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1 Map of the Pacific Islands.
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Introduction

2 Painted barkcloth mask,
Baining people, New Britain,
collected by the German planter,
surveyor and collector Richard
Parkinson between 1890 and
1913. H 76 cm.

To look at Oceanic art is to look at remarkable things. Some,
such as masks [2], canoes and carved or painted houses, are
awesome or disconcerting; others, such as polished stone
personal ornaments and the designs of barkcloth and woven
mats, are beautiful and intricate. But to look at is not the same
as to look into. If Pacific art forms are indeed striking on the
surface, what is behind the surface may be still more challenging
and provoking. Looking into art forms means examining their
parts and composition, as well as the effect of the whole.
Looking beyond surfaces also means looking into contexts.
Oceanic art was and is created in cultural milieux that do not
share Western premises about what art is, how it is produced,
or what its effects are. A carving that has human characteristics
is not necessarily a ‘representation’ of a human being or an
ancestor. It may be better understood as an embodiment
of that ancestor. On the other hand, designs that appear to
be abstract to an outsider may denote specific animals or
mythological figures for local viewers. Insiders are likely to
share assumptions about the general character and effect of art
forms, but some will be more knowledgeable than others about
the figures represented, and about the meanings of particular
motifs. In some cases there may be an elaborate indigenous
discourse about artifacts and designs, but things are often just
produced and taken to stand for themselves – as visual effects
that require no elucidation. If accounts of the meanings of
paintings and carvings are elaborated at all, they may be secret,
known only to initiated men. This obscurity will sometimes
be what makes the objects powerful. Oceanic art challenges a
whole range of Western expectations concerning knowledge
and social relationships as well as art.
If Oceanic cultures differ from those of Europe profoundly,
the histories of Europeans and Islanders have been entangled
for centuries. Contact and conflict between Pacific peoples,
Europeans, Americans and others have had diverse
ramifications for Pacific art forms since the eighteenth
century. Just as Oceanic art inspired Gauguin and many others
subsequently, indigenous artists responded to contact with
8

3 Male and female figures,
northeast Malakula, early to
mid-twentieth century. H c. 165
and 170 cm. While the yellow dye
is unusual, the blue is Reckitt’s
Blue, a colonial laundry bleach
used to paint works of sculpture
in the Solomon Islands and north
Vanuatu, among other places,
from the late nineteenth
century onwards.

5 Sacred men’s house, Sarmi,
West Papua. Photograph taken
1905–14.

Europeans by depicting introduced things, and by using
introduced materials and styles [3, 4 ].
A carving might appear distinctive and traditional, yet be
produced with an iron rather than a stone tool, conducive to
a more intricate treatment of the motifs. Illustrations in
missionary books or other Western publications might prompt
a figurative or narrative treatment of themes that had
previously been handled allusively. In the first case, the outsider
might wrongly assume that a piece was ‘traditional’ because it
appeared consistent with older carving; in the second, he or
she might wrongly assume that it was not. But ‘traditional’ art
was always evolving and could change rapidly and drastically if
a new cult arose with distinct paraphernalia, or if exchange
relations with other groups introduced new materials. A piece
made just before European contact expresses a particular
moment in a process of cultural and stylistic development, but
has no greater status than one made a hundred years later or
earlier. Hence changes in style and motifs, the adoption of
modernism, even of contemporary digital media, do not signify
a lack of continuity with indigenous experiences and histories.

4 Carved wooden fish with
European letters and rongorongo,
a local post-contact script,
including motifs derived from rock
engravings, Rapa Nui. L 27.7 cm.
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6 (opposite) Rapa Nui: the local
boy standing on the shoulder of
the ahu moai, the monumental
ancestral figure, was most
likely acting as a guide for the
Australian photographer who
took the photograph, probably
just before the outbreak of the
First World War. An inscription
on the mount, ‘Easter Island.
Caves and monuments of an
extinct race’, reflects the
assumptions of the period.

