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The Agile Art World
Being agile and pivoting are words 
long associated with innovation and 
the tech world. However, they are now 
commonly being used in the art world 
to describe the quick responses and 
changes to long held practices being 
applied by museums, galleries, dealers 
and auction houses to the current global 
pandemic - and can also be applied to 
the Oceanic Art Society. 

With Greater Sydney in lockdown, the 
Sydney Oceanic Art Fair has been 
moved to Saturday 6 November with the 
agreement of the National Art School 
and a date is being finalised for the 
Annual General Meeting and lecture in 
late November. Following the success 
of the May OAS Lecture being made 
available to members globally as a live 
stream, the Society is launching OAS 
NOW! and is seeking both local and 
global collectors, dealers and curators 
prepared to present one or more items 
in a secure live stream lecture. In 
addition, for the next planned Lecture, 
Harold Gallasch will either present live 
in Sydney at the National Art School 
on the planned date, 13 October, or as 
a live stream  if dictated by the public 
health orders. 

Traditional cultural practices can 
change either as a slow evolution or 
an agile response to external forces. 
David Payne’s detailed hand drawings 
and documentation of Massim canoes 
of Papua New Guinea’s Milne Bay 
province shows how the culture is 
expressed through a colourful and 
sophisticated artistic style that suffuses 
the boatbuilding tradition. The boats on 
the islands and bays of this area are like 
art. While we are lucky that these boats 

are still being built, these traditions can 
be quite fragile with the indigenous craft 
of areas of North America now lost. 

One of the last events before the 
current Greater Sydney lockdown was 
an in-person launch for the Man Who 
Cannot Die - The Phantom Shields of 
Papua New Guinea book co-published 
by Chris Boylan. Chris’ talk from the 
launch focuses on the agile artistic 
response by the local warriors of the 
Waghi valley, now known as the Jiwaka 
Province in Papua New Guinea’s 
Highlands, to the arrival of a comic 
strip character, The Phantom, in a local 

tok pisin publication. This talk also 
highlights how the long established 
tradition of war shields is upended with 
changing of materials used in these 
shields due to the emerging availability 
of firearms in the region.

Margaret Cassidy

  dates for your diary
• 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.

• Saturday 6 November - Sydney Oceanic Art Fair (SOAF) - National Art School, Paddington NSW.

•  Saturday late November - OAS Annual General Meeting and Lecture - to be advised.

Ealamai Itana, an Epoi on Fergusson Island. For more details, see page 2. Photograph: David Payne.

OAS NOW!
We are seeking volunteer 
speakers to present in our live 
stream lectures, contact us at
president@oceanicartsociety.org.au



Kaoha, a Gebo war canoe at Milne Bay. Photograph: David Milne.
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The traditional canoes of the Massim 
region of the Milne Bay Province of 
Papua New Guinea (PNG) are colourful, 
stylish, and sophisticated. These 
traditional wooden canoes are woven 
into the fabric of the culture with their 
origins dating back through countless 
generations, yet they are still being 
made and they are extraordinary.

A month-long voyage in the Solomon 
Seas off Milne Bay in August 2017 
provided the opportunity to document 
many of the existing examples of the 
region’s traditional and contemporary 
canoes, recording their technical details 
to enable accurate plans to be drawn 
when I returned home to Sydney.

I travelled in a converted 20-meter 
Australian-built wooden trawler, M/V 
Curringa, conducting research in 
association with and supported by the 
late Dr. Harry Beran, an internationally 
acknowledged expert in Massim art 
and culture, and John Greenshields, a 
private collector and researcher. Both 
had extensive previous experience in 
the region. My employer, the Australian 
National Maritime Museum, also 
supported the research. Accompanied 
by five friends, we visited spectacularly 
scenic islands and groups where canoes 
were once made or are still being made.

Alotau, the principal town and port in 
Milne Bay Province, was the base from 
which we undertook two passages. 
The first took in the islands through 
the Engineer and Conflict Groups, the 
Calvados Chain, and into the Louisiade 
Archipelago to Sudest Island; returning 
via Ole. The second passage went 
first to Dobu, then counterclockwise 

through Kitava, Iwa and Gawa as far as 
Muyuw (Woodlark Island), returning via 
Nasikwabau (Alcester), Egum Atoll, and 
Normanby Island.

Each day was challenging in this 
remote region. We visited 30 islands in 
27 days, seeking permission from the 
head of each village and the canoes’ 
owners before we came ashore on each 
occasion. We were always welcomed 
and then we worked with the community 
that gathered around to meet us.

The traditional nature of the craft we 
recorded was matched by the method of 
documentation; it was all done by hand 
using a string line as a datum, and the 
measuring was undertaken just where 
the craft sat on the shoreline, in their 
huts or out in the open. The outline of 
the hull and outrigger was captured with 
length, width, and depth measurements 
at frames and other key locations. 
Then specific points were measured to 
locate their relative positions to each 
other. The pattern of the framing and 
crossbeams often enabled the primary 
elements of the construction to be 
quickly established, after which specific 
details could be recorded. It was fun to 
engage with the community; quite often 
one or two of them would understand 
what I was doing and help with the tape 
measure, including climbing a mast in 
one instance. We accomplished all of 
this without much knowledge of each 
other’s language.

