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Personal Encounters
Personal experiences and personal 
passions are a common theme in this 
edition. Everyone who attended his 
fascinating lecture for the Oceanic Art 
Society in October 2021, would be aware 
of the passion held by Harold Gallasch for 
the Baining people and their dances and 
ceremonies. He has provided a detailed 
account, written fifty years ago, of one of 
his many visits to, and participation in, the 
‘Fire Dance Ceremonies’ of the Engini of 
the Central Baining in East New Britain, 
Papua New Guinea.  Harold worked at the 
Lowlands Agriculture Experiment Station 
for ten years from 1968 as a coconut 
agronomist or didiman (agriculturalist or 
farmer), married a Tolai woman and was 
initiated. He became well-known by the 
Baining people and was always welcomed 
when he visited, invited to attend many 
ceremonies and given permission to 
photograph many of them. He has a large 
unpublished picture archive. Harold’s 
detailed outline of preparations for these 
ceremonies will be published in the next 
edition of this Journal.
 
The day and night masks of the Baining 
also feature in Krisztina Turza’s review 
of APT10 currently on show at the 
Queensland Art Gallery & Gallery of 
Modern Art (QAGOMA).
 
Photography is also a personal passion 
of Bill Rathmell who has written a review 
of the current Pacific Views exhibition of 
colonial European photographs.
 
Crispin Howarth has brought his personal 
knowledge and interest in ta moko to his 
review of a new and definitive book on the 
rather controversial topic of mokomokai.
 
With Balgo: The Creative Country, John 
Carty has produced a work of great 
passion and also a work of personal 
interest to me having visited the Adult 
Education Centre at Balgo in 1986. I was 
thrilled to be able to both review this book 
and also see the related Balgo Beginnings 
exhibition that has recently finished at the 
South Australian Museum.

Margaret Cassidy

Suggoo Pennise 2021 by Mer artists Grace Lilian Lee and Ken Thaiday Senior, displaying a gigantic 
Dhari, Torres Strait Islands, APTX, Queensland Art Gallery & Gallery of Modern Art (QAGOMA). 
Photograph copyright Krisztina Turza. For more details, see page 4.

• 24 March 2022 – OAS Members are invited to attend online the 2022 Iain McCalman Lecture presented by Dr Jude Philp, Senior Curator of 
the Macleay Collections, University of Sydney. Registration at: https://sei.sydney.edu.au/events/the-2022-iain-mccalman-lecture/

• 2 April 2022 – OAS members are invited to an in-person symposium Shared voices: performance, knowledge and connection on the diverse 
ways that Pacific peoples record, preserve, and celebrate their knowledge and histories at Chau Chak Wing Museum. Registration essential.



amongst the families. This had been 
cooked on the small fires and now all 
were resting. The village remained 
quiet. All were at ease after the long day. 
In spite of appearances, the people of 
Kainagunan were not preparing for sleep. 
There was a quiet hush of expectation.
 
At around 8:30pm I was invited to 
follow one of the elders as he left the 
village and walked out along a path to 
the gardens. Some distance from the 
village he slipped off the well-worn trail, 
ducked under the spreading leafy stems 
of some ‘gor-gor’ (wild ginger plant) and 
picked his way through dense bush 
regrowth. By the flickering light of a small 
kerosene lantern he made his way to the 
men’s bush shelter. I followed, stumbling 
over roots hidden in the darkness, being 
dripped on by the cool condensation off 
the bushes, slipping and sliding on the 
bare, greasy, clay soil.
 
But the bush clearing was a hive 
of activity. All the young men and 
boys from the area were readying 
themselves for the dance. In the light of 
lanterns I could see an array of kavat 
masks lined up under one lean-to style 
shelter. Several had already been 
brought out and positioned on posts 
while two teenagers were engaged in 
fastening a bustle-like array of croton 
leaves behind the head. When worn, 
the kavat mask sits above and forward 
of the face and is counterbalanced by 
the bundle of croton leaves hanging 
down the back of the dancer.
 
Under another shelter two large vung 
vung masks, now hidden behind a 
lacework facade of pandanus leaves, 
were undergoing final preparation. 
While no one seemed in a hurry there 
was constant activity. Earlier in the day 
a number of the boys had been in school 
uniforms. Now they had stripped off 
their clothes. While one lad stood still, 
another was scooping up handfuls of a 
black paint mix and smearing it over the 
whole body of his companion. A brown 
body became black, black as the night, 
black as the jungle from which it would 
appear. Another teenager was chewing 
bush honey in his mouth, then, after 
taking a swig of water, was spraying the 
mix over the black body. This had the 
effect of giving a shiny gloss brightness 
to the black paint. Green tangket leaves 
were tightly tied around the lower legs. 
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It was to be a night like no other. It all 
started with a late afternoon drive from 
Kerevat, and the Lowlands Agriculture 
Experiment Station where I had been 
working for some years since 1968 
as a coconut agronomist or didiman 
(agriculturalist or farmer).
 
