable to Yolŋu and scholars 
alike, as will the naming of individuals 
in the archival images that appear in the 
book and identified during research on 
the collections by Dr Joe Gumbula in the 
late 2000s. A particularly poignant story in 
the book is Gawura Wanambi’s response 
to a painting collected by anthropologist 
Ronald Berndt in 1947 at Yirrkala and 
how the process of consultation revealed 
an extraordinary connection. The name 
of the artist was recorded as ‘Gulungul – 
artist’s details unknown’, who was, in fact, 
Guluŋgulk (also known as Gitjpapuy). 
Gawura is his son and was able to fill in 
the background to his father’s history and 

Djalkiri-Yolŋu art, collaborations and collections
2021, 320 pages, Edited by Rebecca J. Conway, Sydney University Press
Reviewed by Lindy Allen and Louise Hamby

The book is also  
unusually revealing as  
to the machinations of  

museum practice

Yolŋu clan procession for Joseph Neparrŋa 
Gumbula’s graduation ceremony in the 
Great Hall, University of Sydney, 4 April 2007 
where he was awarded the degree of Doctor 
of Music (honoris causa) in recognition of 
his Yolŋu Liya’narramirri (Learned Elder) 
status. Gumbula wore his Daygurrgurr 
Gupapuyŋu clan bathi (basket) as a symbol 
of his knowledge, authority and clan identity. 
To the left of Gumbula is his wife, Pamela 
Ganambarr and on the right, his sister Dr 
Waymamba Gaykamaŋu. Image courtesy 
Media Office, University of Sydney
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shed light on how he may have come to 
paint for Berndt.

Djon Mundine’s essay eloquently points 
out how ‘naming is central to the structure 
of language and of communication’ 
in eastern Arnhem Land, and the 
incorporation of Yolŋu language overall 
adds a significant dimension to the book. 
It is important to note that it is not always 
possible to translate adequately or 
capture the essence of the complexities 
and cultural meanings of objects in 
English. However, the use of Indigenous 
language in exhibitions and publications 
is considered an essential element of 
contemporary museum practice, and 
was a critical point emphasized by Yolŋu 
with delegates from museums attending 
the 2016 Milingimbi Makarrata (which 
the authors of this review organized 
in collaboration with the Miliŋimbi 
community and invited the Macleay 
Museum to send a representative).
  
Djalkiri-Yolŋu art, collaborations and 
collections is a fitting testimony to the 
history of the University of Sydney and 
its cultural collections and research, and 
the continuous and ongoing connections 
with the people of eastern Arnhem Land. 
The university staff, past and present, 
who have contributed their reflections as 
curators and scholars working with the 
collections and Yolŋu who have come 
to the collections provides an important 
counterpoint to the strong Yolŋu voice 
achieved throughout. An index is 
provided, and despite an exhaustive 
bibliography of literature referenced in 
chapters, a short list of recommended 
reading would have been useful. The art 
works and historic images reproduced in 

the book will ensure its survival as a vital 
resource for Yolŋu as well as scholars. 
The volume explores in depth the 
University of Sydney’s collections from 
eastern Arnhem Land and their histories, 
as well as the interconnection between 
the university and Yolŋu from the earliest 
days of the mission and the beginnings 
of anthropology at the university through 
the work of anthropologists William 
Lloyd Warner, A.P. Elkin and Ronald 
and Catherine Berndt, through to the 
present with the recent work of Rebecca 
Conway and Matt Poll. Djalkiri-Yolŋu art, 
collaborations and collections will also 
prove a lasting tribute to the work of the 
late Dr Joe Neparranga Gumbula, whose 
singular scholarship and leadership in 
this arena is unequalled, and who was 
a mentor to the authors of this review 
and many of the university staff who 
contributed to this book.
 

 
Ms Lindy Allen is an independent cultural 
heritage expert and anthropologist and 
worked as senior curator of the Northern 
Australian Indigenous collections at Museums 
Victoria for 30 years and currently as a 
Research Associate. Lindy has worked with 
Arnhem Land communities since the 1980s. 
 
Dr Louise Hamby is an independent 
researcher and anthropologist at the 
Australian National University and has a long 
history of research in Arnhem Land material 
culture and museum collections, including 
her doctoral research at Gapuwiyak.  
 
The authors were joint research investigators 
on the Australian Research Council Linkage 
project, The legacy of 50 years of collecting 
at Milingimbi Mission. 