The field notes were a series of pages 
covered in quick sketches, notations, or 
tables of dimensions. Curringa’s saloon 
table became a temporary drawing board 
for a small-scale plan to be drawn, to 

Massim canoes in the Milne Bay Province, 
Papua New Guinea
by David Payne

check what had been recorded and sort 
out any mistakes or missing information 
before we moved on.

Back at my drawing board in Sydney, 
I drafted the canoes in pencil at 1:20 
scale on A0 and A1 sheets following 
a similar layout of views on each plan 
where possible, so that comparisons 
between the craft and their details 
could be easily made. We observed 
their floating trim to establish a datum 
waterline, and a fairly consistent pattern 
of passing the waterline through the keel 
just under the washboards gave an even 
and appropriate flotation line to work to.  

Many of the outrigger canoes we 
recorded were built on a log keel, with 
built-up sides made of two to three 
planks—the first one rabbeted to the keel 
and the rest lapped. The keels varied 
in cross-section and profile curvature 
according to boat type. This log-keel-
and-planked-topsides configuration, 
where the rabbet line passes below 
the waterline, stands out as a contrast 
to the more widespread configuration 
elsewhere in PNG of a dugout log 
whose top edges sit well clear of the 
waterline. The log keel and planking 
configuration is a relatively advanced 
method of construction.

The rigs, too, show well-developed 
designs that fit the limitations of a single 
outrigger; they can gain ground to the 
windward, and be maneuvered to change 
direction, but not in a traditional tacking or 
gybing manner. Steering is the essence 
of simplicity: by raising and lowering the 
rudder blade aft, the balance between 
sail forces and the hull pressure of the 
craft is manipulated - pushing the big 
blade down drags the hull balance point 
aft  and this will cause the craft  to bear 
away; raising  the blade  up brings the 
craft up toward the wind direction. 

In 2019, the plans became an exhibition 
at the Australian National Maritime 
Museum and then at the Massim Museum 
and Cultural Centre in Alotau. The 
community and senior representatives 
complimented their accuracy and 
detail, describing them as a “bank of 
knowledge.” The representatives noted 
that recording them in a contemporary 
naval architectural drafting standard 
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acknowledged the depth and quality 
of engineering and design of these 
craft. The next step is to collect the 
community stories, to record the cultural 
background of construction and use of 
these canoes. The boats and people of 
this region have much to tell.
 
Gebo War Canoe
Historically, villages raided and battled 
each other in war canoes, until the 
missionary influence brought this to an 
end. Canoe building suffered as a result. 
In recent times Massim war-canoe 
construction has returned to Maiwara 
village on the shoreline at the head of 
Milne Bay, a short distance from Alotau, 
and at Wagawaga village on the shore 
opposite Alotau. Gebo war canoes are 
built here, for racing and cultural events. 
 
The canoes now being made are 
carved from a single tree, illmo being 
the commonly used one. The paddles 
are made from kwila. A combination of 
modern, mostly hand tools are now used 
for the construction. The top of the tree, 
called nau, is always the forward end 
of the canoe, and the root end, called 
gedu, is always the stern. The tapering 
shape of the tree is reflected in the 
boat’s shape.
 
The example documented was paddled 
by up to 18 men, with a steersman/
captain at the stern, and at the front are 
two lighter, agile crew who can help steer 
the craft with their paddling strokes.

Single outrigger canoes
 
The single outrigger styles called sailau, 
kemwengemwenge, epoi, tadobu and 
nagega share many characteristics. 
All have a main hull stabilized by the 
single outrigger float. The outrigger and 
hull are connected to each other by a 
combination of braces and crossbeams. 

They are always sailed so that the 
outrigger remains on the windward 
side. In order to change direction, they 
are double-ended, and employ the proa 
‘shunting' method of reversing the rig 
while lying beam-to-the-wind. Many of 
them were  trading canoes involved in the 
traditional kula exchange; others were for 
fishing and general-purpose work. 

Each type is different in its length, width 
and depth proportions and has its hull 
shape optimised for the environment 
it is sailed in and the length of the 
passages they need to make between 
nearby islands. For example, the 
narrow hull and narrow overall beam of 
an epoi is ideal for its use around the 
d’Entrecasteaux Islands, whereas the 
much wider nagega hull and outrigger is 
ideally proportioned for longer passages 
in open water from Muyuw and the 
Marshal Bennett islands to other islands 
in the kula exchange.
 

Sailau
The sailau is a contemporary version of 
the region’s widespread and numerous 
outrigger canoe styles. The sailau 
emerged in the mid-1900s. It has a lug-
style rig developed from features seen 
by Papuans working in Australia on craft 
such as pearling luggers. The vessels 
operate on sheltered lagoons within 
their island groups in the Louisiade 
archipelago, and out on open water for 
trade between the groups, so the shape 
is necessarily a compromise between 
these different environments.  It is wide, 
with a deep hull on a narrow keel and 
less flare than a nagega. It is also much 
less decorated than a nagega and has a 
simple but effective mast step.
 

