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At the intersection of ancient and contemporary
This edition of the Journal includes 
articles about the early encounters 
between European missionaries and 
Aboriginal Australians in Central Australia 
and European anthropologists and people 
from the Torres Strait and Papua New 
Guinea as well as stories of contemporary 
Pacific artists who are combining ancient 
art practices and materials with the 
modern in current exhibitions spanning 
the globe. 

From France, Garance Nyssen has written 
on Māori artist and carver George Nuku 
and his Bottled Ocean project which has 
now been exhibited globally. He actively 
involves the community in its creation, 

sometimes placing his plastic creations 
around the historic collections of Māori 
cultural objects and items of natural 
history and challenges viewers with his 
connections between plastic and Mother 
Earth. 

Currently showing in Sydney are the 
very large and collaborative textile and 
digital tapa works of contemporary Pacific 
Islander artists who are responding to the 
works of Henri Matisse that in turn were 
influenced by his travels to the South 
Pacific. There are aesthetic circles of 
influence and artistic respect from the 
Polynesia to the south of France and back 
again to the South Pacific. 

Curator Sally Goers Fox has written 
about the close connections between the 
Aboriginal artists through the missionaries 
of Hermannsburg in Central Australia and 
the German community in the Barossa 
Valley. The deciphering and editing of 
Alfred Haddon’s handwritten Journals 
from the Torres Strait and New Guinea 
is another intersection between today 
and the past, as can be learnt from 
Crispin Howarth’s book review of 
Recording Kastom.

Margaret Cassidy

'Matisse Alive' installation view featuring Robin White's work at the Art Gallery of New South Wales. 
For more details, see page 13. Photo © AGNSW, Diana Panuccio.



student and Papua New Guinean, 
Lesley Wengembo, about his life as 
an artist and his experiences.

Chris Boylan reported that “Some 
vendors did better than at the last 
Fair, some not as well - but that is how 
it always works. On Saturday there 
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The COVID-19 pandemic restrictions 
lifted in Sydney in time for SOAF 
2021 to be held, complete with 
masks and vaccination checks at the 
National Art School on Saturday 6 
November. The crowd seemed very 
happy to be seeing objects and art in 
the real - as opposed to in a digital 
format! It was a great success and I 
think the best Fair we have had, even 
if some vendors could not come from 
interstate. The atmosphere was really 
upbeat throughout, and the quality of 
the material culture on display was 
better than ever. 

The COVID situation made the work 
of the SOAF sub-committee, led by 
Warwick Majcher, doubly difficult 
this year – not only because of the 
change in date, but because of the 
check-in and double vaccination 
regulations (interpreted for us by 
David Welch) and the complications 
caused by the increased use of 
EFTPOS, which gave our treasurer, 
Rita Uechtritz, a headache. But they 
were greatly helped by the fantastic 
support of the NAS Director, Steven 
Alderton, and his staff, notably Maz 
Johnstone.

A particularly heart-warming highlight 
was the lecture given by third year NAS 

Sydney Oceanic Art Fair - SAOF 2021
by Bill Rathmell

seemed to have a constant turnover 
with visitors arriving, with the only 
downturn during Lesley’s lecture.”

Images: with thanks to Michelle 
Heywood, Warwick Majcher, Jeffrey 
Brock and Bill Rathmell.
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On 14 July 2019, in the port district 
of the Gabut in La Rochelle, south-
western France, George Nuku was 
hurrying to finish a large whale made 
from transparent green, blue and red 
bottoms of plastic bottles[1]. Children 
had been making jellyfish all afternoon 
with the help of Nuku and Mathilde, his 
spouse, from other plastic bottles. They 
decorated the pergola under which 
Nuku made his whale with the help of 
one of his friends; my help as well as 
that of Belgian tourists attracted by the 
bubbling atmosphere and intrigued by 
this sculpture made only from plastic 
bottles. Nuku’s open workshop on that 
sunny day in the Franc’Ocean village 
resulted in the creation of a big plastic 
whale which has now entered the 
collection of the Muséum d'Histoire 
Naturelle de La Rochelle.
 
George Nuku is a Māori artist and carver 
of the iwi (tribes) Ngāti Kahungunu 
and Tūwharetoa as well as Scottish 
and German descent, born in 1964 
in the Hawkes Bay region Aotearoa-
New Zealand. He is regarded as one 
of Aotearoa - New Zealand’s current 
leading contemporary Māori artists.
 
After working, teaching and exhibiting 
his works in his homeland, he has 
travelled and continued to exhibit 
in the United States and Europe, 
including France where he currently 
lives. Having earlier worked with 
natural found materials such as stone, 
bone, wood and shell, Nuku’s work is 
characterized by the use of plexiglass 
and polystyrene which he uses to 
create sculptures and installations 
which are very often created alongside 
Māori or Polynesian collections held in 
museums. Through this practice, Nuku 
not only showcases these objects 
but, most importantly, he revives their 
mauri, their living force.
 
Nuku’s ongoing Bottled Ocean 
project, which he initiated in 2014, is 
not based on museum collections – 
at least, at first – but on his personal 
vision of the pollution in oceans 
caused by plastic waste. The first time 

When plastic becomes sacred, 
George Nuku’s Bottled Ocean project
By Garance Nyssen

he presented Bottled Ocean – under 
the title Bottled Ocean 2114 – was for 
the Pulima Art Awards at the Museum 
of Contemporary Art in Taipei, Taïwan. 
The project then travelled to France, 
Belgium, Aotearoa New-Zealand, 
New-Caledonia, Taïwan again, 
Indonesia, the Netherlands and 
Switzerland[2]. Nuku really considers 
Bottled Ocean as a “project” because 
each manifestation is different from 
the previous installation and his 
ideas evolve with time[3]. The project 
consists of conducting workshops 
involving the public in order to create 
sculptures or sculptural installations of 
varying sizes in various places such as 

contemporary art museums, natural 
history museums, ethnographic 
museums or in the premises of 
Smédar, a French public agency 
which recycles the wastes of the city 
of Rouen, where Nuku lives.
 