Pacific cultures and histories
The remote archipelagos of the central and eastern Pacific
have a short prehistory in global terms. The ancestors of the
Hawaiians, Rapa Nui (Easter Islanders) and Māori formed a
single population in central Polynesia before the marginal
islands were settled between ad 400 and 900 ; the differences
between the art styles produced on those islands at the
time of European contact arose late in the course of short
separate histories.
The prehistory of Oceania as a whole is more complex.
A distinction needs to be made between New Guinea and
the rest of the Pacific. The bulk of New Guinea is occupied by
speakers of Papuan languages and has been inhabited for more
than forty thousand years. This early settlement extended into
neighbouring islands to the north and east, including parts of
the Solomons. Most of the other Pacific archipelagos, on the
other hand, were settled much later by speakers of
Austronesian languages who moved into the region from insular
southeast Asia between four thousand and three thousand
years ago. Although these people were originally distinct, there
is now no clear cultural boundary that corresponds with the
basic linguistic division, but rather a plethora of regional
differences. Particular regions of New Guinea, such as the
Sepik basin, the Papuan Gulf and the Highlands, tend to be

7 (above) Moai papa, female
figure, wood, early to midnineteenth century, Rapa Nui.
H 45.7 cm.

8 Rapa Nui boy selling wooden
figures, c. 1930.
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9 Prehistoric petroglyph,
Tipaerui valley, Tahiti.

broadly distinct in social and cultural terms, and are oriented
towards particular styles of artistic expression. However,
variations are complicated by trade, migration and interaction,
which preceded European contact but often subsequently
accelerated in its wake.
The Austronesian expansion into the Pacific is associated by
archaeologists with a distinctive pottery style known as Lapita
[11]. The earliest fragments were found in the New Britain–
Admiralty Islands area, but Lapita is spread right across the
southwestern Pacific from coastal New Guinea to Fiji and
western Polynesia, suggesting that one population with a
distinctive culture settled the region relatively rapidly. Lapita
sites imply a primary orientation towards fishing and trade,
complemented by horticulture and the domestication
of pigs, dogs and chickens. Linguistic analysis suggests social
differentiation of rank on the basis of elder and younger.
Though evidence with any direct bearing on culture and art is
limited, many Lapita fragments bear incised curvilinear motifs
and some faces and human forms that broadly resemble later
barkcloth and tattooing designs.
The area including Fiji and western Polynesia was settled
about three thousand years ago. At this point there appears
to have been an interval of perhaps a thousand years before
further settlement took place to the east, during which time a
distinctively Polynesian culture developed. This differed from
those evolving separately in island Melanesia (now divided
between the French territory of New Caledonia and the
nations of Vanuatu and the Solomon Islands); ‘Melanesia’
conventionally also includes the primarily Papuan-speaking

10 The Ambun Stone,
prehistoric figure, Enga region,
Western Highlands, Papua New
Guinea, c. 1500 bc , greywacke.
H 20 cm.

11 Lapita vessel from the Teouma
burial site, on display at the
Vanuatu Cultural Centre. H 32 cm.

14

15

12 George Baxter, The Reception
of the Reverend John Williams at
Tanna in the South Seas, 1843.
22 × 32.7 cm. This is one of a pair
of images – the other featured the
‘martyrdom’ of Williams and his
fellow-missionary Harris on the
nearby island of Erramanga,
where people had earlier resisted
Captain Cook’s attempt to land.

cultures of mainland New Guinea. Micronesia was settled from
both west and east between three thousand and two thousand
years ago and reflects a convergence of Oceanic and insular
southeast Asian influences.
In the western Pacific, and particularly on larger islands
in the Solomons and Vanuatu, coastal areas were no doubt
occupied initially, but growing populations moved gradually
into the often mountainous interiors. Distinct lifestyles based
in different environments emerged, which were later marked
by indigenous ethnic distinctions between ‘bush’ and ‘saltwater’
people. As populations became denser, social differentiation
also proceeded, with the result that ritual activities, craft
specialization, mythology and art forms became extraordinarily
diversified within small areas. At the same time, however,
artifacts and ritual knowledge were frequently bartered and
similarities between art objects across regions reflect the
spread of motifs and styles, which often acquired new and
different meanings as they moved from one society to
another. Mutual influences and appropriations thus entered
into a larger cultural dynamic through which selves and others
were identified.

16

13 Priest’s dish, Fiji, early
nineteenth century. L 46.3 cm.
The priest would drink an intense
infusion of the indigenous
narcotic, kava, through a wooden
straw to induce spirit possession.
Spirits were commonly associated
with birds across Oceania.