Building a sailau on Panapompom island, with the builder's daughter. Photograph: David Payne.

A sailau. Photograph: David Payne.

Kemwengemwenge
The kemwengemwenge is another 
Massim single-outrigger canoe, and a 
variant of the sailau. This variant from 
the southeast Louisiades has a short, 
dugout log hull with no planking required, 
built to suit their available materials, and 
the mast is stepped on the top edges of 
the hull.
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Epoi
Epoi come from the D’Entrecasteaux 
Islands where the surrounding waters 
are more sheltered. The canoes are 
optimized for paddling, with seats on 
each crossbeam. The overall width of 
the hull and outrigger is quite narrow and 
the hull itself is also narrow. Although 
planked up on a wider and deeper dugout 
keel, the sides are relatively vertical so 
it’s both an easy shape to move through 
the water efficiently under paddle power, 
and comfortable to paddle. The reduced 
stability is matched by a smaller sail 
area and on the example documented, 
the sprit rig was stepped at either end, 
favoring running with the breeze.
 
Tadobu
The tadobu, also known as the masawa, 
is similar to an epoi, and is well suited 
to the open water passages between 
the Trobriand Islands where they come 
from. To handle open water passages 
better, the shape has more rocker, or 
curve to the keel profile, than the epoi, 

Kemwengemwenge on Wanim island with 
Harry Beran. Photograph: David Payne.

A tadobu from Iwa Island. Drawing: David Payne.

continued from page 3

and the topsides flare out a bit wider. 
But these are still built on a wide dugout 
keel, like the epoi. The craft are also 
wider overall for more stability and can 
carry a large sail when needed. One 
example documented had the traditional 
mast and triangular sail set forward, 
the other adopted a modern, centrally 
mounted rig.
 
Nagega
The nagega or anageg are different from 
the epoi and tadobu and are the largest 
of the canoes in almost all respects. They 
are used in the Marshall Bennett Islands 
and Woodlark Island, and a similar type 
of canoe was once common at Panaeati 
Island. While some of the tadobu are 
of similar length to the nagega, the 
nagega is the widest overall, and their 
hulls have more topside flare, and often 
have three planks for more freeboard. 
The keel profile has significant rocker. 
Collectively, these features are good for 
their long passages in open water, and 
allow a larger sail area than the other 
craft. The nagega has one more feature 
that helps its sea-going capabilities: The 
keel is quite narrow and the overall cross 
section more veed, which helps these 
craft gain good ground to windward. 
This is a necessary feature over the 
distances they sail between islands in 
changing conditions.
 
We saw the most significant piece of 
design in the nagega. The mast step is 
a complex work that reflects an elegant 
simplicity. A long arm with a cupped 
base for the mast sits over longitudinal 

and transverse supports that direct the 
compression into the edges of the log 
keel, and provide an additional ability 
to absorb this load with some spring 
or elasticity. Meanwhile, the long arm 
reaches up and out over the outrigger 
and connects to it through long struts. 
This ties it into the relative twisting 
and pitching movement between the 
outrigger and hull, and if that movement 
between them becomes too severe, it 
will damage the craft. This movement 
is measured in a unique way, through 
a built-in ‘strain gauge’ called the nedin. 
This is a long, tapered, longitudinal spar 
whose midpoint is very tightly tied to the 
mast arm at a point close to the edge 
of the hull; the nedin’s ends are passed 
through loops close to the washboards 
and remain free to move. The nedin’s 
ends move and its curvature adjusts 
with the relative twisting of the hull and 
outrigger. This movement, and the 
change in shape of the spar, become 
a gauge of what is happening and 
sends a warning to the captain and 
crew that the craft is overloaded. It is, 
perhaps, a unique feature in the world 
of traditional craft.
 
I had opportunities to sail two single 
outrigger canoes, a sailau and a 
tadobu.  It was exciting and informative 
feeling how the craft behaved, sensing 
its stability and the power in the rig. 
Teamwork between helmsman and crew 
kept them on course, and the sailau made 
excellent ground to windward. They had 
speed and balance and the tadobu felt 
completely in control running with the 
waves or reaching across them in open 
water. I was lucky enough to be manning 
the mainsheet for a period and as well as 
feeling the power of the sail firsthand, it 
was also a perfect chance to understand 
the relationship needed between skipper 
and crew, and the language difference 
was no barrier to communication.

David Payne retired in 2020 from his 
role as Curator of Historic Vessels at 
Australian National Maritime Museum.  
Using his wide sailing experience, he 
has also been a yacht designer and 
documented many of the museum’s 
vessels with extensive drawings.

This is an abbreviated version 
of this article. A more fully 
illustrated version with 
extensive drawings will be 
available on the OAS website 
www.oceanicartsociety.org.au
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Man Who Cannot Die - Phantom Shields of  the 
New Guinea Highlands – Book launch talk

These shields are from the New Guinea 
Highlands and a major feature is their colour. 
This is very much part of the New Guinea 
tradition to have colourful shields so that 
when the warriors are out fighting in the hills 
and the valleys the shields stand out very 
strongly from the landscape.
 