Even though there are variations with 
each version of the Bottled Ocean 
installation, they are often designed 
on the same core basis. Nuku creates 
a futuristic world set in one hundred 
years as reflected in the exhibitions’ 
titles: Bottled Ocean 2114, Bottled 
Ocean 2115, etc. In these worlds, 
everything has been transformed into 
plastic, including animals from 

George Nuku’s plastic whale, July 14, 2019, La Rochelle (France): Garance Nyssen.
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the marine realm like sharks, rays, 
whales, frigate birds, etc. Nuku 
creates these sculptured animals 
out of plastic carboys, plastic bottles 
and plexiglass, which he sculpts and 
engraves with Māori designs. This 
whole marine world hangs around 
a wakapounamu, a canoe, or a tall 
sculpture of Tangaroa in mutation, the 
Māori and Polynesian atua (god) of the 
sea and fish. Both the wakapounamu 
and Tangaroa are also made of plastic 
bottles and plexiglass. With Bottled 
Ocean, Nuku’s goal is to introduce the 
public to building a new relationship 
with plastic. In his practice, he has 
always said that he sees plastic as part 
of the whakapapa, Māori genealogy 
and cosmology (Skinner and Bolton 
2012:480). With this project, Nuku 
wants for every human to include it in 
their own cosmology. 
 
For Nuku, plastic and pounamu, the 
prized New-Zealand greenstone, are 
quite alike in that they are both resistant, 
transparent or translucent, beautiful, 
durable, sparkling and luminous. 
Furthermore, pounamu comes from 
the womb of Papatūānuku, Mother 
Earth, and is found in the riverbeds 
of Te Wai Pounamu in Aotearoa New-
Zealand’s South Island. In turn, in 
the form of a bottle, plastic can hold 
water which, combined with light, are 
sources of life. Finally, Nuku considers 
that plastic also comes from the womb 
of Papatūānuku because it is made 
from oil (Nuku and al. 2016:53). All 
these similarities between the origins 
and qualities of plastic and pounamu 
lead Nuku to elevate the former to the 
status of the latter. For him, plastic 
is a taonga, something culturally 
and socially prized. Taonga are part 
of the whakapapa, genealogy, and 
thus connect the past to the present, 
ancestors to the living (Tapsell 
2011:24). However, the public is not 
always easily convinced that plastic 
should be considered a precious and 
sacred material and, ultimately, as one 
of our ancestors.
 
Public involvement is one of the 
particularities of Bottled Ocean and, 
for Nuku, a way to influence and 
encourage people to adopt his point of 
view on plastic. During the preparation 
of Bottled Ocean-Te Ao Maori in the 
Muséum d'Histoire Naturelle de La 
Rochelle, one of Nuku’s requests 
to the museum’s director was to 

organize workshops with children in 
order to help him with the installation. 
In the end, the entire museum staff 
were involved and even stayed on into 
the evenings to help[4]. The public was 
involved through both participation 
in scheduled workshops and/or by 
spontaneously helping Nuku, whether 
it was by giving him empty plastic 
bottles or by joining in the creation 
of the installation. Nuku calls these 
people his “slaves of love”, meaning 
that they are attracted to what he is 

creating and to his project. However, 
this active involvement of the public is 
not enough for people to adopt Nuku’s 
point of view. Nuku argues that it is 
mainly through the action of doing that 
they can embrace it and, in a way, 
transmute plastic into pounamu.
 
By establishing equivalencies 
between the different qualities or, as 
Nuku puts it, “shades” of plastic and 
pounamu, he becomes what Tim 
Ingold describes as an alchemist, 

Message in a Bottle, Changement climatique et nouveaux continents (April-November 2019), Natural 
History Museum, Bourges (France): Garance Nyssen.

Bottled Ocean-Te Ao Maori (October 2016-January 2017), Natural History Museum, La Rochelle 
(France), Collection Muséum d’Histoire Naturelle de La Rochelle: Mathieu Vouzelaud, Muséum de 
La Rochelle.
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someone who treats a material not by 
what it is made of but rather what it can 
do (Ingold 2013:29). His relationship 
to plastic is deeply intimate: he states 
that “he speaks Perspex fluently” 
(Jacobs 2009:117) and that he has 
even become plastic because he has 
been sculpting it for so long and even 
inhales -unintentionally- particles of it 
in the sculpting process[5]. Moreover, 
he does not describe this sculpting 
process in a technical way but really 
allows room for the material itself and 
the construction of their relationship. 
When people come to work with 
Nuku, he does not give them detailed 
instruction to follow; rather, they have 
to observe and imitate to understand 
what their role is. The audience 
follows Nuku’s gestures and in this 
way they also follow the plastic 
materials. Finally, the way Nuku 
names plastic is very effective for its 
transmutation. Indeed, he often does 
not use the term “plastic” but he uses 
the term “plastic-pounamu” instead or 
even just “pounamu”. This semantic 
adjustment, even if not adopted by the 
public participants, is another way to 
invert our perception of plastic.
 
Nuku’s past exhibition in La Rochelle, 
Bottled Ocean-Te Ao Maori (October 
2016 - January 2017), is a good 
example for understanding his Bottled 
Ocean project and, at the same 
time, evokes other aspects of Nuku’s 
broader work. This version mixed 
the main principles of Bottled Ocean 

with an additional part explaining the 
Māori way of conceiving the world 
(Te Ao Māori). This latter aspect was 
created at the museum’s request and 
based on its ethnographic and natural 
history collections. The museum holds 
twenty-four Māori objects, twenty-one 
vertebrate species 
and approximately 
one hundred 
i n v e r t e b r a t e 
species collected 
in Aotearoa - New 
Zealand (Nuku and 
al. 2016:27). The Te 
Ao Māori section of the exhibit was 
located at the back of the room with the 
collections of Māori and New Zealand 
objects and specimens displayed 
behind a large showcase. In order to 
revive the mauri (living force) of these 
collections and to imagine their use in 
their original context or environment, 
Nuku created plexiglass display 
devices. Thus, the korowai pihepihe 
(cloak) was worn by a female Māori 
chief figure sculpted in plexiglass.
 