Although brief meetings between Islanders and Europeans
took place from the sixteenth century onwards, sustained
interaction began only in the second half of the eighteenth
century. Explorers encountered, and were encountered by,
the people of Tahiti, Hawai‘i, Tonga, New Zealand and many
smaller islands in Polynesia; although parts of Vanuatu and
New Caledonia were also visited by Bougainville and Cook,
intrusions in the western Pacific were generally limited until
later. In Polynesia and Micronesia it was not long before
frequent stops were made by whalers and traders seeking
provisions, water, sexual contacts and local resources such as
turtleshell and sandalwood. From the end of the eighteenth
century, the London Missionary Society was active,
unsuccessfully in Tonga and the Marquesas, but to greater
effect in Tahiti, which subsequently became a base for
evangelism westwards into the Cook Islands, Samoa and
elsewhere [12]. By the mid-nineteenth century, other
Protestant denominations and Catholic orders followed,
seeking to carve up the region and compete for adherents.
These encounters had diverse ramifications: iron tools,
cloth and guns were introduced, European trade articles
became a new source of power and prestige for warrior-chiefs,
and Islanders themselves travelled on ships and encountered
other Pacific peoples and their artifacts. Even on the Cook

17

15 Chief Mourner’s costume
(heva tupapau), Society Islands,
collected during the second
voyage of Captain James Cook.
H 260 cm. These extraordinary
assemblages, made up of many
intricately prepared shell, feather
and fibre components, were worn
by the priest leading a vital phase
of the rituals following the deaths
of people of high rank. The
costumes fascinated European
visitors and were eagerly sought
after, though only six full
assemblages ever reached
European museum collections.

14 ‘Ornaments and weapons at
the Marquesas’: engraving of head
and chest ornaments, a fan and a
club, from James Cook’s A voyage
towards the South Pole (1777). The
club shown is now in the British
Museum and the other works are
on display at the Pitt Rivers
Museum in Oxford.
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voyages, barkcloth obtained through barter in Rapa Nui
and Tonga was taken to Tahiti and New Zealand; other
artifacts obtained at one island were given away at another.
The early voyages, therefore, not only inaugurated relations
of exchange between Europeans and Oceanic people, they
also provided opportunities for new and intensified contacts
among Islanders themselves.
The voyages also marked the first phase of intensive
European collecting of Oceanic art [14–17]: objects obtained
on British, Russian, French and American voyages are now
dispersed in institutions all over the world, more often than
not without satisfactory documentation. Visitors were so eager
to acquire certain items that it is likely that the production of a
19

16 (opposite) Canoe splashboard,
Massim region, Papua New
Guinea. Collected by Captain
Owen Stanley in 1849. H 45 cm.

17 Four figures and a quadruped,
probably part of a lintel, Tahiti,
late seventeenth/early eighteenth
century. L 53 cm. Collected by
Captain Cook in 1769, it is the
first work of figure sculpture
from Oceania to be collected
by any European that remains
extant today.

kind of early ‘tourist art’ began in the 1770 s or very soon
afterwards. Pieces were sold more regularly and systematically
in a few areas from the late nineteenth century onwards, and in
many others only recently. The quality and appearance of work
did not necessarily change rapidly, but over time, European
interests have had both obvious and subtle ramifications
in work produced for local use as well as that intended
for barter or sale.
Traders introduced new tools and Western goods, but
also often made new supplies of raw materials or indigenous
valuables available. The nineteenth-century traders from New
England who were seeking sandalwood and bêche-de-mer or
sea cucumber (both for Chinese markets) in Fiji realized that
Fijians valued sperm whale teeth more highly than other trade
goods such as beads, iron or cloth, and imported great
quantities of ivory in this and other forms. Although whale
teeth were presumably already used to a limited extent in
ceremonial contexts in Fiji, the number in circulation expanded
dramatically over the early to mid-nineteenth century.

20
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18 Breastplate (civavonovono)
of pearlshell and whale ivory,
Fiji, owned and worn by the
paramount chief Tanoa in
the 1840s. W 26.7 cm.

missionaries. Local grass skirts were abandoned, but new
textiles assumed some of the cultural significance of older fibre
forms. Missionaries were often not Europeans, but Islander
teachers, who frequently introduced techniques of mat-making
and weaving from their own home communities. While
Melanesian art traditions and those of western Polynesia were
distantly related in prehistory, the residual similarities that
must always have been obvious at the basic level of weaving
techniques have been reinforced by more recent borrowings.
Objects such as the pandanus basket or mat have therefore
become both bearers of particular local styles and, in their
overall form, markers of wider Pacific identities.
French Polynesia, including the Society Islands, the
Marquesas, the Austral Islands and the Tuamotu archipelago,
came under French control in the 1840 s, as did New Caledonia
in 1853 ; in both cases there is now a degree of local autonomy
within firm French metropolitan control. The Cook Islands and