These shields all come from the same 
region, the eastern end of the Waghi 
valley, now known as the Jiwaka Province 
in Papua New Guinea’s Highlands. These 
are probably the biggest shields ever made, 
three or four warriors would hide behind 
each shield which would defend them from 
arrows.

But before we talk about the shields, can 
I just take a step back and give a little 
introduction to the New Guinea Highlands 
and set everything in historic perspective.
 
Humans first arrived in New Guinea 60,000 
years ago; they came down through Asia 
and probably about 30-40,000 years ago 
they moved up into the Highlands of Papua 
New Guinea and so settled in the valleys 
which were fertile, surrounded by forest 
that teemed with wildlife for these (initially) 
hunter gatherers.  And, for the rest of history 
they were very isolated, they didn’t come 
back down to the coast and the coastal 
people didn’t travel up.
 
For these 30,000 years we could say that the 
Highlands was isolated from the rest of the 
world; other migrations came through New 
Guinea but they bypassed the Highlands.
 
Over that time the peoples of the Highlands 
developed a very rich culture, technologically 
stone age but on all other levels it became a 
very sophisticated society. By 10,000 years 
ago, rudimentary irrigation began, draining 
fertile garden areas, in what was then a 
wetter climate with many lakes through the 
large valleys. About 8,000 years ago these 
irrigation drains became quite sophisticated – 
and, to put in historical context - the irrigation 
in the Middle East and Mesopotamia began 
around 10,000 years ago - so the same 
human developments were happening in the 
New Guinea Highlands as were happening 
in what we call the cradle of civilisation, in 
Egypt and the Middle East.  
 
The Germans arrived as colonisers in 
the 1870s and 1880s. The distant high 
mountains were given German names – 
the highest Mt Wilhelm after the German 
Kaiser; Mt Hagen after the German 
administrator – but they were considered to 
be uninhabited and never explored.  Little 
did they realise a million people inhabited 
these montane valleys.
 

In the 1930s Australian gold prospectors, 
accompanied by an Australian patrol officer, 
first entered the Highlands.  Soon after, 
colonial personnel, traders and missionaries 
arrived.  A priority of the new administration, 
PNG being a League of Nations trust 
territory, was the suppression of warfare. 
Fighting largely ceased from the 1950s until 
well into the early 1980s, when it slowly 
started to re-establish itself again. With 
Australian administration education became 
widespread in the 1960s in the highlands, 
so that by the 1970s there was the first 
generation of Highlanders who could read 
and write.
 
Enter The Phantom comics in the early 1970s 
and also being serialised in the newspaper, 
this comic book hero became incredibly 
popular. Written by American author Lee 
Falk, The Phantom was set in Africa in the 
jungle. While it never became very popular 
in the United States, The Phantom comics 
were popular in India, Turkey and Brazil as 
well as Australia and Papua New Guinea. 
Unlike most of the superheroes of the time, 
The Phantom relied on his wits, physical 
strength, skill with his weapons, and 
fearsome reputation to fight crime.
 
And so, the Phantom and his adventures 
entered the mindset of young Papua New 
Guinean young people growing up in the 
1970s and 1980s; young people learning 
to speak English, read and write, were 
encouraged by reading The Phantom.
 
These people who related to the adventures 
of the Phantom, grew to become the new 
generation of warriors of the day, as warfare 
re-asserted itself. They initially copied 
traditional designs, but also introduced new 
motifs, that related to football, beer and, 
almost naturally, The Phantom. And The 
Phantom fitted so well with the cosmology 

of the Papua New Guinea Highlands for a 
number of reasons.
 
•  Firstly, a warrior of the Papua New 
Guinea highlands has to be very resolute 
and strong, morally superior; the Phantom 
very much projected these qualities.
 
•    He was a protector of less fortunate 
people which the highlands people also 
loved.
 
•    The Phantom was a man who had 
generations of ancestors behind him 
and often in the comics you would see 
the Phantom standing in front of all his 
ancestors; the people related to this very 
strongly, seeing that the Phantom had the 
power of his ancestors.
 

Chris Boylan

Author and collector Chris Boylan addressing the book launch. Photograph: Margaret Cassidy.

Shield showing the Phantom with the power 
of his ancestors. Photograph: Margaret 
Cassidy.
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•    In Highlands cosmology, newly 
deceased spirits stay around the village 
while everyone they knew in this life is 
still alive, then slowly drift up into the high 
mountains.  This is where the Phantom lived 
– his Skull Cave in the upper mountains.
 
•    And probably most important, “The Man 
Who Cannot Die”, sometimes written on 
shields, or its tok pisin equivalent.
 
The Phantom shields were first painted in 
the late 1980s and throughout the 1990s. 
The people who generally painted the 
shields were not the warriors themselves; 
they would employ signwriters to design and 
paint the shields. With The Phantom comic’s 
popularity, The Phantom became iconic 
as an image on the wooden war shields. 
However, in the 1990s the introduction of 
guns into warfare resulted in the wooden 
shields gradually becoming obsolete.

 

For a short time, metal shields were used; 
employing the roof of a car or a rolled out 
44-gallon drum, they painted similar designs, 
and there would be some protection from 
shotguns. However, within a couple of years, 
high-powered rifles and more sophisticated 
weapons started to be used and these 
shields disappeared altogether in warfare.
 