The Bottled Ocean installation 
occupied the rest of the room, with 
the wakapounamu in the centre and 
marine animals around it. Nuku and 
children from nearby schools painted 
plastic particles on the walls because, 
for Nuku, they are the new children of 
Tangaroa, atua (god) of water and fish, 
like the mutant animals. A Pseudorca 
skull (kākahi or pāpahu)[6] from the 
museum’s collection was installed in 
the wakapounamu and surrounded 

by plastic bottles to keep him warm 
and give him a burial. This skull was 
found in 1969 on Mahia beach (Te Ika-
a-Maui, Northern Island), an important 
place for Nuku because it is linked to 
the history of one of his ancestors, 
Ruawharo. As can be seen with this 

example, the whole 
exhibition was also 
conceived as a 
funeral procession 
– a way for Nuku 
to symbolically 
repatriate these 
taonga to Aotearoa - 

New Zealand. This way of presenting 
the collections is interesting because it 
breaks the usual codes of separating 
ethnographic, natural history and 
contemporary collections. It gives 
the visitor a glimpse into the Māori 
worldview, where nature and culture 
are not separate, where the past 
strongly influences the present and 
the future and which can, perhaps, 
help us cope better with the invasion 
of plastic.
 
Lastly, the question of time is very 
present in the Bottled Ocean project. 
In the Muséum d'Histoire Naturelle 
de La Rochelle, the museum’s 
collections refer to the past but, with 
Nuku’s intervention, they are thrown 
in the present. Plastic materials and 
especially plastic bottles also summon 
the present and allow visitors to become 
aware of their own plastic consumption. 
From Nuku’s perspective, plastic refers 
to the past since he considers it as a 

The Pseudorca skull (kākahi or pāpahu) in the wakapounamu, Bottled Ocean-Te Ao Maori, Natural 
History Museum, La Rochelle (France), Collection Muséum d’Histoire Naturelle de La Rochelle: 
Mathieu Vouzelaud, Muséum de La Rochelle.

His relationship to plastic 
is deeply intimate: he 
states that “he speaks 

Perspex fluently”

George Nuku working on his sculpture Te 
Whare Tohora presented in the exhibition 
Climat, Océan (November 2019- October 
2021), Musée Maritime de la La Rochelle 
(France): Garance Nyssen.
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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

taonga and the future is also heavily 
represented by the Bottled Ocean 
world created by Nuku.
 
These installations borrow from the 
concepts of the time capsule and 
message in a bottle. A time capsule 
is based on a play of temporality: it 
summons the past into the future. 
However, in Bottled Ocean, it is the 
future that is summoned into the 
present. Exhibition rooms are the 
equivalent of the time capsule’s 
container. As with this device, Nuku 
chooses to show us a glimpse of a 
(future) world that we can recompose 
from these snippets. Finally, a time 
capsule is often created when 
someone is pessimistic about their 
future, but also optimistic enough to 
believe that someone will find it. Thus, 
Bottled Ocean can also be seen as 
a message in a bottle, sent from a 
beach far away, geographically and 
temporally. It is a call from Nuku to 
change our perception of plastic.
 
Each Bottled Ocean exhibition is 
a physical, material and temporal 
experience. While visiting them allows 
us to understand Nuku’s perception of 
plastic and perhaps change our own, it 
is probably even more effective when 
we can participate in their creation. In 
doing so, we can better understand 
Nuku’s relation to plastic and transmute 
it into pounamu with him. Bottled 
Ocean is thus a way of enchanting 
what is detestable to us (Monsaingeon 
2017:252) but, above all, a way of 
giving it meaning in our world.
 
I am grateful to George Nuku for our 
exchanges and for his trust and I 
thank the Muséum d'Histoire Naturelle 
de La Rochelle for permission to use 
these photographs.

Garance Nyssen completed her 
Masters Dissertation on George 
Nuku’s Bottled Ocean project at 
the Ecole du Louvre in 2020 and is 
currently undertaking another Masters 
Dissertation in anthropology at the 
Paris Nanterre University.
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George Nuku working in his atelier at #LaboVictorHugo in Rouen (France), January 2020: Garance 
Nyssen.
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This recent exhibition in the Barossa 
Regional Gallery in Tanunda, South 
Australia highlights the longstanding 
relationships and reciprocity between the 
Barossa Valley and the Hermannsburg/
Ntaria community of Central Australia.[1]  It 
is a tangible representation: revealing to 
the community not only the art which has 
stemmed from the Hermannsburg school 
of watercolour painting, but the role that 
the Barossa has played in this historically 
significant relationship over the years.

Hermannsburg watercolours have been 
viewed from multiple vantage points, 
with changing perspectives over time. 
Albert Namatjira painted Country using 
a European medium learnt from Rex 
Batterbee, the World War 1 veteran who 
developed a long-lasting relationship 
with Hermannsburg and with the 
Arrarnte people.[2] Namatjira initiated 
an art movement of integrity, creativity 
and powerful connection to family 
and Country. Following his example, 
multiple generations of artists have 
since developed their own nuanced 
style within this tradition now known as 
the Hermannsburg watercolour school. 
Cordula Ebataringa tended to use more 
delicate shades of colour as evident 
in her works in the exhibition. Richard 
Moketarinja’s works often demonstrate a 
playful sensibility, as seen by the dancing 
palm trees in one of his works and the 
kangaroo and goanna evoking the 
Australian coats of arms in the other. Otto 
Pareroultja’s painting is an example of 

the rhythmic pattern-making of the three 
Pareroultja brothers, Reuben, Otto and 
Edwin. Reuben’s son Hubert displays that 
influence in his work today. The exhibition 
contains works from different generations 
which gives us the opportunity to trace 
influences over time.