Necklaces and breastplates [18 ] made from sawn ivory pieces
were produced in greater numbers. In the 1930 s, planeloads
of pearlshell, flown into Papua New Guinea Highlands by
prospectors to pay for labour, had a similar impact there
on the circulation and form of shell breastplates, among
the most important items of male decoration.
The effect of Christianity was both positive and negative.
Missionaries notoriously urged Islanders to destroy ‘idols’
and did whatever they could to undermine indigenous religion,
with which much art was associated. On the other hand, the
missionary attitude towards apparently abstract or decorative
art was frequently positive; and since pottery and the
manufacture of ornaments attested to industriousness,
women’s genres such as mats, barkcloth and baskets were
encouraged, as were indigenous sculptures with Christian
themes in place of pagan ones. Some churches similarly
emulated the architecture of cult houses [19 ].
Conversion to Christianity was often marked by the
adoption of European clothing, and women converts were
frequently enrolled in sewing classes organized by wives of
22

19 The Roman Catholic church,
Ariseli, Torricelli Mountains,
northwest of Maprik, East Sepik,
Papua New Guinea, 1971. The
great painted facade is adapted
from that of an Abelam
ceremonial house.
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20 Men displaying shields,
Otsjanep village, Casuarina
Coast, West Papua, 1971.
Asmat have produced art
for sale since the 1950s.

Niue retain strong links with New Zealand; American Samoa
and Guam are still formally part of the United States. The New
Hebrides (now Vanuatu) was under a joint Anglo-French
administration from 1907 until independence in 1980 ; Fiji and
the Solomon Islands were British colonies from the late
nineteenth century until, respectively, 1970 and 1978 ; Papua
New Guinea experienced German, British and Australian rule
as well as partial Japanese occupation during the Second World
War, before independence in 1975. Other peoples, such as the
Hawaiians and Māori are minorities within settler societies and
continue to fight for cultural and political autonomy; West
Papuans similarly resist Indonesian rule.
In the lead-up to decolonization, customary culture
received some state sponsorship in Papua New Guinea, the
Solomons and Vanuatu. Regional and national cultural centres
were established; the revival of certain arts was promoted; and
some institutions and buildings associated with the independent
states sought an indigenous architectural idiom. Cultural
revival, however, took place in many areas quite independently
of official support, and is often politically opposed to central
governments or continuing colonial control.

21 From the late 1980s, shields
used in revived tribal fighting in
the Papua New Guinea Highlands
drew on commercial imagery.
The Wahgi artist Kaipel Ka
displays a shield he decorated
with a logo for South Pacific beer,
1990. His shields and paintings
were subsequently acquired by
the British Museum and by art
institutions in several countries.

22 Local bus, Papua New Guinea
Highlands, 1990.
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Issues of interpretation

23 Slit gong and Kwoma ceiling
on display in the Arts of Oceania
gallery, Metropolitan Museum of
Art, New York.

It’s often pointed out that there is no indigenous category
corresponding with ‘art’ in the Western sense. But in fact the
products of specialists (known as tohunga, tuhuna or a related
term in Polynesia) were always considered significant, often as
bearers of spiritual power. The category of ‘art’ may therefore
be problematic not so much because it marks off a domain of
intensified aesthetic power and value, but because the domain
may be defined too narrowly. It has excluded ephemeral art
such as sand drawings and body paintings and other forms of
self-decoration. It presumes that artists produce objects such
as masks, when in fact indigenous aesthetics may focus upon
the order of gardens, the spatial arrangement of villages or
dance grounds, or the moment of transmission of a gift.
Throughout the Pacific, the human body is a locus of artistic
elaboration; so too are animals such as the pig, notably in
northern Vanuatu. In Malakula, where identifications between
men and their pigs were and are especially deep, an
extraordinary degree of energy went into the cultivation of
boars’ tusks. Knocking out the upper incisor permitted the
lower to grow through a curve and eventually one, and
sometimes two or three full circles. Such a boar would become
incapable of foraging for itself and would need to be hand-fed,
but was understood to accumulate male soul-substance that
would in turn be acquired by the male sacrificer at the moment
when the boar was killed. The close identification between the
pig and the man was such that boars’ tusks were incorporated
into the funerary effigies of their owners or sacrificers, which
were also painted with pig motifs. Elsewhere, on Ambae, the
most highly valued pigs were selectively bred hermaphrodites,
embodying a combination of male and female powers
fundamental to cosmologies throughout the region, but rarely
so explicitly realized. If art forms may be defined as modified or
manipulated things that become aesthetic foci – in this region
often, if not invariably, conveying sacredness and expressing
political power – these pigs certainly count as works of art to
no less a degree than the slit gongs and masks that are so
widely shown in museum collections [23].
Political status and authority in Pacific societies was often
defined by genealogy or rank, but the most significant principle
of differentiation was and is gender. In the everyday division of
26