We only know the names of three or four 
artists; we don’t know many of the artists’ 
names.

The artist who painted the Skull cave, John 
Wahgi, is still alive even though he hasn’t 
painted the Phantom shields for some 
years. He loved The Phantom and comics 
in general and many of his shields reflects a 
comic-like appearance.  

We see pistols appearing on the shields as the 
pistols are introduced into tribal warfare and 
the Phantom appears brandishing pistols.
 

Early shields featuring The Phantom were 
often filled with mainly traditional abstract 
designs -  triangles down the sides and 
across the top - with a simple Phantom 
head. Slowly the phantom design came 
to dominate the shield and the traditional 
elements disappeared.
 

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

Metal shield. Photograph: Margaret Cassidy.

Chris Boylan explaining the intricacies of 
the Skull cave shield, artist: John Wahgi. 
Photograph: Margaret Cassidy.

An old traditional shield, Wahgi Valley. 
Abstract motifs of triangles and diamonds. 
Photograph: Margaret Cassidy.
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In the late 1990s and early 2000s, as 
wooden shields could no longer be used 
in warfare, a market developed for these 
shields; they became an art object rather 
than a war object. This was fuelled by a 
number of events. An anthropologist from 
the British Museum, collecting contemporary 
shields in the mid-1990s, Michael O’Hanlon, 
(who later showcased these at the Museum 
of Mankind in London) was a great source 
of inspiration to these emerging artists.  
These Highlanders, who initially painted 
shields for warfare, saw that they could also 
possibly be recognised as artists. Michael 
O’Hanlon and art dealers (including myself) 
were their road to recognition and a wider 
market. Thus, began a truly innovative yet 
homegrown development of a PNG Highland 
art movement.
 
All these shields in this exhibition here at 
Michael Reid Gallery have been sourced 
from Australia, many collected personally 
by me in Papua New Guinea. In the 1990s 
and early 2000s the Highlands had “raskol” 
problems, roskol being 
the tok pisin word for 
criminal. I was one of 
the few dealers from 
overseas that ventured 
into the Highlands over 
this period and was 
lucky enough to follow 
the nurturing of this new 
art form.
 
These artists were the first to paint written 
words on shields. One memorable shield 
had “Wantok kaikai Wantok” written, saying 
“Friends kill Friend”.  Apart from the Phantom, 
other contemporary images and words 
incorporated into shield designs included 
rugby league teams, cigarettes, beer 
(including South Pacific or SP) and other 
symbols from the outside world, so newly 

South Pacific SP beer shield. Photograph: 
Margaret Cassidy.

encroaching on their 
society.  Highlanders 
are great innovators, 
and they incorporated 
the changing world to 
theirs, specifically here, 
onto their shields.

There was a rugby 
league competition 
sponsored by 

Cambridge cigarettes where the saying 
went,
“We play football together and we fight 
together
We drink beer together and we fight together
And the Phantom will protect me as he is in 
battle as he is “The Man Who Cannot Die”.

"Man Never Dai" shield. Photograph: 
Margaret Cassidy.

Highlanders are great 
innovators, and they 

incorporated the changing 
world to theirs, specifically 

here, onto their shields.
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Published just weeks after the comic 
book superhero, The Phantom, 
celebrated his 85th birthday, this new 
book will appeal to everyone interested 
in a unique art form from the Papua New 
Guinea highlands. The Phantom shields 
exhibited over the years at co-publisher 
Chris Boylan’s gallery at the Parcours 
des Mondes in Paris always garnered 
much interest and were often described 
as “cool” by the younger set.  Over the 
last five to ten years the number of old 
and newly-created Phantom shields 
has increased significantly with even a 
website built to celebrate them (https://
phantomwarshields.wordpress.com).
 
In the second half of the twentieth century, 
an artistic tradition arose in the Wahgi Valley 
of the highlands of Papua New Guinea 
of painting traditional war shields with the 
image of the comic book superhero, The 
Phantom. Created by Lee Falk in the United 
States in the mid-1930s, the character of 
The Phantom gained popularity with its first 
PNG publication in 1973 in Wantok, a Tok 
Pisin missionary newspaper, and has been 
serialised up until the present day in the 
Post Courier, PNG’s national newspaper. 
By the mid-1980s a resurgence of warfare 
in the New Guinea Highlands led to shields 
being brought out of storage where they 
had lain since the early 1950s, when the 
Australian colonial administration had 
suppressed most tribal fighting. This time, 
the intimidating image of The Man Who 
Cannot Die appeared on many shields 
used in warfare. With the introduction of 

guns in the 1990s, wooden shields were 
no longer used in  fighting; but foreigners 
became keen on collecting these shields 
as artworks.
 
These artworks are derived from some 
inexplicable intersection of the age-old 
warring traditions of one of the most 
remote cultural areas of the world and 
twentieth-century comic book illustration 
- a phenomenon that art historian N. 
F. Karlins referred to as ‘pop tribal’1. 
Though these appear to be curiously 
syncretic objects to the Western eye, to 
the people of the Wahgi Valley they hold 
deep meaning, derived from both the 
martial power of moral rectitude and the 
guidance of ancestral spirits.
 