Namatjira’s paintings have been 
described as a window onto a different 
culture, but his work is a door, not just 
a window. When we walk through that 
doorway from our world, his paintings lay 
out the land before our feet. We walk on 
to it, passing under the limbs of the great 
gnarled ghost gums, across the rocky floor 
of the creekbed onto the sunlit grassland 
that leads us to the base of Mt Sonder. 
Namatjira’s works show us the ancestors 
of his Dreaming stories embedded in the 
land. These are not mountain ranges. 
They are ancestors who lay down to 
sleep. We can see the outline of his face, 
or of her belly. These works are filled with 
life and legends, stories for children, stern 
challenges, ancient and contemporary 
history, lessons of nature, and law.

What gave rise to this extraordinarily 
layered and subtle artform? Much of it 
arose from the creativity and tenacity of 
the artists who have had to negotiate two 
radically different cultures since the first 

European encounters. We could consider 
that the Arrarnte were somewhat 
fortunate in having access to a German 
Lutheran mission which did protect them 
against the worst effects of colonisation. 
Yet colonisation it still was.

In 1877, two German Lutheran 
missionaries reached their destination in 
the centre of Australia, after an arduous 
journey which had begun twenty-two 
months prior at Bethany in the Barossa 
Valley. They had reached a place which 
was called Ntaria by the Western Arrarnte 
people, who had cared for that place for 
millennia. The two missionaries, A. H. 
Kempe and W. F. Schwarz, planned to 
establish a mission at a recommended 
site on the Finke River. This began a 
long and complex relationship between 
German Lutheran culture (still evident 
in the Barossa Valley today) and that of 
the Western Arrarnte people with their 
profound connections to Country. The 
relationship between these cultures 
endures, alive and ever-changing. It is still 
underpinned by the connections through 
the Lutheran church but has broadened 
into strong secular connections as well.
 
The missionaries named their new 
mission Hermannsburg after the seminary 
in Germany where they had received 

Hermannsburg: the Barossa Connection
By Sally Goers Fox

Pastor Liebler and Wife at Hermannsburg. Image as displayed in ‘Hermannsburg: The Barossa 
Connection’ exhibition at Barossa Regional Gallery, sourced courtesy of the Lutheran Archives of 
Australia. [Lutheran Church of Australia. Archives and Research Centre n.d., Missionary Liebler and 
Wife. Hermannsburg.] NB. No further information available from Lutheran Archives, however this 
similar photograph with information is available via Trove, c. 1911. http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-152877554

Hermannsburg: The Barossa Connection 
exhibition brochure.
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their training. German language and 
Lutheran beliefs and rituals had arrived 
in a visually and culturally rich area that 
was being encroached on by squatters, 
mainly of English background. Kempe 
and Schwarz understood the importance 
of learning the local language and set 
about doing so. Kempe compiled a 
grammar and vocabulary book which was 
published in 1891. Over time successive 
missionaries held services in the Arrarnte 
language, and translated hymns and the 
Bible. The old Lutheran hymns sung in 
Arrarnte still resonate off the old stone 
walls of the Hermannsburg church today.

Kempe and Schwarz had followed 
the Overland Telegraph Line, which 
had just been built in order to connect 
Adelaide to Darwin and beyond. This 
telegraph line opened up the interior 
to communication but also to white 
settlement. This settlement, more aptly 
called an invasion, was on Country which 
covered the traditional lands of multiple 
Aboriginal language groups. Conflict, 
tensions, exploitation and massacres 
ensued. Complex Aboriginal trade routes 
and songlines were disrupted or severed. 
Ancient rituals could not readily be 
sustained. Land, and therefore essential 
food and water sources, became 
inaccessible or degraded. Sacred 
sites were under threat. Colonialism 
was being felt in its full impact by the 
traditional peoples of the interior. The 
decade following the arrival of Kempe 
and Schwarz coincided with a time 
of the worst deliberate violence by 

settlers and some law officials against 
Aboriginal people in the Northern 
Territory. Hermannsburg offered safety 
and survival. Ongoing periods of drought 
reinforced the importance of the mission 
for the Arrarnte.

The missionaries were certainly a 
vehicle for the spread of European 
culture and values, 
and contributed to 
the destruction of 
traditional ways of 
life. But they were 
also instrumental 
in saving language 
and culture. Their 
emphasis on learning 
the languages of 
Aboriginal people has meant that some 
languages, which might otherwise have 
been lost, were saved. In 1897 German 
scholar Gustav Warneck articulated 
the basic belief behind this attention to 
language:
  The human thinks in his [sic] mother 

tongue; it is the mirror which gives him 
his soul. And as it is with individuals, 
so it is also with peoples: in the 
language of the people the people’s 
soul finds expression.[3]

 
Carl Strehlow was in charge of the mission 
from 1894 to 1922 and had trained in the 
German humanist tradition that worked 
to understand cultures according to their 
own evolution and value systems, rather 
than viewing them from a hierarchical 
perspective that saw European culture 

at the pinnacle. Strehlow’s handwritten 
German/Arrernte dictionary is a core part 
of his major work Die Aranda- und Loritja-
Stämme in Zentral-Australien (The 
Aranda- and Loritja-Tribes in Central-
Australia), a collection of Aboriginal 
myths, legends and mores.[4] It remains a 
valuable resource for the Arrarnte people.

The Arrarnte exercised what agency 
they could in order to maintain identity 
and culture. The watercolour paintings, 
and later the Hermannsburg pots, are an 
example of that agency. As Philip Jones 
states:
  Namatjira’s actions had a deeper 

resonance. By mastering the art of 
landscape painting he was the first 
Aranda man to take a European 
cultural item and, in a subversive 
sense, to make it his own.[5]

 
The support that the new mission 
received from congregations back in 
the Barossa led to the mission’s survival 
when many others were abandoned. In 
fact, the missionary Pastor Albrecht took 
a number of Namatjira’s watercolours 
to a Synod in the Barossa in 1937 and 
managed to sell five pieces, beginning 
a long history of acquisition by people in 
the Barossa.