labour, the tasks of men and women are typically contrasted,
and their juxtaposed capacities accounted for through myth.
Women were frequently thought to contribute differently to
the creation of the world and communities. They are often
accorded an original creativity, which men somehow
appropriated, and ritual frequently re-enacts this theft
or eclipse of female power, appearing to parallel male
appropriations of women’s work in gardening and animal
husbandry: their products are conspicuously deployed
by men in ceremonial exchange and cult activities.
The most rewarding understanding of the meanings
of Oceanic art frequently depends upon a rich contextual
knowledge; for early periods, this knowledge is often difficult

24 (above) The form and design
of malangan funerary figures from
New Ireland, carved some years
after the death of the person they
recall, recapture aspects of the
individual’s life, kin affiliations
and status. H 112 cm.

25 Sculpture of a female deity,
Kawe de Hine Aligi, from
Nukuoro, Caroline Islands,
on display in the Auckland
Museum. This impressive work
is the largest of a group of male
and female figures from the island,
all collected in the late 1870s.
H 220 cm.

26 Man with dance shield, Buin district,
Bougainville, Solomon Islands, c. 1912.
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27 Two Mekeo men decorated
for a singing contest, Inawaia
village, Papua, 1921.

28 Bride price banner, Wahgi
people, Papua New Guinea,
1980. Cash exchanged for a
bride was displayed in the
manner that shells would
earlier have been presented.
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to reconstruct, making grounded speculation necessary in any
enlivening interpretation of museum pieces that have been
abstracted from their contexts. What may be crucial is not
merely an ethnographic record of the broad pattern of life in
the society which produced the work, and some sense of
object symbolism, but a deeper understanding of ideas about
knowledge, work, art and the elements that constitute the
individual. Art forms were usually not looked at with the kind
of detached contemplation that seems to characterize the
Western viewer’s observation of works in art museums; they
were rather used to express accomplishments or parade
power. While Western art might be seen primarily as a system
of meaningful codes, Pacific art suggests that effective action
was and is more important than communication.
The stereotype of tradition denies the interpretation
and innovation always present in Pacific cultures. Meanings
were not simply there to be expressed in art forms; artists
always used their imagination when responding to available
precedents. Motifs and meanings are always interpreted and

31

Chapter 1

29 Ceremonial arrival of canoes,
Gogodala, Papuan Gulf, 1975.
Early in the twentieth century,
canoe races celebrated truces
between warring clans. In the
1970s, a period of cultural revival,
they came to mark celebrations
such as those around Christmas
and Independence Day.

reinvented. What varies is the degree to which different
cultures acknowledge and value innovation. Hence we might
overemphasize changes on the surface, neglecting a deeper
conformity with custom that is more important in the eyes
of a work’s producers. But we can also make the mistake
of singling out the continuities and neglecting the wit of
innovative Oceanic forms. Oceanic art often surprises us,
but it is vital to remember that its makers used it to surprise
themselves and each other.