In my small VW “beetle”, I had driven up 
to the top of the plateau near Vunadidir, 
then down the winding, corrugated, 
gravel road to Kainagunan, near 
Gaulim. The drive took about an hour. 
It was as dark as pitch when I arrived, 
sometime around 7:30pm. The village 
was in darkness. Several elderly men 
came across to me. Yes! They would 
allow me to watch the celebration, but 
I would have to wait until all was ready.
 
Around the central ‘square’ in the 
village the grass thatched huts were 
dimly outlined against the overpowering 
blackness of the surrounding jungle. 
Beside several of the huts were small 
mounds of coals, glowing dull red – 
the cooking fires used earlier in the 
evening. As my eyes slowly adjusted 
to the dim light I could see that there 
were indeed still some people resting 
on benches under the houses. There 
was the occasional scuffling of children. 
Sometimes the low murmur of voices 
wafted across to me. The people had 
feasted that afternoon. Pigs had been 
killed; meat, taro and rice distributed 

The Baining - A Night to Remember
by Harold Gallasch

The mushroom-like penis cover was 
fitted, held in place by a thin vine from 
the bush. Several men, however, opted 
to have the bark cloth tail of the ‘Imeichi’ 
pinned through the flesh at the base of 
their back. ‘We used to use big thorns’; 
they told me, ‘but now we prefer to use 
large safety pins’.

I was then led by the secret path back 
to the village, and I slipped in amongst 
the houses and sat down.
 
The village was much as I’d left it an 
hour or so earlier. But soon several 
children emerged from the shadows 
dragging large bundles of dry brush. 
These were dumped on the coals of a 
small fire, centrally located in the village 
square. The brush smouldered, then 
burst into flames. Other kids and young 
women followed, building up the blaze 
till the flames leapt up 4m, lighting up 
the square and outlining the dwellings 
around the periphery. Bang! Bang! 
Bang! Like gunshots; sharp explosions 
as bamboo in the kindling exploded.
 
Meanwhile a group of older men and 
boys had coalesced to one edge of 
the clearing. They had dragged on 
large slabs of hardwood, then arranged 
themselves behind them and squatted 
down, each member holding a one to 
1½ m length of dry bamboo. There 
was some tentative thumping of the 
open end of the upright bamboo onto 
the hardwood slab. It yielded a deep, 
resonant ‘bump’, ’bump’, sound.
 
There was an intense silence of 
expectation. In the flickering firelight 
there were now maybe 150 pairs of 
expectant eyes peeping out from under 
the huts. Other people had gathered 
in small clusters at the edge of the 
fire light. Then the lead singer of the 
‘orchestra’ started to chant in a clear 
voice, cutting the cool mist laden night 
air like a knife. Immediately a score of 
the drummers started beating, slowly 
at first then increasing in tempo, the 
cadence rising and falling – then fading 
away to silence, an eerie silence.
 
Great bundles of brush wood 
replenished the fire. When it was at 
its zenith the chanting and drumming 
increased in tempo, as if in great 
urgency. Sweeping in from the 
blackness of the night, of the jungle, 

Kavat performs in front of band c1970-1975. 
Photograph copyright Harold Gallasch.
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came the apparition of a bush spirit, 
a large white face outlined in red and 
black, large eyes to see in the darkness. 
As it came closer the disembodied 
face, shrouded behind with croton 
leaves, was propelled on black legs, 
pounding in time with the drumming, 
racing forwards, reversing, then 
stomping ever closer, the head swaying 
and pirouetting, until it was directly in 
front, challenging the drummers. A still 
greater crescendo reverberated from 
the slamming of timber, the chanting at 
lower pitch. The kavat dancer, stomping 
in a frenzied madness, worked his way 
back and forth before the ‘orchestra’ 
then, energy flagging, sidled away to 
the edge; children screamed in fear and 
ran to escape. In one last, swift burst of 
fervour, the masked apparition turned, 
raced and jumped into the centre of the 
bonfire. There, for a few long seconds 
it stomped and twisted, burning sticks 
and embers scattering in all directions. 
Its final energy consumed, the dancer; 
in a slow swaying gait, this time with 
the now slower beat of the drumming, 
made its way to the periphery of the fire 
light. There it stayed, swaying in time 
to the slow, regular beat of percussion.
 
As the slow beat drummed on, kids 
scampered around collecting and 
restoring the remnants of the fire. Soon 
it was blazing again.
 
As the tempo of the drumming increased 
a second masked kavat dancer 
materialised from the blackness. The 
mask varied in size, shape and design, 
but the two stark, glaring eyes were 
ever present. A similar routine followed. 
Then another wild apparition entered 
the firelight. There was a gasp from 
amongst the watchers. This ‘spirit’ was 
carrying a large ‘moran’ (rock python) 
grasping one hand to the head, the 
other to the writhing tail. It was a little 
over 2m long. The same introduction to 
the ‘orchestra’ followed, but after doing 
his solo performance, back, forward 
and around the fire, in line with the 
tempo from the drumming, the dancer 
slowed his movements and sauntered 
across to where a group of women 
were sitting. He deposited the python 
in a jumble of coils at their feet, then 
danced away to join the line of swaying 
masks, gradually lengthening on the 
edge of the fire glow. Accompanying 
several of the dancers as they made 
their entrance to the arena, were men 
carrying large baskets of taro, with 
several chunks of pig carcass on top. 
These gifts of food were also presented 
to the women. This was a ‘thank you’ 

offering. While the young men had 
been secluded in the bush, for all the 
preparations, these women had been 
supplying and preparing food for them.
 