The Hermannsburg Potters also seized 
upon a non-Aboriginal art form, that 
of pottery. It was first introduced to 
Hermannsburg in the 1970s by a potter 
from the Barossa Valley, Victor Jaensch. 

Over time it became 
the domain mainly of 
women artists who 
reacted to the fact 
that men dominated 
as watercolour artists. 
The women wanted 
something that was 
theirs.[6] The pots are 
built up using a hand 

coil-pinch technique from terracotta clay. 
They are then painted with landscapes 
reminiscent of the Hermannsburg 
watercolours but typically with people or 
wildlife added. These scenes flow around 
the complex curves of the pots and the 
lids often have sculptural and narrative 
elements related to the scenes depicted 
on the pots.

Namatjira rose to fame because the 
public were seduced by his vivid 
renderings of landscapes of the interior. 
The art world, however, mostly saw these 
works as derivative at best, declining to 
add any to their gallery collections with 
the exception of the Art Gallery of South 
Australia. It acquired one painting from 
Namatjira’s 1939 exhibition at the Royal 
South Australian Society of Arts Gallery.

Photograph of watercolours as exhibited in Gallery 2 at Barossa Regional Gallery. This image features 
3 watercolour paintings by Rex Battarbee, followed by 3 watercolour paintings by Albert Namatjira, all 
sourced from private collections.

The old Lutheran hymns 
sung in Arrarnte still 

resonate off the old stone 
walls of the Hermannsburg 

church today.
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That dismissive opinion has since 
changed dramatically and today 
these works are seen as rendering 
Country through the difficult medium of 
watercolour. We delight in the way they 
capture light, in the muscularity of the 
rocks and cliffs, in the play of shadows 
and changing hues. But Ian Burn and 
Ann Stephen point to more in their essay, 
“Namatjira’s White Mask”, referring 
specifically to the work of Namatjira:
  …the more we analyse his pictures 

in terms of a Western perception, 
the more convinced we become that 
the artist is covering the surface in 
a different way, one which has little 
conformity to Western picture-making 
as applied to landscape painting. 
What becomes curious is how like 
Western landscapes his finished 
pictures are. [7]

They are, in fact, a result of cultural 
interplay and adaptation. They may reveal 
the interior of Australia to us, but there is 
much more contained within them.

Namatjira layered in paint washes to 
create greater and lesser intensity of 
colour. Mountains, rocks and land are 
depicted at a specific time of day with 
light and shadow creating sculptural 
forms and features. Often part of the 
scene is awash in light, contained and 
moderated by the darker shapes around 
it. Sometimes those shapes are of 
mountains, sometimes the softer forms 
of trees and scrub. His trees are shaped 
with markings, with repeated lines and 
arcs evoking body paint designs from 
ceremonies or initiation markings.[8] Cliffs 
and hills are textured with lines that 

clearly give glimpses of faces looking 
out towards us. How strange that we 
have wandered into the view of these 
ancient beings. Suddenly our gaze is 
matched. Those of us operating out of a 
pre-programmed Western view run into 
a powerful other. We stop. Our weight 
shifts slightly, unconsciously. We thought 
we knew how to look at a landscape. 
Here is something quite different, and 
yet apparently just the same. The space 
between them is palpable once we 
recognise its existence.

Desmond Ebataringa, son of Cordula and 
Walter Ebataringa, both major painters in 
the Hermannsburg tradition, recounted 
visiting his parents at the Palm Valley 
camp where they sold their works to 
tourists: ‘“When we’re painting country we 
think about the Dreaming of that country,” 
Desmond said. “My parents taught me to 
paint like that.”’[9]

In August 2021, the Barossa Regional 
Gallery, together with the Barossa 
Council, put the call out to owners and 
collectors of Hermannsburg watercolours 
and artefacts in the extended Barossa 
community who may be willing to 
participate in this important exhibition 
by loaning works. The enthusiasm and 
generosity of the community’s response 
is unveiled in the Gallery with in excess of 
one hundred loaned artworks and objects. 
In addition, the exhibition delves into 
heritage, drawing a fascinating collection 
of artefacts, images and archival stories 
to share, trigger memories and spark 
conversation.

And so the connection continues.
 

Sally Goers Fox is an exhibition curator 
at the Barossa Regional Gallery where 
she curated this exhibition. Much of the 
text is from her research for her MA in 
Curatorial and Museum Studies from the 
University of Adelaide where she won the 
essay prize for the Australian Indigenous 
Art course in 2018.