This thoroughly-researched book 
features essays by a number of experts 
in the field, placing the shields within 
their historical, cultural, and cosmological 

contexts. A catalogue section illustrates 
over a hundred examples from museum 
and private collections across North 
America, Europe and Oceania. The full-
page photos do justice to the graphical 
quality of these colourful artworks. The 
endnotes provide a wealth of references 
for readers intent on further exploration 
of the topic. For example, Natalie Wilson 
contributed a fascinating chapter in Bill 
Evans’s book, War Art & Ritual - Shields 
of the Pacific. Volume 2, Melanesia 2 
which was reviewed in the Journal of the 
Oceanic Art Society in 2020.
 
Research for the book resulted in the 
identification of a number of different artists, 
distinguishable by their styles. Some of 
their names are known - the late Kaipei Ka 
of Banz township, Toby Wanik and John 
Wahgi. Other artists are referred to only by 
distinguishing characteristics: “The Ochre 
Painter”, or “The Confident Line Painter”. 
The catalogue section is arranged to show 
the relationships of the various shields 
within these stylistic groups.
 
The book can be purchased directly from 
Chris Boylan info@chrisboylan.com.au 
for $120 + $20 postage within Australia.

 
1. Karlins, N. F. 2007. Pop Tribal: Review 
"Geometrics of Aggression: Shields of the New 
Guinea Highlands" exhibition Artnet 28 June 
2007 http://www.artnet.com/magazineus/reviews/
karlins/karlins6-28-07.asp  
2. Evans, Bill. (editor) 2019. War Art & Ritual - 
Shields from the Pacific, Sydney:Bill Evans

Man Who Cannot Die - 
Phantom Shields of  the New Guinea Highlands
2021, 296 pages, Edited by Jonathan Fogel, with contributions from Chris Boylan, Bruce 
Cree, Hubert Langmann, Kevin Patrick, and Jessica Lindsey Phillips.  Sydney & Toronto: 
Boylan and Phillips. Reviewed by Noelle Rathmell-Stiels

Noelle Rathmell-Stiels watching Bill Rathmell closely examining the book. 
Photograph: Margaret Cassidy.

Di and Mick Kershaw examining a copy of Chris Boylan’s book. Photograph: 
Margaret Cassidy.
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obituary

Georgina Beier 1938 - 2021

Georgina Beier, called the ‘founding 
mother’ of contemporary art in Papua 
New Guinea, died in Sydney on Sunday 
11 July 2021 aged 82. Her husband, 
Ulli Beier (1922–2011), was a German 
editor, writer and scholar who pioneered 
the development of literature in Nigeria 
and Papua New Guinea.

Born in London, Georgina enrolled in the 
Kingston Art School aged 16; however, 
dropped out after 15 months, later saying 
she felt the academic atmosphere could 
impede her development as an artist. In 
1959 she migrated to Zaria in northern 
Nigeria where she met Ulli, becoming 
his second wife. In 1963, they moved 
to Osogbo, a city in south-west Nigeria, 
a place she loved and to which she 
returned many times during her life.

Following the outbreak of the Nigerian 
civil war in 1966, the couple relocated to 
the just established University of Papua 
New Guinea.

Georgina’s broad oeuvre covered 
drawing, murals, sculptures, graphic 
art, textiles and theatre design brought 
her international acclaim and her works 
feature in some of the world’s largest 
private art collections.

In both Nigeria and PNG, she was a 
major catalyst for arts movements and 
was skilful in identifying and developing 

Amongst other projects she established 
the silk screen textile printing industry 
in PNG, formed the nucleus of the 
National Art School, introduced painting 
to psychiatric patients at Laloki Hospital 
and with Timothy Akis established the 
National Art Prize.

new talent. In a number of cases 
Georgina’s mentoring led to an artist 
receiving international recognition.

Georgina’s diversity as an artist and a 
commitment to mentoring others led her 
to create the studio space where painter 
and sculptor, Mathias Kauage OBE, 
artist Timothy Akis and more than 20 
others artists began their careers.

By Keith Jackson

A very visible reminder in Port Moresby of Georgina Beier’s work are the metal gates and mural in welded iron on the façade of the Institute of Papua New 
Guinea Studies. The metal gates and the sculpture on the walls of the IPNGS are all part of the same artwork supervised by Georgina Beier and executed by 
a class of welding apprentices from the electricity commission of Papua New Guinea. The technical work was supervised by instructors Jimmy Richardson and 
Siri Karr. The IPNGS was established in 1974, with Ulli Beier as founding director; it is currently under the National Cultural Commission. Ruki Fame taught 
Georgina to weld and as a result of Georgina’s encouragement, he became a metalwork artist after assisting with the creation of the metal gates and sculptures 
at the Institute of PNG Studies. Photographs: Helen Dennett.

Georgina Beier, Mathias Kauage, Ulli Beier (Unknown Photographer: reproduced with permission of 
Andrew Baker).