30 The peoples of the Massim
region of Papua’s southeastern
tip made finely decorated clubs
and dance clubs. This example
is probably from Milne Bay.
H 100 cm.
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Revelations
The Sepik River basin of northern New Guinea has long been
renowned for the richness and diversity of its artistic
traditions, and in this regard epitomizes Melanesia as a whole.
Across the region, the proliferation of cultural forms and
expressions is marked in languages and social institutions as
well as in material culture; it’s as though people sought diversity
itself, and were accordingly relentless in their importation,
adaptation and invention of cultural practices and material
styles alike.
The elaboration of performance, the range of sculpture and
decorated material culture, and the variety of techniques and
approaches to decoration, are certainly remarkable. Eastern
Sepik art forms include decorated objects in everyday use:
betel mortars, lime containers and spatulae, hangers, cooking
pots and food bowls. Spears, arrows and headhunting canoes
were not merely implements to inflict violence, but artfully
elaborated devices, often in details such as the patterns of their
woven bindings as well as in more conspicuous sculpted
elements. What we take as aesthetic elaboration, their
producers very likely regarded as enhancing the efficacy of
weapons [30 ], just as the adornment of houses and bodies
enhanced their efficacy in other ways. Shields were carved in
low relief and painted with dynamic, loosely symmetrical
patterns and anthropomorphic figures, sometimes with the
addition of plant fibre tassels and feathers. The most celebrated
works are those associated with cult activities, such as sacred
flutes, slit gongs, ceremonial stools, ancestral or spirit figures,
dance costumes and masks, made variously of woven basketry,
palm spathes, pottery, shells, feathers, wood and paint.
Great ceremonial houses were and are fundamentally
important for cult activities: their insides are secret sacred
spaces, their gable paintings and masks overshadow the public
phases of ceremonies and they are repositories for cult
paraphernalia that women and uninitiated males may not see.
As well as what we commonly understand to constitute visual
art and architecture – that is, a predominantly static art form
– these rituals also involve body modification and pain, the
impersonation of warriors and spirits, the preparation,
decoration and consumption of food and the singing or
33

31 The Sepik region and its peoples.
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33 Sawfish mask, Kararau,
Iatmul, collected during the
early German expedition of
1912–13. L 215 cm.
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recitation of narratives. Artistic expression is thus not limited
to a particularly rich material culture alone, but generates an
enormous range of sensory expressions and experiences.
The degree of diversity may be underlined by the fact that
virtually no generalization about Sepik art can be sustained.
There are certainly recurring motifs, such as extended, phallic
noses [35], but even the observation that anthropomorphic
sculpture dramatically exaggerates the face and head, no less
true of much other Pacific material, is contradicted by the
naturalistic proportions of the human figures that provide the
backs to some Iatmul ceremonial seats [36], of Yuat River
figures said to represent ‘culture heroes’ and of some humanfigure suspension hooks.
The range of sculptural techniques, including not only
carving but also many kinds of wicker and fibre assembly [34 ],
and the addition of clay with inlaid shell, is impressive. Works
are sometimes fully in the round, sometimes flat, to be seen
from the front, and sometimes intelligible only in profile.
There are also masks, notably those of the Bahinemo people
of the Hunstein ranges south of the Sepik, that incorporate
both features that can only be appreciated from the front and
those that can only be effective from the side; it is therefore
impossible to grasp the whole from one vantage point at any
one moment. Decoration incorporates dentate triangles,
zigzags, flowing curvilinear forms, concentric circles, and
occasionally lines of dots and radiating or parallel stripes.
Not only do design elements differ, but there are basic
differences in the logic of design, in the sense that in some
cases a multiplicity of colours and textures contributes to
the effect, while in others a binary contrast between a light
outline and dark background is crucial.
35

34 (opposite) Double Abwan
mask costume, including holes
for the dancer’s arms, Kararau
village, Iatmul, middle Sepik,
collected 1963 by the
ethnographer Anthony Forge.
H 183 cm.

35 Mask, Vokeo Island, off the
coast near the mouth of the Sepik
River. Probably associated with
lewa spirits, who appear to affirm
the prohibition on harvesting
ripening coconuts in the lead-up
to seasonal ceremonies. H 49 cm.

36 Iatmul orator’s ceremonial
stool, with shell, opossum fur,
feathers and other elements,
photographed in situ, c. 1931–2.
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37 Iatmul initiation: the masked
figure threatens initiates, who are
poised on an upturned canoe hull,
ready to be scarified, c. 1931–2.

Images on objects in public use – that is, those not
connected with the male cult – may be readily identified as
totems associated with particular descent groups. In many
cases, however, figures on paintings and carvings are not named
and may merge into polysemous motifs. Anthropologists have
debated for generations the question of whether motifs have or
do not have meanings, and whether this is in fact the significant
question, for the artists and the communities for whom works
are created. Because stylistic devices and traits have frequently
spread from one region to another, questions of meaning are
moreover complicated by the combination of what appears
original and what has been adapted. Sometimes a myth
accompanying a form may travel with it, in which case a
common meaning may be sustained, but in others reference
may be diminished and the design element elaborated primarily
for its aesthetic effect, or for a new meaning that was not
previously apparent.
Hooks that are vertically symmetrical, for example, are
especially conspicuous in carvings from the upper Korewori
River, but are present to varying degrees in other parts
of the Sepik. They echo facial features in some contexts,
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38 Yipwon figure, Yimar,
upper Korewori. H 116.8 cm.