[1] The Barossa, as it is more commonly known 
today, lies a one-hour drive to the north of Adelaide. 
The area was settled by German Lutherans who 
moved onto Peramangk and Ngadjuri land in the 
1840s.
[2] The name of the traditional custodians of Ntaria/
Hermannsburg has had different spellings over the 
years. I use the form decided upon by the Western 
Arrarnta, but have included quotations which use 
the earlier spelling of Aranda.
[3] Gustav Warneck cited in P. Monteath and 
M. P. Fitzpatrick, ‘German Missionaries and 
Anthropology’, Anthropological Forum, 27:3, 2017. 
pp. 203-4.
[4] A. Kenny, The Aranda's Pepa: An introduction 
to Carl Strehlow’s Masterpiece Die Aranda- und 
Loritja-Stämme in Zentral-Australien (1907-1920), 
ANU Press, 2013.
[5] Hardy and Megaw, op. cit. p. 112.
[6] Duane Boerth, resident of Hermannsburg 
(Ntaria) in the 1990s, interview by author. 19/10/18.
[7]I. Burn and A. Stephen, ‘Namatjira’s White Mask,’ 
in J. Hardy, J.V.S. Megaw and M. R. Megaw (eds), 
The Heritage of Namatjira: the watercolourists of 
Central Australia, William Heinemann Australia, 
Port Melbourne, 1992 p. 270.
[8] Duane Boerth described sitting with Basil 
Rantji as he painted in a creekbed. The marks 
he was painting on art board were identical to 
the many scars on his torso, received each year 
as he assisted with initiating the young men into 
manhood. Interview by the author 24/10/2018.
[9] http://www.cooeeart.com.au/marketplace/
artists/profile/EbatarinjaWalte/  Visited 10/17/2018
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Alfred Cort Haddon is something of a 
founding father for modern anthropology. 
His fieldwork resulting from scientific 
expeditions to New Guinea and the 
Torres Strait Islands in 1888 and 1898 for 
the Cambridge University influentially laid 
the groundwork for social anthropologists 
who came after him such as Bronislaw 
Malinowski. By travelling on country his 
interests shifted from marine biology to 
studying the people, their remarkable 
customs, and their arts. During those 
expeditions Haddon wrote numerous 
letters to his wife, Fanny, many were 
lavishly illustrated with sketches of what 
he saw and of the artefacts he collected. 
Compiled together they form Haddon’s 
personal journals held at Cambridge 
University, within those pages is a wealth 
of information on life in New Guinea 
and Torres Strait Islands during the 
colonial period of the late 19th century. 
Anita Herle and Jude Philp have worked 
meticulously in deciphering Haddon’s 
handwriting to elicit information on Torres 
Strait and New Guinea kastom making 
for compulsive reading.
 
Haddon wanted to record pre-colonial 
beliefs and collect as much material 
culture as possible ‘before it was 
too late’, a common refrain in that 
era. Interestingly, we are told these 
concerns were also shared by Torres 
Strait elders which assisted Haddon 
greatly in his work.
 
Recording Kastom is full of vignettes of 
the people he encounters in communities 
he has come to study and of the other 
foreigners who have travelled across 
the world to this far-flung frontier of the 
British Empire. There is Captain Neil 
Andersen, a Danish pearl-sheller in the 
Torres Straits, attempting to develop 
a business in pearl shell hopefully in 
London or Denmark. Haddon remarks 
he would invest in it as Andersen is 
trustworthy. Apparently, most pearl-shell 
managers were “either incompetent 
or heavy drinkers”. There are many 
missionaries including William G. Lawes, 
an enigmatic beachcomber ‘German 
Harry’ and business entrepreneur John 
Cowling[i] among the wide range of people 
recorded in Haddon’s journal, the editors’ 
footnotes provide enriching details about 
these early colonists and visitors.

 
While most of Recording Kastom is 
about the Torres Straits, there are also 
two substantial chapters on Haddon’s 
time in and around the Port Moresby 
region and parts of Gulf Province and 
Western Province. Haddon’s deep 
interest in performance is clear, he 
meticulously details and explains the 
stages of performances he observes; at 
Babaka Village in Beagle Bay, the text is 
accompanied with images of objects he 
collected, in this instance, a feathered 
comb and decorated palm fibre skirt. 
Haddon takes a deep interest in learning 
as much as possible about the artefacts 
he collects, his writing is fascinating 
when it comes to his instances of trade 
and exchange: 
  “There is no merit in mere collecting 

and I have been fortunate enough…
to arrive at a time when the old order 
is changing giving place rather to a 
negation than to a ‘new’. They know, 
poor souls, that they have no need of 
these things and they have a need for 
baccy! Never again will anyone have 
the chance I have had. No one knew 
that such things as the masks I got 
existed in the islands to that extent – 
probably in future they will be made 
to order and not like mine made for 
their own use – if made at all, as the 
people are beginning to ‘savvy’ very 
little about the old customs.”[ii]

 

Whether it was a case that local people 
‘savvied little’ or limited the information 
to be shared with an outsider such as 
Haddon we may never know. The nature 
of trade interactions underline the agency 
of both parties - Haddon backed by 
missionary and colonial administrators 
had at times an unfair level of leverage 
and at other times the exchange of goods 
was a way to gain greater positioning 
and influence for community members. 
Trade in artefacts was commonplace 
already in many areas as the desired for 
foreign goods had been established and 
Haddon’s journals are fascinating in this 
respect as a person negotiating his way 
in building a collection – 
  “The Kepara natives buzzed around 

us like flies offering for sale curios of 
all kinds and sea-shells, often broken 
and worthless specimens. One 
did not know which way to turn so 
persistent were they and the din was 
deafening. Well they did maintain 
their reputation for being keen and 
when possible unprincipled traders, 
still we did very well and got our 
things reasonable enough.” 

 

Recording Kastom: Alfred Haddon’s Journals from 
the Torres Strait and New Guinea, 1888 and 1898
2020, 378 pages, Edited by Anita Herle and Jude Philp. In association with the Museum of 
Archaeology and Anthropology, University of Cambridge. Sydney University Press.
Review by Crispin Howarth

Wooden female effigy with fibrous hair and 
features highlighted with ochre and lime. 
Probably used in fertility ceremonies. H 
23cm W 11cm. Collected Kiwai Island, BNG, 
September 1898. MAA 1925.676



Model of a mask, Op le meket sarik, originally made of turtle-shell. Made by Wano for Haddon. Painted 
wood with pearl-shell eyes and goa nuts, with a long string with feathers and shells. Mask: H 24cm L 
51cm; String: 70cm. Collected Mer, Torres Strait, 1898. MAA Z 9399
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In such exchanges it is unsurprising 
that the visiting foreigner might be taken 
advantage of to separate them from their 
wealth as Haddon wrote of his trading in 
July 1898 – 
  “Motu people, especially the women, 

are such keen traders that they 
condescended to forge ‘curios’. Some 
of the coral they brought had never 
been used as there were no signs of 
friction on the surface – this I pointed 
out to them. Later in the morning 
the same pieces of coral were again 
offered for sale but in the meantime 
they had rubbed them on something 
or other, but it was easy to detect this, 
and they only smiled when I told them 
what they had done.”[iv]

 
Haddon experienced the spectrum of 
trading situations and, in some instances, 
he was evidently seen as an appropriate 
person to take stewardship of significant 
objects. At Kiwai island across the Papuan 
Gulf he notes purchasing a spirit board 
‘Gope’ and in confidential conversation the 
following day the real name for the spirit 
board is told to him away from villagers 
who did not have the right to know[v]. Here, 
he acquires objects with caveats not to let 
women or children view them, nor to show 
them to other communities. Also through 
Haddon’s journal are several interesting 
notes on the largely under-documented 
Moguru ceremonies of this region. 
 