Continued on back cover
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book review

The Whole Picture

Australian born Alice Procter grew up in 
Hong Kong and London and completed 
her university studies at the University 
College London in post-colonial practice 
and colonial material culture before 
starting to run unofficial and unauthorised 
art tours around a number of London’s 
leading cultural institutions called the 
Uncomfortable Art Tours. These tours and 
her studies inform Procter’s continued 
questioning of the contents and displays 
of art galleries and museums that play a 
key role in shaping identity and memory. 
She challenges the idea that there is a 
rational, objective way of seeing art, sees 
representation as culturally specific and 
that most visitors apply self-taught visual 
analysis skills.
 
Procter commences by reminding us that 
many institutions grew from personal 
collections and bequests as humans are 
hoarders. In her experience, modern Art 
History degrees in the United Kingdom 
ignore the colonial and imperial history 
that created the institutions and their 
collections. British Empire and colonial 
history are seen as having nothing to do 
with modern day Britain yet aspects of 
this point of view inform current curatorial 
practices. Describing some very specific 
personal collections that form museums 
in London, she asks the very important 
question What is missing?
 
She continues to Museum as Palace, 
commenting on the sense of veneration 
inspired in some museums with temple-
like architecture and ritual around the 
experience of being quiet and polite, that 
they have ‘been compared to shrines, 
spaces that command a kind of adoration, 
as they construct an atmosphere of 

 
Procter tackles the subject of demands 
for repatriation of objects from former 
colonies by looking at European 
museums’ attempts to justify keeping 
these objects and asking the question Do 
some communities have more rights to 
their material cultures than others?

 
In outlining what 
she regards as 
continuing colonial 
attitudes prevalent in 
British museums, the 
Enlightenment Gallery 
of the British Museum 
created in 2003 is a 

‘modern version of the cabinet of curiosities’ 
with only one cabinet holding objects from 
across the Pacific, collected over several 
centuries, from distinct and disparate 
cultures. She concludes that this is almost 
the entirety of South Pacific material 
currently on display in the British Museum.
 
Two recent exhibitions at the British 
Museum and the National Museum of 
Australia (NMA) in Canberra featuring 
the Gweagal shield and other Australian 
Indigenous artefacts demonstrate the 
continuing colonial point of view in the British 
Museum’s 2015 Indigenous Australia: 
Enduring Civilisation show, where the 
objects are presented in chronological 
order of collection, linked to the collectors’ 
or explorers’ stories. In contrast, the 
companion NMA exhibition Encounters: 
Revealing Stories of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Objects from the British 
Museum presented mostly the same 
objects but in a vastly different way, by 
geographic region and incorporating First 
Nations voices and stories, emphasising 
the diversity of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander language and culture.
 

reverence around their treasures’.
 
Museum as Classroom is centred on 
classification and historically on white men 
as creators of knowledge. These include 
museums of science, design and natural 
history and Joseph Banks is introduced as 
the ‘cataloguer of the world’, ‘not only was 
his goal to see the Pacific, he wanted to 
share it with his peers back in England’.  
This time, the question is Who gets to do 
the talking? While Banks saw himself as 
‘enlightened’, many pieces ‘collected’ in 
the Pacific were stolen or violently taken, 
although others were traded for European 
weapons and tools.
 
In another story from Oceania, Mai or 
Omai, a Raiatean man living in Tahiti, 
joined the crew of Captain James Cook’s 
second voyage and travelled to England 
where he became a celebrity and was 
received at Court. He is an example of 
the ‘noble savage’, ‘noble’ due to their 
willingness to assimilate and often convert 
to Christianity. Cook and Banks took 
this romantic dream 
to the South Pacific, 
especially Tahiti, seeing 
the local society as 
innocent and naïve 
rather than primitive. 
Procter compares 
the representations 
of Mai in his portraits 
as both ‘noble savage’ and ‘specimen’, 
a ‘living artefact in Banks’ museum’ with 
his tattooed hands and tapa clothing in 
William Parry’s portrait while she poses 
the possibility that Mai was in charge of his 
own identity and chose to be represented 
as Other by wearing tapa cloth in his 
portrait by Joshua Reynolds.

2020, 304 pages, Alice Procter, Cassell Books, London
Reviewed by Margaret Cassidy

George Nuku, 2021, The red wall, lithographs of the Atlas du voyage de l’Astrolabe, reworked and 
polystyrene frame at Musée Hèbre Rochefort, France.  Photograph: Clémentine Débrosse.

...galleries and museums 
that play a key role  
in shaping identity  

and memory
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As part of Procter’s discussion of 
Museums as Memorials, she uses the 
story of the mokomokai or mummified 
heads of Māori people to discuss human 
remains. While reminding us that the 
display of ancestors is culturally varied 
and not all mortuary practices should be 
veiled and made secret, she points out 
that mokomokai were created as part 
of a Māori funerary tradition, either to 
be kept privately and honoured by the 
family of the deceased, or made from the 
heads of enemies as military trophies to 
be displayed as symbols of strength. In 
every circumstance, display was tightly 
controlled by ritual and protocol. Te Papa 
Tongarewa, the Museum of New Zealand, 
is leading repatriation claims on European 
institutions, arguing that the remains are 
tupuna or ancestors rather than objects.
 