Another pensive hush, as a low, mournful 
sound droned out across the clearing. 
Another long drone, not unlike the dying 
rattle from a didgeridoo. Emerging from 
the blackness into the warming glow 
of the fire was the large structure of a 
vung vung dancer. Whereas most kavat 
masks have a large duck like beak, in 
the vung vung this beak is replaced with 
a 1.5m long length of hollowed bamboo. 
Blowing through this tube results in a 
long, mournful drone – the voice of the 
spirits. But the audience cannot see 
the mask, or drone tube, as the whole 
is covered with a latticework of vines, 
covered and stitched with sections of 
flat pandanus leaves. What seemed to 
glide into the fire light was a complex 
designed lattice work, some 4m long 
by about 2½ m high. Every minute or 
so it emitted that same, long, drawn out 
mournful cry. The size of the structure 
limited its antics, but it, too, did a solo 
dance routine in front of the pounding 
‘bamboo drums’. As it circled the fire, 
one middle-aged man jumped up, 
grabbed an infant from the arms of its 
mother and delivered it to the mouth of 
the ‘drone pipe’. There was that eerie, 
spine chilling, mournful spirit voice. 
The child was kicking and screaming 
hysterically. It was held in place for 
another long, drawn out drone. Then 
the crying infant was returned to be 
comforted by its mother. ‘This teaches 
young children to obey their parents’, I 
was told afterwards.
 

More kavat dancers appeared, each 
one after a lull in the pounding, each one 
accompanied by a buildup in tempo to 
a crescendo, then back to a monotone. 
Three more vung vung dancers also 
made their appearance that evening. 
The line of sauntering, swaying masks 
had extended around the periphery. 
There were now 22 of them. Each was 
different, stark, pristine.
 
Then suddenly, with no warning, every 
dancer was wildly gyrating, pounding, 
running, crisscrossing the arena, 

continued on back cover

‘Kavat’ entering the fire c1970-1975.  
Photograph copyright Harold Gallasch
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APT10 Objective
The highly anticipated 10th Asia Pacific 
Triennial of Contemporary Art (APT10) is 
a major milestone in the flagship exhibition 
series of the Queensland Art Gallery 
& Gallery of Modern Art (QAGOMA). 
This behemoth effort of the curators 
and organisers is reflected in the 69 
projects by more than 150 emerging and 
established artists from over 30 countries, 
the majority of which have been primarily 
commissioned for this event.

APT10 has expanded its geographical 
outreach and hence the curatorial 
focus. QAGOMA curators Tarun 
Nagesh, Reuben Keehan and Ruth 
McDougall have explained,
  “The Australian Centre of Asian and 

Pacific Art (ACAPA), the Triennial’s 
research arm, provides the framework 
for further initiatives that broaden 
the community involved in the APT 
in focused and meaningful ways. 
The ACAPA Pasifika Community 
Engagement Project (ACE), co-
curated with a group of ten dynamic 
young Pacific Islanders, specifically 
platforms the knowledge and values 
of Pacific communities in south-east 
Queensland. In addition, APT10 
has played host to the inaugural 
Creative New Zealand Pacific 
Curator Residency (Australia) with 
Auckland-based artists and curator 
Natasha Matila-Smith and … artist-
in-residence Brian Fuata.”

 

The APT10 Experience
Queensland Art Gallery & Gallery of Modern Art (QAGOMA) until 25 April 2022
Reviewed by Krisztina Turza

APT10 Subjective
My eagerness to experience the APT’s 
unique combination of contemporary 
and traditional artworks means that I 
rush to the Gallery on opening day. It 
always amazes me how this exhibition 
is able to showcase cutting edge 
contemporary art (most prominently 
from Asia) together with the Pacific 
works, that still have a very customary 
look and feel, under one roof).  

This is unique as international 
contemporary events normally focus on 
abstract, lofty, often complex artworks, 
that may or may not resonate with the 
audience that is attracted by traditional 
art forms still directly linked to the tribal 
practises and traditions. But how lucky 
are we that this geographic linkage 
serves  as a cohesive element continues 
to serve as a unique characteristic of 
the Gallery’s APT events?

This is as an important educational 
tool, widening the horizon for those 
visitors fascinated by tribal art who 
are often without special interest for 
highly contemporary artworks, and vice 
versa; someone interested in current 
geopolitical issues represented by 
contemporary artworks, could easily 
overlook the simplicity of customary 
and traditional artworks.