Haddon was able to observe first-hand 
numerous cultural practices which are 
presented in this publication including rain 
making with the use of Dōiōm, carved 
stone rain charm figures. He observes 
the Dōiōm proved effective in bringing 
and dispelling rain and noted “The more 
one knows the less of the miracle, but the 
mystery is only pushed back further”.[vi]

The resulting collection of Haddon’s two 
scientific expeditions is of major importance 
and exceptionally comprehensive. He 
collected everything possible including 
hair samples for comparative studies[vii]; 
his request for locks of hair and the cutting 
of it was a source of amusement among 
the people he visited.

Recording Kastom is an extraordinary 
publication that serves well the remarkable 
collection of arrows, masks, adornments, 
figures, and rain charms now held at the 
Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology 
in the University of Cambridge. The 
information in Haddon’s journals gives the 
reader a deeper sense of context for these 
artefacts and fascinating insights into this 
region of the Pacific during a time of great 
change just before the dawn of the 20th 
century.

 

[i] Cowling retired to Tasmania and in 1927 the 
Queen Victoria Museum & Art Gallery, Launceston 
received his remarkable collection of Kiwai and 
Bamu objects.
[ii] p.74
[iii] p.203-204
[iv] p.235
[v] p.287-288
[vi] p.142
[vii] p.204-205

"No one knew that such 
things as the masks I got 
existed in the islands to 

that extent"
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Pacific artists respond to Matisse

Artist projects from around and across 
the Pacific, including significant 
collaborative projects by Pacific 
Islander artists form a significant part of 
the contemporary response to work of 
Henri Matisse in the Art Gallery of New 
South Wales’ exhibition Matisse Alive 
which opened on 23 October 2021. It 
is a colourful and large accompaniment 
to the major Matisse: Life & Spirit, 
Masterpieces from the Centre 
Pompidou, Paris exhibition.
 
Much has been written about the later 
influence on his work from the trip that 
Henri Matisse undertook by steamer 
in 1930 to Tahiti and nearby islands in 
French Polynesia. What is visible in this 
exhibition is the agency and vibrancy 
of the work of contemporary women 
artists who are both responding to 
Matisse’s art through creating modern 
versions of traditional female cultural 
and decorative practices.
 
While in French Polynesia for two and a 
half months, Matisse stayed primarily in 
Papeete on Tahiti and on the Tuamotu 
islands – drawing, photographing, taking 
notes, and observing the sea. Like other 
tourists, he returned home to France 
with ethnographic souvenirs – including 
tapa cloths which he used to decorate 
firstly the walls of his Nice apartment 
and later his Vence (Chapelle Rosaire) 
studio and a few appliqued quilts, the 
tivaevae. Following this visit, his host 
in Tahiti, Pauline Schyle, sent him gifts 
of local produce as well as printed cloth 
including the stylised hibiscus-patterned 
cloth commonly used to make the pareu.
 
Matisse claimed that his conscious focus 
was on the clear light and nature and he 
professed a disinterest in the local culture 
during his stay in Tahiti but he brought 
back to France both artistic techniques 
and motifs derived from the culture and 
design. What is particularly interesting is 
that these are all examples of the art and 
design of women in Polynesia, where 
traditionally there was a division between 
the female textile arts and the male wood 
carving. Amongst these female artists, 
designs are regarded as the property 
of the maker and there is a hierarchy of 
mastery with older master craftswomen 
overseeing the passing down of skills to 
younger women.
 

One of the most immediate connections 
between Matisse’s immense wall 
hangings and these modern art works 
in response is size – these works from 
the South Pacific are all room-sized, 
the contemporary tapa wall-hangings 
from Robin White, the ‘video-tapa’ of 
Angela Tiatia and the more traditional 
tivaevae quilts from the Pacific Islander 
community in Matisse Alive as well 
as the textile walls in Australian Sally 
Smart’s The Artist’s House.
 

From these textile designs, it is this 
stylised representation of nature – 
primarily of local plants, butterflies and 
local birds in the tivaevae – that Matisse 
applied with cut outs of exotic plants 
and also the creatures of the lagoon 
with his Océanie (1946) screenprinted 
wall hangings. While convalescing after 
surgery in the 1940s, Matisse started 
creating cut outs and collages with paper 
and scissors and what commenced as 
small pieces eventually came to occupy 
entire walls as full-size murals, forming 
the last artworks that he made.
 

Matisse Alive exhibition at the Art Gallery of New South Wales 23 Oct 2021 – 3 April 2022
Review by Margaret Cassidy

Matisse Alive' installation view featuring the 'Tivaevae' display at the Art Gallery of New South Wales. 
Photo © AGNSW, Diana Panuccio.
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Aotearoa - New Zealand artist Robin 
White, who has tribal affiliations with 
Ngāti Awa, a Māori iwi centred in the 
Bay of Plenty region, and who lived 
for many years in Kiribati, has created 
a monumental series of intricately 
patterned and decorated barkcloth 
(ngatu and masi) in collaboration 
with Tongan artist Ebonie Fifita and 
the extended Tongan community in 
Auckland. Perhaps the finest of these 
representational images is the domestic 
interior of Vaiola which imagines 
Matisse reconnecting with his Tahitian 
host, Pauline Schyle. The windows 
echo Matisse’s 1936 painting of the 
view from his hotel in Papeete. The 
windows open onto ocean horizons and 
frame the central space for the ritual of 
morning coffee awaiting on a small table 
between two chairs. The traditional 
decorative patterns are present in the 
segmented geometry of this massive 
ngatu where Matisse’s shoes are also 
neatly placed in one corner, a line 
of cut-out birds flies across the top, 
and the natural wonders of the South 
Pacific are captured in some shells and 
a pineapple.
 