[Harry Makarrwaḻa Wangurri, makarraṯa at 
Milingimbi, 1927-29] Warner’s caption for 
this lantern slide was simply ‘Peace making 
ceremony – warrior painted with white clay’. 
Photo: WL Warner, Lantern slide teaching 
collection, transferred from the Anthropology 
Department 1994-96. Macleay Collections, 
HP99.1.679
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Creatures: Ochred, Pokered, Carved & Twined 

Any visit to Perth should include a 
trip to the Lawrence Wilson Gallery, a 
contemporary purpose built sandstone 
building on the edge of the grounds of the 
University of Western Australia. It provides 
the stage for a range of exhibitions from 
the University’s three collections including 
the Berndt Museum of Anthropology’s 
object collection. This collection has 
expanded beyond the original objects 
of the research museum based on UWA 
anthropologists’ Professor Ronald and 
Dr Catherine Berndt's fieldwork and now 
includes items from Papua New Guinea 
and Asia. The museum organises biannual 
exhibitions using a thematic approach to 
display some of the vast collection.
 
Animals are a very accessible theme for 
this current exhibition Creatures: Ochred, 
Pokered, Carved & Twined. It provides 
a diverse look at objects based on 
animal forms from artists from Aboriginal 
language groups from across Australia. 
The Creatures in the title reflects that every 
object is a representation of an animal, 
fish or bird well known by their Indigenous 
artist creators, with the full title capturing a 
range of production techniques employed 
by Indigenous artists over the last century 
on display in this exhibition.
 
What is different about this exhibition is 
that highly skilled and executed examples 
of tourist art are presented alongside more 
traditional and modern representations of 
the animal form in the one space. The 
items range from traditional ochres painted 
on bark and carved Kimberley boab nuts, 
to modern carved and painted objects 
and thoroughly modern twined sculptures 
made from plant fibre, wood and tree nuts.
 
Indigenous art was being collected from the 
first arrivals of colonial explorers, followed 
by missionaries and then anthropologists. 
The earliest indigenous tourist art 
evolved particularly in remote Australia 
where local Aboriginal communities saw 
the development of figurative and non-
traditional carving in the 20th century 
as a way of making income. As tourist 
art, it was art produced by one culture 
for consumption by a different culture. 
However, while the techniques and 
materials changed to suit the consuming 
culture, the producers were able to infuse 
elements of their culture and develop 
unique works of art.
 
Another delight is the menagerie of poker 
worked animals carved in Milyirrtjarra 
(Warburton), centre for the Ngaanyatjarra 
people of the Western Desert in remote 

More recent carvings for the tourist market 
are represented with the vibrant School 
of Barramundi crafted by Gerry Blitner of 
Groote Eylandt, Northern Territory from 
wood and natural pigments in 1989. These, 
with objects from East Arnhem Land, are 
excellent examples of the style also seen 
in the Gululu dhuwala djalkiri Welcome to 
the Yolŋu foundations exhibition currently 
on show in the Chau Chak Wing Museum.

Nyoongar artist “Yibiyung” Roma Winmar 
provides a highly skilled interpretation of 
a traditional medium with her fine carving 
Mountain Devil on an emu egg from 1998. 
This delicate carving reveals the tonal 
layers of the egg shell allowing the three 
dimensional swirl of the Devil’s frills to frame 
and highlight the menace of the creature. 
 
Another lively work is Nyoongar artist 
Janine McAullay Bott’s Kangaroo and 
Joey from 2004. Bott’s work is an example 
of what Laura Fisher describes as “the art 
that falls in the cracks between the so-
called urban and remote” (2016). Although 
she learnt her craft skills while living away 
from Australia in the United States, she has 
followed Australian Indigenous practice of 
maintaining a close relationship to the land 
through the use of natural grasses and 
other fibres that come from the bush and 
claims that “when looking into the weave 
you can see the spirits of the animals and 
the Noongars they represent” (2020). This 
almost living object woven from natural 
fibres contrasts strongly with the soft 
woollen representation, Bird crafted by 
Yarrenyty Arltere artist Dulcie Raggett in 
Mparntwe (Alice Springs) in 2011. This is 
a clear example of the extensive textile 
soft sculpture practice that has evolved 
in Central Australia involving sewing, 
embroidery and crochet of felt and woollen 
thread materials.
 