With traditional artefacts ranging from 

Tonga to Taiwan, I have subjectively 
selected two traditional artworks/
exhibitions, one from Papua New 
Guinea, and the other from the Torres 
Strait Islands.
 
Uramat Mugas
This grandiose Indigenous Uramat 
Identity is curated by Ruth McDougall. 
Uramat Mugas (Uramat Story Songs) 
2021 is a collaborative project inspired 
by the dynamic ceremonial practices 
of the Uramat families, who live in and 
around the township of Gaulim in East 
New Britain, Papua New Guinea. The 
project centres around and seeks to 
honour this community’s gift in 2018 of 
more than 70 ceremonial objects to the 
Gallery through the late Gideon Kakabin, 
and Uramat leader Lazarus Eposia. 

Exhibiting spectacular sculptural 
qualities, some of these objects – the 
iconic Qawat (kavat) and Madaska 
masks – may be known to audiences 
familiar with museum collections 
and displays of what is often termed 
Baining art, which is celebrated 
internationally for spectacular night 
and day performances, and their 
associated masks. The Uramat are one 
of six linguistic subgroups of the tribe or 
group of people indigenous to East New 
Britain, who are incorrectly referred to 
as Baining. The word ‘Baining’ derives 
from the Kuanua language 

Uramat Mugas (Uramat Story Songs) 2021 Project - APTX, Queensland Art Gallery & Gallery of 
Modern Art (QAGOMA) Photograph copyright Krisztina Turza.

Textile: Bajau Sama Dilaut Weavers, Torres 
Strait Islands. Photograph copyright Krisztina 
Turza.
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of the Uramat’s first colonisers, the 
Gunantuna (or Tolai), to whom Kakabin 
belonged. In Kuanua, Bai means ‘to 
go into the bush’ and ‘ningning’ means 
uncultivated area, so that Baining 
roughly translates as ‘wild, uncultured 
people who live in the bush’.”

What I found thrilling, other than 
the pleasure of seeing the tangible 
artworks such as the Mandas, Varhit 
and Sivirhitki masks, Irhhu and Sapki 
poles, all created during 2017-18 by the 
Uramat clan members, was the brilliant 
concept of separating day and night 
by focusing on activities and artefacts 
prominent during the day, such as the 
Madaska, which extends up to three 
metres tall when worn over the head, 
as well as the Irhu spirit figures, whilst 
the Engini, a fire dance ceremony 
pertaining to the night, can be enjoyed in 
complete darkness, through immersive 
video and sound recordings, taking the 
audience to the place of the ceremony, 
in complete darkness, with the only 
visible light coming from the virtual fire, 
eliminating the Qawat (kavat) masks 
and costumes.

As Kakabin shared in his unpublished 
manuscript entitled The Uramat, 
  “It is important to acknowledge the role 

of the spirit world in the creation and 
use of masks. The Uramat believe in 
a parallel universe whereupon spirits 
exist in a world that is identical… to 
the physical world. Persons living in 
the real world have their counterpart 
in the spiritual world, protector and 
avenger in the spiritual world. In their 
daily routines, the Uramat are fully 
conscious of the existence of their 

counterpart spirits and must follow 
regulations to ensure that the two 
worlds coexist in harmony.”

It is interesting to note that while day 
masks, displayed at the entrance of 
the exhibition, are usually prepared in 
an open house, or abandoned gardens, 
the Qawat (kavat) night masks are 
intended to be seen only by initiated 
men. Women and uninitiated men can 
only cast their eyes upon these masks 
once the spirits have inhabited them 
and they are dancing.
 
Suggoo Pennise
Mer artists Grace Lilian Lee and Ken 
Thaiday Senior have created this 
spectacular piece with the outer frame, 
designed and produced by Thaiday, 
a contemporary interpretation of the 
traditional Dhari headdress, which 
was historically worn by Torres Strait 
warriors in battle.
  “The Dhari is a potent symbol of 

the Torres Strait Island people and 
appears on their flag. The shape 
and designs of the two nestled 
Dhari reference ancient stone fish 
traps or Pennise, on the coastline 
of Erub Island, with the halo of 
feathers acting as fish caught in the 
traps. The structure is adorned with 
striking shark jaw motifs, invoking 
two beizam, or hammerhead sharks, 
coming together. In the Torres Strait, 
beizam – one of Thaiday’s family 
totems – is a mighty power that 
represents law and order, ‘boss of 
the saltwater’ according to Thaiday… 
The octopus, or suggoo, have many 

layers of relational significance, 
their form embodies Malo-Bomai 
spirituality, which recognises the 
unification of the eight clans of Mer 
and the establishment of laws of the 
land and water by heroic beings.”

 
In addition to the arbitrarily selected 
pieces described above, there are 
of course countless other traditional 
artefacts from the vast Pacific region, 
ranging from Tonga to Taiwan, all 
the way to Fiji and the Marshall 
Islands, which, together with the more 
contemporary pieces, can be seen until 
25 April 2022.