Above the window flows a poem in 
Tongan by ‘Akesa Fifita, Ebonie Fifita’s 

grandmother, who oversaw the ngatu’s 
(barkcloth) production. The poem 
begins and ends with the term vaiola 
(vai for water and ola for light), the 
poem meditates on change, growth, 
suffering, acceptance and flow through 
the image of life-giving waters.
 
‘Making Vaiola’, a video accompanying 
the exhibition shows younger members 
of the Fifita family under the guidance 
of their elders, participating in the 
koka’anga, where the lengths of feta’aki 
(blank barkcloth) are assembled and 
pasted, and a linear pattern is rubbed 
onto the upper side. Robin White had 
prepared the rubbing templates from 
thin, flexible basket weaving canes cut 
to exact sizes and stitched to a strong 
vilene backing cloth. The materials for 
the feta’aki had been grown, gathered 
and prepared on the Fifita family’s 
home island of Vava’u, Tonga and then 
brought to Auckland.

After the koka’anga, the ngatu is spread 
out under the sun to dry in preparation 
for painting with ochre colours made 
by mixing volcanic earth pigments 
with liquid mediums derived from a 
range of plants. The final result is a 
mixture of detailed decorative pattern 

and representational highlights. Robin 
White says that she has “looked at the 
work of Matisse and allowed his work to 
inform us and slightly change the Pacific 
tradition, the traditional ways of dealing 
with design and pattern and images”.

LEFT: Artist Angela Tiatia. Photo © Kieren Cooney. RIGHT: Artist Robin White in her studio in Masterton, New Zealand. Photo © Bruce Foster.



'Matisse Alive' installation view featuring Angela Tiatia's work, 'The pearl' 2021, at the Art Gallery of 
New South Wales. Photos © AGNSW, Diana Panuccio.

exhibition review
OAS Journal Vol.26  No.4 - Page 15

A plaque carved with Chinese 
calligraphy that was one of Matisse’s 
beloved objects in his Nice apartment 
has also been highlighted with White 
commissioning her art and calligrapher 
friend Taeko Ogawa in Hiroshima to 
produce calligraphy on two pieces 
of masi that form part of the massive 
barkcloth To see and to know are not 
necessarily the same. Reflecting life in 
lockdown New Zealand, this domestic 
scene also includes a bottle of hand 
sanitizer as well as coffee cups, a radio, 
flowers, birds and furniture.
 
Sydney artist Angela Tiatia’s ‘digital 
tapa’ is a video displayed on a wall-
sized screen. The Pearl reimagines 
Matisse’s small bronze Venus in a 
shell, created in 1930, as a bold, joy-
filled and powerful Venus – symbol 
of harmony, beauty and love. The 
Greco-Roman Aphrodite-Venus was 
born in sea foam and emerged from a 
shell, just as the creator-god Ta aroa 
was born from a clam shell. However, 
the clam shell is now made of pink 
plastic reflecting Tiatia’s contemporary 
reflections on the intersection of 
culture, sex, race and colonialism. At 
the centre of this watery world is a 
memorial stone from Taputapuatea, 
an ancient and sacred marae where 
people would travel across vast flows 
of ocean to meet, worship and share 
knowledge. Of Samoan heritage, Tiatia 
has plans to update her ‘digital tapa’ 
over time to reflect major events with 
a further iteration after COVID impacts 
have passed.

The presence of the Pacific in Matisse’s 
imagination is further explored with 
a stunning display of new, and older 
treasured tivaevae – the Polynesian art 
of quilting – created by hand by women 
from the Cook Islander community of 
South-Western Sydney. Again, we are 
reminded of the collective nature of 
the creation of this female art – while 
each work has a designer, the quilts 
are painstakingly handsewn and 
embroidered by a group of women.
The flowers, the plants, the butterflies 
and the birds of this imagined South 
Pacific paradise are painstakingly 
reproduced in these wall-sized quilts 
of brilliant colour – a clear reminder of 
vivid palette of Matisse’s later works of 
cut-out paper.

Each of these artworks is the product of 
collaboration and, as Robin White has 
said, “For Pacific Island women, working 
together is natural, compared to the 
Western individual approach. For these 
women, the process of creating something 
[together] becomes important.”
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other events
Adelaide, Australia:
Balgo Beginnings
South Australian Museum
15 October 2021 - 6 February 2022

Sydney, Australia:
Matisse Alive
Art Gallery of New South Wales
23 October 2021 – 3 April 2022

Sydney, Australia:
Pacific Views
Chau Chak Wing Museum, 
University of Sydney
From 13 November 2021

Sydney, Australia:
Maps of the Pacific
State Library of New South Wales
13 November 2021 – 24 April 2022

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

Geneva, Switzerland:
Bouteille à la mer 2120, Te Ao 
Maori de George Nuku
Muséum d'Histoire Naturelle 
25 Sept 2020 - 23 January 2022
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Robin White with Ebonie Fifita 'Soon, the tide will turn' 2021 barkcloth (masi), earth pigments, plant-
based liquid medium, soot 201 x 221 cm Courtesy of the artists © the artists.

Detail of Robin White with Ebonie Fifita 'Soon, 
the tide will turn' 2021 barkcloth (masi), earth 
pigments, plant-based liquid medium, soot 
201 x 221 cm Courtesy of the artists © the 
artists.