Regardless of the mix of materials used 
and the techniques applied, this exhibition 
illuminates a diverse menagerie of animal 
representations from across Indigenous 
Australia and reflects the importance of 
these creatures in Aboriginal culture. 
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Western Australia, around 1977 of wild 
cats and a marsupial mouse; unfortunately, 
all items with no recorded creator. The 
practise of carving animals with burnt, 
poker designs was originally encouraged 
by missionaries in the 1950s in response 
to a rise in tourism in Central Australia 
and became a well-established practise 
for several desert communities. An animal 
form is roughly shaped with an axe from 
the branch or root of a tree before finer 
carving to refine the shape. Fencing wire 
or pipe is then heated on the fire and used 
to incise details onto the wooden animal 
form – to replicate the feathers of a bird, 
the fur on a marsupial or the scales of a 
goanna. These examples capture the 
essence of each creature with strong 
markings on streamlined forms.

Janine McAullay Bott, Noongar Language, 
Kangaroo and Joey, 2004. Perth, Western 
Australia. Plant fibre, wood and gum nuts. 
Berndt Museum of Anthropology Collection 
[2004/0013] © Janine McAullay Bott.

Presented by the Berndt Museum of Anthropology at the Lawrence Wilson Gallery, Perth, 
Western Australia. Exhibition continues until 5 June 2021. Review by Margaret Cassidy

Yibiyung Roma Winar, Noongar Language, 
Mountain Devil, c.1998. Perth, Western 
Australia. Emu Egg, 9.5 x 15 x 8.5 cm. 
Berndt Museum of Anthropology Collection 
[1998/0058]
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Harry Beran

Scholar, author and collector specializing 
in the art of the Massim area of Eastern 
New Guinea, Harry Beran died in 
Cambridge, England on 26 February 
2021. He was inaugural President and 
a key founder of the Oceanic Art Society 
(OAS). While teaching Philosophy at 
the University of Wollongong until his 
retirement in 1998, he referred to his 
single-minded research of the Massim 
material as a “hobby”.
 
From Paris, Anthony Meyer recollected 
the founding of the OAS, “One day 
he asked me what I thought about an 
idea of his – the creation of a club of 
Oceanic art aficionados … In the end 
we decided that was a good idea and 
Harry went on to launch the OAS 
.... It has become a major and well 
recognised association over the last 25 
years publishing books and organising 
events such as the milestone 2017 
symposium in Melbourne.

Another idea of his was to create the 
Harry Beran database of early labels 
and inventory numbers. Once again, 
we debated it fiercely and, in the end, 
decided that it was workable. It has 
since grown and is now in its fifth or 
sixth mutation on the OAS web site.”

Harry’s introduction to Oceanic art has 
been told by Bill Evans*, "A native of 
Vienna, Harry Beran moved to Australia 
in 1957 at the age of 22.  Harry’s interest 
in Oceanic art began later, in 1969, 

when he was a university student. He 
became involved in a cultural program 
in which he was invited by a Papua 
New Guinea villager to stay in a village 
near Port Moresby. He spent two weeks 
there and then went on … to Kiriwina 
in the Trobiand Islands, which is in the 
Massim culture district. He brought five 
or six pieces back from that visit, but 
did not really think a great deal about 
Massim artifacts until November 1976, 
when the collection of Stan Moriarty, 
one of the largest private collections 
of Pacific artifacts … in Australia, 
was auctioned in Sydney. At this sale, 
confronted with the entire spectrum 
of Pacific material, Harry found that 
the Massim pieces appealed to him 
the most.
 
Harry’s research has led him to the 
identification of an individual Massim 
carver of the late 19th century known 
as Mutuaga, who became the focus 
of his book Mutuaga: A Nineteenth-
Century East New Guinea Woodcarver 
and his Art. Mutuaga lived in the Sua 
region of east New Guinea from about 
1860 to 1920 and carved for at least 40 
years. Harry’s research has consisted of 
both stylistic analysis and specific field 
research done in a number of trips to 
the Massim area, some of which was 
time productively spent and some less 
so: “In 1989 I had only half a day and 
I asked two or three people whether 
they had heard of Mutuaga, and a I 
met a 100-year-old man named Weibo 

Mamohoi who remembered him very 
well. In 1993 I went back … and I 
questioned other old men. I asked them 
if they could remember the names of any 
old woodcarvers, and a few of them said 
yes, they’d heard of Mutuaga. In each 
case I asked ‘How did you learn about 
Mutuaga’ ... One of these men said 
‘Yeah, I’ve heard of Mutuaga’. When I 
asked him how he came to hear of the 
carver, he said ‘Well, I heard about him 
from you on your previous visit.’”
 