Suggoo Pennise 2021 by Mer artists 
Grace Lilian Lee and Ken Thaiday Senior. 
Photograph copyright Krisztina Turza. 

Uramat Mugas (Uramat Story Songs) 2021. Photograph copyright Krisztina Turza.
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Every once in a while, a publication 
comes along which deep dives into a 
specific Pacific subject. This is one of 
those rare publications and it is likely 
to be the sole reference for these 
cultural objects for some time to come. 
It is equally rare for being a project 
of an individual; in this instance, 
it is Robert Paterson (Professor 
emeritus of Law at the University of 
British Columbia, Vancouver). As an 
ex-pat New Zealander, Paterson’s 
motivation for the research and 
staging of this publication comes 
from genuine passion for a particular 
subject matter. In this case it is the 
fascinating and spiritually important 
art form of Mokomokai, the preserved 
heads of individuals with moko skin 
markings. This book documents 
the cultural need for, and usage of, 
Mokomokai and then deftly follows 
the history of these objects since 
colonial settlement of New Zealand 
up into the present day.

The subject matter of human remains 
of ancestors and enemies; those 
made for cultural purpose and those 
for profit through trade with outsiders 
in the early 19th century is a difficult 
one. Conscious throughout his 
research of the importance to tell 

the many strands of the Mokomokai 
histories. Paterson has approached 
the subject with an 
appropriate level of 
understanding and 
respect. Not one 
photographic image 
of a Mokomokai is 
shown within the 
book, this is not 
detrimental to the 
writing at all as 
there are numerous 

drawings and other supportive 
images from historical sources 
that prove more illustrative to the 
information provided here.

Tattooed History weaves the story 
of Mokomokai through the 19th and 
20th century, from the first written 
accounts by outsiders of Māori 
moko and Mokomokai. There are 
insights by Pakeha Māori, white 
men who became members of Māori 
communities such as Englishman 
John Rutherford and early visitations 
to New Zealand by Russian, French, 
American and British scientific 
expeditions.   Making certain to 
capture as much detail as possible of 
the cultural roots of Mokomokai from 
these sources there is a great deal of 
information which is presented in a 
clear and readable format.

The Musket Wars 
of the early 19th 
century are noted 
as a critical factor 
in the transition of 
Mokomokai from 
cultural objects 
to grisly trade 
c o m m o d i t i e s , 
‘curiosities’ in return 

for munitions and firearms. The 
production of post-mortem Ta Moko 
(skin markings) to create Mokomokai 
from dead and unfortunate captured 
live enemies is grim.

The trafficking of Mokomokai from 
New Zealand effectively ended with 
their prohibition as an import to Port 
Jackson, Sydney, in the 1830s. This 
Australian customs law brought their 
status as a valuable trade good 
to an end. Continuing the story of 
Mokomokai beyond the 1830s, and, 
across the world Paterson tracks their 
subsequent trade as specimens of 
culture and as curios through private 
collectors and museums. The shifts 
in how Mokomokai were displayed, 
interpreted, and, perceived by 
museums in following 170 or so years 
are fascinating as is the information 
provided here on the major collectors 

Tattooed History: The Story of  Mokomokai

2021, 180 pages, Robert K. Paterson, 5 continents  www.fivecontinents.com
Reviewed by Crispin Howarth

Mokomokai are historically 
and ethically problematic 
objects, even to call them 

objects is problematic.



Chris Boylan
Oceanic Art

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

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

visits when I am in Sydney. Please call me.

cboylan @tpg.com.au    TEL +61 0405 093 577
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and dealers of ethnographical material 
in the 19th and 20th century such as 
Kenneth Webster, James Hooper 
and Horatio Gordon Robley. An entire 
chapter focuses on Robley, the British 
soldier and artist who fought against 
Māori in the conflicts of the 1860s. 
Robley built a sizable collection of 
Mokomokai and wrote the first history 
of skin marking in New Zealand ‘Moko, 
or Māori Tattooing’ in 1896.

Expanding upon the story of 
Mokomokai Paterson writes a chapter 
on Mata Rahui – carved wooden 
versions of Mokomokai. These are 
described as portrait or memorial 
masks yet their usage is likely to have 
multiple contexts. It is suggested they 
are replacements for lost or damaged 
Mokomokai and six examples plus an 
exquisite forgery are shown. As far as 
my knowledge extends, Paterson’s 
research in drilling down into what 
is currently known about these 
remarkable wooden heads is unique. 
Highly important are the chapters 
‘Mokomokai and the Law of Human 
Remains’ and ‘The Repatriation of Toi 
Moko to the Museum of New Zealand 
Te Papa Tongarewa’ In studying and 
articulating in a very accessible manner 
the potential legal issues around 
Mokomokai since the 1980s when 
Dalvanius Prime and Maui Pomare led 
the way in indigenous repatriation work 
right up to the industry of repatriation in 
the 21st century.