and birds’ beaks in others, but do not appear to possess the
same connotations in all areas; in other words, the form is fluid
and is recreated through association with different figures in
different places. In some cases, too, a style such as this may be
valued because it marks a cross-cultural exchange relationship
and is taken to be emblematic of the group from whom it was
obtained. Abelam paintings, for example, were imitated by near
neighbours such as the Arapesh, who were probably in awe of
the ritual art and power of the Abelam, and may moreover
have been threatened by their aggression and expansion.
Sculptures might be obtained through trade or styles copied
by a group that did not unequivocally admire the exporting
culture, but acknowledged its strength and perhaps sought
to assimilate itself to it, or appropriate some of what seemed
to make it expressive and spiritually powerful. Trade and
imitation may therefore provide a partial explanation of the
proliferation of art forms: if importing groups are steadily
acquiring the distinctive art forms of exporting groups, and at
the same time creating new local variants, the latter groups
may be stimulated to produce novel styles and types that
sustain their distinctive advantage.
The process of transposition can be seen to have taken
place on a larger geographical scale, though its political context
no doubt varied considerably. A motif that could be seen as a
flattened or split transformation of the hooks, more typically
carved in low relief, painted or modelled in clay, is based
around concentric arcs that echo a circle and that are generally
confined within a triangular space that may be part of a larger
zigzag. Each sequence of arcs is then juxtaposed with another
tending the opposite way, towards a dynamism that can be
remarkably powerful, as in the upper Sepik shield from the
Green or Idam River that is now in Basel, Switzerland [39 ].
Though sometimes more rigid and symmetrical, the effect in
general is to accentuate features and convey a sense of vigour
in anthropomorphic and animal figures. On pottery and some
woodcarving, this design tends to be constructed around eyes,
and it might be presumed that even where circles are not
obviously paired, it does connote a face (though a bird’s eye
and beak are also suggested in the shield, and arcs of this type
also appear all over the ‘bodies’ of anthropomorphic carvings
that serve as cornerposts in some ceremonial houses). Further
afield, this design recurs as a conspicuous element to the west
39

39 War shield, Abau, Green
River, upper Sepik. H 161 cm.

in Lake Sentani barkcloth [40 ] and in carvings from the same
area, and in the Massim to the southeast. In these cases, the
facial association seems to be absent and it can only be assumed
that the pattern was borrowed in one direction or the other
simply because it was technically efficacious; it does not
possess a meaning or referent but rather does something –
that is, it visually invigorates a spirit, a human, or perhaps a
crocodile or bird.
Populations such as the Abelam and Arapesh, who live in
the hills at some remove from the Sepik River itself, subsist
40

40 Maro, painted barkcloth, Lake
Sentani, West Papua, collected
before 1931. 64 × 37 cm. Fabrics
were used as skirts and also as
grave markers.
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41 Canoe shield and prow in the
form of a crocodile, Iatmul, Sepik,
on display at the Museum der
Kulturen, Basel. H 80 cm.

on yams and sago and place great ritual emphasis on yam
fertility and harvest. For them, and for smaller middle
Sepik groups, such as the Kwoma, the yam is carefully
and laboriously nurtured by men and protected from
‘contamination’ by women, or rather by the reproductive
capacities that women appear to represent. Not only are
contacts with yam gardens taboo for women, especially to
those who are menstruating or have recently given birth, but
men and their wives observe prohibitions on sexual activity.
Harvest ceremonies involve making sculptures and painting
and displaying the yams, which are subsequently given away
in competitive presentations. Given the effort, skill and
elaboration, and the identifications between patently phallic,
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42 Senior Iatmul men
impersonating wagan (water
spirits), whose voices are
represented by the beating of
slit gongs. The fishing net they
carry, with a wooden fish tied
to the bottom, raises the wagan
from the water. The photo
was taken by the Cambridge
anthropologist Gregory
Bateson, who documented
the rituals in the 1930s.