Speaking at his funeral, Anthony Meyer 
said, “Harry, you gave me the keys to 
so many doors. You opened so many 
passages for us all. Through your work 
on the Massim, through your work 
on shields, … you gave us the bricks 
on which to build our knowledge ... 
Through your collecting you brought 
to the forefront a whole new world of 
objects that became sought after and 
enjoyed. In reality although the Massim 
people made the artifacts you made 
Massim art into ART - an art to be 
lusted after and forever admired.” 
 
Living in Warsaw, Poland, Australian 
author and Fellow of the Royal 
Geographical Society, Michael Moran 
wrote of his “deep appreciation of 
this remarkable man, his warmth, 
knowledge, encouragement and 
inspiration for my own exploration of the 
fascinating Kula Ring and the beautiful 
Massim region and the other island 
provinces of Papua New Guinea.”

*Reproduced with permission from Bill Evans 1996 
“Harry Beran” Tribal Arts, Summer 1996 pp 78-80.

Tributes received by the OAS

Dr Harry Beran interviews residents of Egum Islet in Milne Bay in October 2017. Photograph: Luke 
Wong, ABC. Reproduced with permission of the Australian Broadcasting Corporation.
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other events
Sydney, Australia:
Phantom Shields Exhibition
Michael Reid Gallery, 
105 Kippax Street, Surry Hills, NSW
10 June – 24 June 2021

Sydney, Australia:
Book launch of Man Who Cannot Die
Michael Reid Gallery, 
105 Kippax Street, Surry Hills, NSW
Friday 19 June 2021, 4 – 6pm

Sydney, Australia:
Pacific Views Exhibition
Chau Chak Wing Museum, 
University of Sydney, NSW
Opening 4 September 2021

Townsville, Australia:
Iridescent
Museum of Tropical Queensland
9 May – 30 November 2021

Paris, France:
Parcours des Mondes
7 – 12 September 2021

Brisbane, Australia:
10th Asia Pacific Triennial of 
Contemporary Art (APT10)
Queensland Art Gallery & Gallery 
Of Modern Art
4 December 2021 – 25 April 2022

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 

War Art and Ritual: Visit to  
Bill Evans's Shield Collection

Whenever I go to an art gallery or 
museum show, I buy the catalogue (or 
I don’t) on the basis of the “wow” factor 
of the display. I usually also choose an 
object that I would like to acquire and 
display in my home (if I had the chance). 
In April, I and other members of the 
Oceanic Art Society committee got the 
opportunity to visit Bill Evans’s home 
in Paddington, where his world-class 
collection of shields from Island South 
East Asia, Australia and Melanesia is 
displayed – and the “wow” factor there 
is, literally, overwhelming. Many of the 
shields on display are in his two volume 
privately-published account, War Art 
and Ritual (reviewed by Crispin Howarth 
and by Jim Elmslie in issues 1 and 2 
respectively of the 2020 Journal of the 
Oceanic Art Society [OAS]). Whilst 
these books are not a catalogue of Bill’s 
collection, most of us bought copies to 
have a detailed reminder of an intensive 
experience.

Bill Evans, a founder member of the 
OAS, has spent much of his life in the 
study of, and dealing in, Oceanic Art. His 
gripping, almost non-stop description of 
the numerous shields in his collection, 
and the anecdotes associated with them, 
would have held our interest for much 
longer than the time the Committee had 
available. Fortunately, the books contain 
eight scholarly accounts of most of the 
types currently represented in his home 
– from Borneo, Bali, the Moluccas, west 
Papua, and PNG – so we can complete 
our education at leisure. Fortunately, 
also, Bill has said that all members of the 
OAS are welcome to pay his collection a 
visit (by arrangement) – if you would be 
interested in joining a group for a repeat 
visit write to info@oceanicartsociety.org.
au stating which days (and at what time) 
would suit you best.

The piece that I would have most liked 
to take home was actually one of Bill’s 
impressive collection of Aboriginal 
(Western Desert) shields, displayed in 
the entrance hall of his beautiful home. 
I first fell in love with this material in 
late 2019 at QAGOMA in Brisbane, 
where some shields loaned by Bill were 
prominently featured. Bill told us that 
he is planning to publish his Aboriginal 
shields collection in the near future in 
two new publications – watch this space!

Reviewed by Bill Rathmell

Bill Evans discussing his collection.
Photo: Bill Rathmell.

Aboriginal Central Desert Shield attributed to 
Yala Yala Gibbs Tjungurrayi (c. 1924 - 1998). 
Photo: Bill Evans.