To write a book upon cultural objects 
considered indigenously to be 
deeply spiritually charged and highly 
contentious within museum circles is 
a credit to the author’s dedication to 
these objects and the histories that 
should be told. Paterson has laid out 
a wealth of clear historical information 
that moves across the centuries 
providing the richest resource to 
date regarding Mokomokai. The 
subject matter in this publication is 
quite unique and will undoubtedly 
become the standard reference for 
researchers in the future. Mokomokai 

are historically and ethically 
problematic objects, even to call them 
objects is problematic. I personally 
found Mokomokai unapproachable in 
my work for an exhibition on the art of 
Moko several years ago. However this 
is not always the case - Mokomokai 
can be shown and spoken upon when 
it is done appropriately, with integrity, 
dignity, and respect. I believe this 
book ‘Tattooed History: the story of 
Mokomokai’ does just that.
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Pacific Views

Time flies and passes, and only our 
death manages to catch up with it. 
Photography is a cleaver that grabs 

a stunning moment in eternity
Henri Cartier-Bresson

 
This exhibition is jointly curated by 
Jude Philp of the Chau Chak Wing 
Museum and Stephen Gagau, a 
researcher of Pacific Island origin 
working in the University of Sydney 
on community-based cultural 
development. The exhibition was 
developed in partnership with 
Paradisesc, a multi-university 
approach to preserving endangered 
cultures and language of many small 
communities, mainly in the Pacific.
 
Stunning photographs from late 
nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century Papua New Guinea, Fiji, 
Tonga, Nauru and the Federated 
States of Micronesia are brought 
back to life through the contemporary 
voices, songs and poetry of Pacific 
peoples. It is a credit to the creativity 
of the curators that they have 
been able to turn this very small 
gallery and selection of original, 
mostly monochrome images and 
lantern slides into a place of mature 
reflection on current issues; and not 
only on the truth of Henri Cartier-
Bresson’s pronouncement.  
 

environments and cultures. Another, 
unenlarged, sepia tinted aerial photo 
of an oil-palm plantation – with serried 
rows of plants in an uninterrupted 
pattern – provides a more threatening 
visual counterpoint. Replacement of 
natural forests by palm-oil plantations 
is a present danger to some Pacific 
peoples’ environments, notably in 
west Papua.
 
Expressed in the poetry, there is the 
sorrow and anger of the communities 
about the cultural collision that the 
photographers recorded, alongside 
praise for the beauty of their home. There 
is fear about the effects of a rising sea, 
but there are also powerful assertions of 
cultural pride and resilience:
  We belong to Oceania. We belong 

to a diverse sea of moving islands, 
peoples, cultures, languages, and 
ecologies. We belong to a legacy 
of navigation that teaches us how 
to read the stars, waves, currents, 
winds, and horizons. Pacific 
Islanders 

There are virtually no human figures 
in the historical images that were 
selected for the exhibition – the focus 
is on the diverse natural ecosystems 
and the living spaces recorded 
through the explorers’, scientists’ 
and colonists’ lenses. Above all, the 
emphasis of the images shown is on 
the importance of the ocean and of 
the environments of the small islands 
within it. Moana is the home of, and 
nurtured by, Pacific islander peoples. 
Through mixed media, accessible in 
the exhibition with a smartphone as 
well as via the link below, the voices 
and songs of Pacific peoples connect 
contemporary culture to the histories 
captured in the photographs.
 
One of the most prominent and 
colourful images on show is of 
a parade of whitewashed palm 
trees that looks like the driveway 
to a colonial residence. This is 
surely a clin d’oeil of the curators 
to the sometimes-surreal effects of 
colonialist endeavours on indigenous 

Photography gallery, Chau Chak Wing Museum, University of Sydney. Until 24 July 2022.
Reviewed by Bill Rathmell and Margaret Cassidy

Morobe District N.G. - Tami Island - canoe, c.1930-50, Morobe province, Papua New Guinea, 
University of Sydney, Macleay Museum, HP99.1.528

Poinciana regis c.1920, Unknown Pacific 
location lantern slide reproduction. 
Transferred from Department of Archaeology, 
2008 University of Sydney, Macleay Museum,
HP2008.1141
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exhibition review

Curator Jude Philp providing a guided tour to Bill Rathmell and his wife Noelle.
Photograph: Margaret Cassidy.

peopled Oceania thousands of 
years ago and developed complex 
societies based on the values of 
interconnection, harmony, balance, 
sustainability, and respect. We named 
and recognized the sacredness of 
waters and lands. We storied our 
new homes with songs, poems, and 
chants 
  Craig Santos Perez, New Pacific 

Islander Poetry, 2015
 
This exhibition ambitiously attempts 
to link the Fijian talanoa processes of 
decision-making based on storytelling 
which removes blame and promotes 
learning through the ideas and 
experiences of all. It links contemporary 
ideas based on the oral traditions of 
Pacific peoples with photographs that 
document extraordinary changes to 
the landscape.
 