The museum as playground is the last 
part of this book where the contemporary 
art gallery has become another trope, 
reflecting wealth and power (now often 
corporate rather than from a prince) 
even if it is in the form of a recycled or 
created factory or industrial space. While 
it is supposed to be a blank box with 
no sense of time or place and hence a 
‘neutral’ canvas for the works within, 
they remain civic institutions, shaped by 
money, politics, power and the intentions 
of the trustees.
 
Procter does introduce ways contemporary 
and particularly First Nations artists are 
reframing and reinterpreting stories of 
historic objects including the Art Gallery 
of NSW’s The English Channel, an 
oversized shining steel sculpture of 
Captain James Cook “looking lost and 
despairing” created by Maori artist Michael 
Parekowhai in 2015. In many cases First 
Nations artists are becoming curators as 

well as incorporating traditional objects in 
contemporary works.
 
Alice Procter misses some modern 
curatorship practices emerging in 
Australian and other museums distant 
from the grand institutions of the centre 
of European empires; including the 
extensive involvement of the Yolŋu 
people in the recent Gululu dhuwala 
djalkiri: welcome to the Yolŋu foundations 
exhibition at the Chau Chak Wing 
Museum in Sydney as a balance to her 
focus on the grand institutions of London.  
She perhaps needs to venture closer to 
the edge in Europe to museums such as 
the Musée Hèbre in Rochefort, France 

which is currently displaying Maori artist 
George Nuku’s Voyage Autour Du Monde 
- L'aventure Maori De Dumont D'urville 
incorporating heritage objects in a modern 
installation and even to Paris’ Musée du 
quai Branly-Jacques Chirac which has 
worked in collaboration with the Milingimbi 
community to present the current 
exhibition Gapu Guḻarri Yothu Yindi: Water 
Landscapes in Northern Australia. Another 
major exhibition developed in consultation 
with the traditional owners of the stories, 
Songlines: Tracking the Seven Sisters 
has travelled from Canberra to the newly 
opened WA Museum Boola Bardip and 
will next be on show on the edge of Great 
Britain at The Box in Plymouth.

Michael Parekowhai, 2015, The English 
Channel, The Art Gallery of New South 
Wales. Photograph: Bill Rathmell.

Michael Parekowhai, 2015, The English 
Channel, The Art Gallery of New South 
Wales. Photograph: Jen Nicholl, Instagram.



OAS Journal Vol.26  No.3 - Page 12

Editior: Margaret Cassidy 
President: Bill Rathmell
Vice President: Crispin Howarth
PO Box 3287 Wareemba NSW 2046 Australia
email: info@oceanicartsociety.org.au
Journal design: David Hourigan Design
Web & Intl comms: Noelle Rathmell-Stiels
Social Media: Dominic McGeary & Suzanne Pilj 
Treasurer: Rita Uechtritz
Advertising: Irene Ashburn

Annual membership rates for 2021: 
Australia AU$80 single, 
Australia AU$90 joint; 
Overseas single or joint, AU$120.

Annual Advertising Rates: 
1/4 single column $250 for 4 issues
1/4 double column $500 for 4 issues
A4 inserts (supplied by advertiser) $200/ issue
A4 colour inserts (printed by OAS) $360/ issue

OAS actively seeks articles and photographs 
of interest for this publication, and requests 
your participation.

Opinions in signed articles are those of each 
author and not necessarily those of the OAS, 
and spelling variations of some words may 
be found as they reflect global differences.

OAS acknowledges all First Nations artists, 
past and present.

other events
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

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 

continued from page 9

Georgina Beier with a Highland elder 
(Unknown photographer).

While she printed some fabrics in her home in Port Moresby, Georgina Beier encouraged two 
Papua New Guineans, Papuga and Henry Vileka to manage Hara Hara prints, which was at the 
centre of the creation of many vibrant textiles. (Unknown photographer).

obituary

Georgina Beier working on a linocut 
(Unknown photographer).

Georgina attributed her success to 
never considering herself as a teacher 
but as an artist looking for opportunities 
to confirm the individual vision of her 
peers.

Over the years, Georgina and Ulli Beier 
lived in Papua New Guinea, Australia, 
India, Nigeria and Germany. Wherever 
she went, Georgina maintained her own 
prolific output of sculptures, textiles, 
lithographs, furniture design, murals and 
mosaics, contributed to the development 
of local artists, and illustrations 
publications produced or edited by Ulli.

She held more than 30 single-show 
exhibitions around the world and 
participated in 28 group exhibitions 
including at the Tate Modern Gallery in 
London and the Museum of Modern Art 
in Australia.

Georgina and Ulli donated their papers 
to the National Library of Australia in 
2008. Amongst much valuable material, 
they include transcriptions of her tape 

recorded conversations with Kauage 
and other PNG artists, and copies of 
publications she illustrated including 
Words of Paradise: Poetry of Papua New 
Guinea and When the Moon was Big, 
and Other Legends from New Guinea.

Reprinted from https://www.pngattitude.
com/2021/07/georg ina-be ier -ar t -
pioneer-dies-at-84.html with permission.
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