long yams and their growers, these products are clearly works
of art in themselves, and were aptly described as a form of
‘vegetable sculpture’ by Anthony Forge, who studied the
Abelam in the 1950 s and 1960 s.
River people such as the Iatmul and Sawos do not grow
yams, but another cult, which is also highly elaborated among
the Arapesh and Abelam, is a similar vehicle for the creation
and re-creation of masculinity. What is called the Tambaran
in pidgin is a complex of graded male initiation rites that
dramatize sexual difference and overtly wean boys and men
away from maternal influences. Much more than a one-off
event marking puberty, these grades constitute a whole
hierarchy beginning at infancy. Unlike the graded society of
north Vanuatu, in which some but not all men achieve higher
rank individually as they bring pigs appropriate for sacrifice to
maturity, or in some cases obtain necessary quantities of pigs
through exchange, the Sepik ideal is that all men should
progress through the grades in sets based on generation and
kin classifications – though in both areas finding the resources
to feed sponsors and manufacture necessary art works and
structures is challenging.
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43 Mask, fibre, Sepik, Papua
New Guinea, collected before
1914. H 69 cm.

beams are carved into anthropomorphic figures identified with
spirits and mythological characters [45], while paintings mostly
refer to plant and animal totems, which belong to particular kin
groups and can only be painted by them.
The very size of Abelam and Arapesh houses was important
not simply because their magnificence expressed clan prestige,
but because their construction required efforts of
co-ordination and technical feats of extraordinary difficulty
[44 ]. Tall and heavy cornerposts were raised and dropped into

Initiation at each phase generally takes the form of some
kind of terror or ordeal, after which novices are shown the
secret sacred objects and musical instruments. Through most
of its stages, the cult is closely connected with a ceremonial
house erected either specifically for Tambaran rites or used in
a longer-term way as a men’s house. These houses, renowned
for their paintings on coconut- or sago-spathe, are particularly
splendid among the Abelam, where the facade may rise as much
as fifteen to twenty metres from the ground. Arapesh men’s
houses (haus tambaran in Tok Pisin, Papua New Guinea’s pidgin)
are smaller, but nevertheless impressive, at around fifteen
metres high, while those in the upper Sepik are often smaller
still. Iatmul houses are large, and have a saddle-shaped roof line
and substantial facade paintings at both ends. Among some
people such as the Kwoma, the houses are more open; there is
no facade, but paintings cover the interior of the roof and are
displayed around the main supporting poles. Houseposts and
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44 Hoisting the massive
ridgepole of a ceremonial house,
east Sepik, 1971. The man holding
the angled pole to the right
touches the ridgepole with a
magic bundle, in an effort to
reduce its weight.
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45 Iatmul houseposts of this
kind, which are said to represent
forest spirits and may feature
crocodiles and other creatures,
ranged from two to nearly
seven metres in height. This
cornerpost was photographed
by Gregory Bateson in Palimbai
village, c. 1931–2.

deep holes, and a ridgebeam that weighed perhaps a ton was
hoisted and shouldered up temporary central poles to the
height of the roof line. These operations, which could only
proceed once spirits were introduced into the village and a
whole series of preparations, feasts and rites of purification
performed, were mostly carried out through bursts of intensive
and highly co-ordinated work. In the case of the ridgepole, the
task was begun in the half-light of early morning and ideally
completed before women and children got up; they were then
told that the accomplishment was that of the spirit, and even
if they did not believe this, both they and the men themselves
sensed that this sudden, collective achievement was something
miraculous. At another phase of the Arapesh ritual cycle, the
mock hamlet of Wamwinipux was constructed in the bush; all
the materials had been carefully brought together in advance,
so that when the actual house-building began, it proceeded at
an extraordinary pace. Men were amazed by feats of this kind
46

46 Decorated men’s house,
Abelam, Papua New Guinea, 1962.
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47 Painting on bark from a
ceremonial house, Keram River,
lower Sepik, collected 1930.
H 100 cm.

– they appeared magical, yet the magic revealed was that of
human agency.
Among the latmul, the Abelam and the Arapesh, the houses
and associated art forms [47, 48 ] combined male and female
symbolism. The ridgepole was a phallic form associated with
yams, spears and warfare, while the house as a whole – among
the Abelam but not the Arapesh – was understood as a female
form, its interior being equated with the belly. Arapesh and
Abelam paintings, however, depicted spirits that possess both
male and female characteristics, and in some cases the penis
itself was rendered as a source of nurture, a provider of semen,
analogous to the milk-yielding breast.
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48 In the early 1960s the
anthropologist Anthony Forge
commissioned Abelam artists to
reproduce facade paintings on paper.
Intended to facilitate his analysis of
motif and style, these works were
also innovative translations of the
genre to new media. H 76 cm.
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