  […] So many of us come from water
 But when you come from water
 no one believes you.
 Colonisation keeps laughing.
 Global warming is grinning
 at all your grief.
 How you mourn the loss of a home
 that isn’t even gone yet. […]
 Terisa Siagatonu,  , 2018
 
Some of the images are to be found 
in the exhibition website, as well 
as recordings of the songs and 
comprehensive presentations of the 
contemporary poets’ work:
https://www.sydney.edu.au/museum/

whats-on/exhibitions/pacific-views/
sounds-and-songs-of-pacific-views.
html
 
As a result of the relatively quick 
preparation of this exhibition – 
another curatorial clin d’oeil – what 
is missing is a permanent record of 
the visual and written aspects of this 
multi-media exhibition. The dramatic 
presentation of a few images on 
the walls of the gallery draws the 
visitor’s attention away from the many 

fascinating original photographs, 
some still in their albums. A catalogue 
would allow these images to be 
examined in more detail, and reinforce 
the message of the poetry.  Of course, 
this lack of a catalogue also opens up 
the opportunity for further exhibitions 
of these original photographs from 
the extensive Macleay Collection of 
historic photography, which contains 
over 7200 images of the Pacific region.

Section pipe of diamond drill on reef platform 1897, Funafuti, Tuvalu, University of Sydney, Macleay 
Museum, HP90.28.4888
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book review

While in my final term break of my 
undergraduate degree in Art History 
in 1986 I visited the Adult Education 
Centre at Balgo (Wirrimanu), a 
remote Aboriginal community on the 
edge of the Great Sandy Desert at 
its intersection with the Kimberley in 
Northern Western Australia. There 
I met Sister Alice Dempsey and 
some of the amazing artists and 
was blown away by the immediacy 
and dynamism of the artworks. 
Some months later I saw more of 
these works in the seminal Art of 
the Great Sandy Desert exhibition at 
the Art Gallery of Western Australia.  
Fortunately for me and many others, 
anthropologist John Carty travelled to 
Balgo in 2002 to learn from the artists 
about their work and has now spent 
the last two decades firstly completing 
his doctorate on this subject in 2011 
but also continuing to analyse and 
study Balgo art of the last forty years.
 
In 2019 John Carty was contacted 
about a number of early works from 
Balgo that had been discovered 
muddy and water-damaged in a 
shipping container in the Kimberley. 
These works had been accidentally 
lost for nearly forty years and they 
completed the visual study for Carty, 

Balgo: The Creative Country
2021, 396 pages, John Carty, UWA Publishing Crawley WA
Review by Margaret Cassidy

resulting finally in the publication of 
this very detailed and comprehensive 
study of the artists and art from 
Balgo. This book was launched to 
coincide with the recent exhibition at 
the South Australian Museum, Balgo 
Beginnings, which featured a number 
of those lost early works carefully 
restored by Artworks Australia, as 
well as modern works painted by 
the children and grandchildren of the 
original artists in response to their 
forebears’ paintings.
 

The raw power of the early works is 
counterpointed by the more diffuse 
and abstract contemporary items. 
John Carty’s book is comprehensive 
as the book includes many full-
page illustrations and also groups 
of images that visually tell the story 
of Carty’s analysis of the evolving 
trends in art created within the Balgo 
arts community.
 
However, the book is much more 
than merely a stylistic analysis of art. 
Carty delves into the history of the 
community from the movement north 
and west of first-contact Aboriginal 
people from the desert region, the 
history of the three locations of ‘Balgo’. 
This is the story of the intersection of 
the desert people and the Kimberley; 
the convergence into one community 
of peoples from the west and south 
of a number of language groups; 
the intertwined influences on the 
desert diaspora of the evolving 
Catholic mission, other early visitors 
including Aboriginal arts and crafts 
traders as well as anthropologists, 
non-Aboriginal artists bringing art 
materials into the community as well 
as strong local Aboriginal leaders. 
 

John Carty explaining evolution of dot painting at Balgo Beginnings exhibition, SA Museum, February 
2022. Photograph: Margaret Cassidy



John Carty explaining the significance of a 1982 photograph by Warwick Nieass of a painting camp at 
Balgo in identifying the missing early paintings. Photograph: Margaret Cassidy.

book review
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Carty reminds us that there has 
been limited research conducted by 
art historians with Western Desert 
artists – most contributions have 
been conducted by anthropologists. 
“While there are productive dialogues 
between Australian anthropologists 
and art historians, their research 
agendas have nevertheless continued 
to operate in isolation. This has more 
to do with methodology than ideology. 
Art historians have neglected 
Aboriginal artists’ concepts and values 
… because, due to a lack of linguistic 
and cultural competency, they don’t 
know how to interpret them.”
 
He concludes by stressing the need 
for a wider focus for the study of 
Balgo art – a focus that takes into 
account both past practices, the 
domain of the anthropologist, and the 
concerns of art historians and critics 
of the contemporary, for “neither 
adequately treats Western Desert 
painting as an emergent tradition; a 
novel and evolving 
form of material 
culture that remains 
deeply connected to 
aesthetic traditions 
many thousands of 
years old”.
 
Carty argues that you can’t 
understand Balgo art with any 
sophistication without understanding 
the economic aspects, that “painting 
is a form of work and work is a deeply 
cultural practice”. His scholarship 
base for the book is an economic and 
demographic analysis of over 12,000 
paintings painted between 1983 and 
2005 looking at a range of aspects 
for each artist including age, gender, 
previous works; works of family 
members; and the stylistic aspects of 
every painting. He asked important 
questions – what was done and who 
did it, and what does it mean to paint 
ngurra or Country in Balgo?
 
The early works reflect an aesthetic 
variety prior to the commencement 
of painting for the market that came 
with the creation firstly of the Balgo 
Hills Art Group and later Warlayirti 
Artists. The 1990s and 2000s saw 
increasing abstraction as art and 
a decline in kuruwarri – the sacred 
designs associated with ‘traditional’ 
iconography in Desert art – and 
a proliferation of those aesthetic 

elements, particularly dotting, used 
to accompany icons in early days 
of the painting movement. Carty 
also explains the move from the 
use of clearly visible iconic circles, 

lines and tracks in 
early works to the 
fluid application 
of dotting that has 
always been used 
to highlight content, 

bringing an optical dynamism to  
the paintings.
 
Ultimately for these artists, Country 
is everything, it is a kind of memory, 
laid down by the lives of one’s 
family, the events of one’s childhood. 

According to the Balgo people, the 
most successful artists tend to be 
those who regularly paint with family, 
a shared domestic activity particularly 
with their nyupa or spouse. The 
transmission of style tends to play 
out along the lines of descent 
within a family but also arising from 
collaborations between wife and 
husband. Today this Country is 
reproduced by contemporary desert 
people with the resulting art works 
being an excellent starting point for all 
Australians to engage with Aboriginal 
Australians. This book provides 
an easy to read and fascinating 
explanation to the Aboriginal artists 
of Balgo and their art.

Ultimately for these artists, 
Country is everything, 
it is a kind of memory
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Sydney, Australia:
Matisse Alive
Art Gallery of New South Wales
Until 3 April 2022

Sydney, Australia:
Pacific Views
Chau Chak Wing Museum, 
University of Sydney
Until 24 July 2022

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
Until 25 April 2022

Paris, France:
Parcours des Mondes
Saint-Germain-des-Près 
6 – 11 September 2022

Apia, Samoa:
More than Just a Bag
Tiapapata Art Gallery 
From 12 February 2022

Sydney, Australia:
The Secret Language of 
Mountains: The Art of Isawdi
Delmar Gallery, Trinity Grammar 
School, Summer Hill
12 February – 13 March 2022

recollections

jumping through or pounding in the fire. 
Some picked up flaming fire branches 
and hurled them towards the watchers. 
Some were circling what was left of 
the bonfire, other kavat dancers were 
jostling together stomping their feet in 
front of the pounding ‘orchestra’. There 
was a cacophony of song, showers 
of sparks were flying in the air. The 
watchers in the darkness huddled 
together and watched in awe.
 
After the fervour of the first five minutes 
the dancing moderated as the weaving 
‘Spirit Figures’ circled clockwise around 
the fire. Some of the figures left the fire 
light – they vanished into the darkness. 
Others kept dancing, to and fro before 
the ‘orchestra.’ With a retreat in the 
tempo, some of the dancers sauntered 
out of the fire light. The spirits were 
returning to the depths of the jungle. 
The spirits of the plants, of the insects, 
of the animals or their bones were 
gradually drifting back to their abode 
in darkness. Many of the village people 
had already drifted off to sleep. All the 
small children had long since given up 
their scampering around in excitement 
and lay on a mat on the ground, their 
head resting on their mother’s lap. A 
thin cotton towel had been thrown over 
their bodies to ward off the chill night 
air, and perhaps also to keep the spirits 
of the night at bay.
 
On several further occasions that 
evening the scattered fire was rebuilt. 
The thumping of the bamboos again 
picked up in vigour, and with the rising 

to a tempo the drumming recalled 
some of the kavat dancers to the 
bonfire. A number of them appeared 
to be almost in a trance-like state as 
they methodically stomped, shuffled 
vigorously backwards and forward, and 
with much jumping into the fire, kicked 
blazing embers in all directions. On and 
on it went interminably, a subsidence 
and then a resurgence. Only the 
toughest were enduring. Finally only 
three of the masked dancers were left, 
shuffling around in the black embers 
and dust. Then they too vanished into 
the last of the darkness. Some birds 
were heralding the new day. Very soon 
the first light of dawn seeped into the 
sky. It was back to being a normal 
village at sleep.
 
Certainly, a night to remember!
 
There was for me the long drive home 
in the ‘tu lite’ of the new day.
 

Photographs are representative of ceremonies 
staged by the Uramot Baining at Malabunga and 
Gaulim villages, the Kairak Baining at Iveri and 
Kynagunan villages, and the Sibali Baining of 
Luskem and Vungu villages.

‘Bush Spirits’ line the periphery c1970-1975. Photograph copyright Harold Gallasch.


