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DIRECTOR ' S FOREWORD 

he Michael C. Rockefeller Wing opened at the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art a quarter of a cen

tury ago. Its galleries, devoted to the display of 

the arts of Africa , Oceania , and the Americas, 

are central to the Metropolitan's mission , as an encyclopedic 

museum, to present the full scope and richness of human 

artistic achievement within a single institution. The publi

cation of this volume, the first to survey the breadth of the 

Metropolitan 's collection of the art of Oceania, celebrates a 

signal event in the Museum's grand program to enhance the 

presentation of the permanent collections for the twenty

first century: the opening of the newly reinstalled galleries 

for Oceanic art in The Michael C. Rockefeller Wing. 

Oceania , which comprises the arts and cultures of the 

Pacific Islands, covers one third of the earth , and its diverse 

artistic traditions form an important part of the world 's 

artistic heritage. From the dense rainforests of New Guinea 

to the spice-rich islands of Indonesia , the widely scattered 

archipelagos of Polynesia and Micronesia , and the deserts 

of Australia , the peoples of Oceania have developed 

hundreds of distinct artistic traditions that encompass an 

astonishing variety of forms and media . Created to por

tray the myriad deities, ancestors, and spirits central to 

the region 's diverse religions, to enhance the beauty of the 

human body, and to adorn the objects and architecture 

integral to daily and religious activities, art in Oceania per

vades virtually every aspect of life. The artists of Oceania , 

who frequently depict beings from the supernatural rather 

than the natural world , are remarkable for their often radi

cal approaches to the human form , whereby they convey 

the otherworldly qualities of their subjects. When admir

ing the achievements of Oceanic artists, whose forms and 

imagery remain novel and unfamiliar to some observers, 

it is interesting to reftect that, for more than a century, 

the arts of these distant lands have had a direct inftuence 

on the works of many of the most important artists of the 

Western canon , from Paul Gauguin and Pablo Picasso to 

the German Expressionists and the Su rrea I ists. 

Completely redesigned and reinstalled , the Metro

politan 's Oceanic galleries present one of the world 's pre

mier collections of the arts of the Pacific Islands in a striking 

VI 

new setting. The installation features three separate gallery 

spaces, each devoted to works of art from specific regions 

of the Pacific. The signature space is the large, sunlit 

gallery for Melanesian art, dedicated to works from New 

Guinea, Australia , and the islands of the southwestern 

Pacific. At the center of the gallery is the soaring, boldly 

colored ceiling from a ceremonial house of the Kwoma 

people of New Guinea, composed of more than 270 indi

vidual paintings. Space constraints in the previous installa

tion allowed only a portion of the Kwoma ceiling panels 

to be presented. The complete ceiling is now on display 

and has been raised to proper ceremonial-house height, 

imparting a cathedral-like atmosphere to the gallery, and 

this remarkable work can be seen and appreciated in its 

full grandeur for the first time at the Met. Among the 

spectacular works of Melanesian sculpture on view in the 

gallery are a magnificent group of ancestor poles (bis) 

and other works from the Asmat people of New Guinea, 

primarily collected by Michael C. Rockefeller in 1961 . 

Intimate in scale and atmosphere, the adjoining gallery 

for Polynesian and Micronesian art is devoted to the 

sculpture and decorative arts of the islands of the central 

and eastern Pacific. The gallery features many of the 

Metropolitan 's greatest masterworks of Oceanic sculpture, 

including the renowned figure from the island of Mangareva, 

as well an exquisite group of wood sculptures from Rapa 

Nui (Easter Island) and rare examples of Micronesian figural 

sculpture. The displays also highlight the sumptuous per

sonal ornaments and accessories created for high-ranking 

Polynesian chiefs . 

An entirely new feature of the installation , the third 

space is the Metropolitan's first gallery devoted to the 

indigenous arts of Island Southeast Asia. On display are 

sculpture, jewelry, and boldly patterned textiles from 

Indonesia, the Philippines, and adjoining regions. 

The works on view in the Oceanic galleries represent the 

culmination of the personal philanthropy and curatorial 

expertise of many individuals. The Museum of Primitive Art, 

established by Nelson A. Rockefeller, was the foundation of 

the Metropolitan 's Oceanic collection . Rockefeller acquired 

many of its foremost masterworks, and its collections and 
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staff subsequently merged with the Metropolitan to 

become what was initially known as the Department of 

Primitive Art and is today the Department of the Arts of 

Africa , Oceania , and the Americas. The collections of the 

Museum of Primitive Art were significantly expanded through 

the bequest of additional works by Nelson Rockefeller; 

together these artworks comprise the Michael C. Rockefeller 

Memorial Collection . 

The collections of Oceanic art at the Metropolitan have 

subsequently been greatly enhanced through the generosity 

of a number of other donors. Evelyn A. J. Hall and John A. 

Friede jointly endowed the Metropolitan 's curatorship in 

Oceanic Art and , individually, gave many important works. 

The Museum's collection of the sculpture and decorative 

arts of Island Southeast Asia was established through the 

largesse of Fred and Rita Richman , whose continuing sup

port of the acquisition of works from this and other areas 

of Oceania is deeply appreciated . Anita E. Spertus and 

Robert J. Holmgren, Faith-dorian and Martin Wright and 

their family, and Adelaide and Edmund Carpenter have 

also presented significant works to the collection. To all of 

them, and to the many other individuals who, through 

gifts large and small , have enriched the Oceanic collection 

over the years the Metropolitan is profoundly grateful. 

For reinstalling the galleries and writing this volume, I 

extend my thanks to Eric Kjellgren , the Evelyn A. J. Hall and 

John A. Friede Associate Curator for Oceanic Art. The pages 

that follow place many of the Metropolitan 's outstanding 

Oceanic works in their historical and cultural context and 

provide insights into their rich and varied imagery. This 

publication is made possible by The Peter Jay Sharp 

Foundation and The MCS Endowment Fund . 

To all the individuals and organizations that have con

tributed to realizing the reinstallation of the Oceanic gal

leries and the publication of this volume, I express my 

sincerest gratitude. 

Philippe de Montebello 
Director 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art 

Director ' s Foreword I vii 
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NOTE TO T H E READER 

he arts of Oceania ha e ne er been static. Since 

remote antiquit , the region 's artistic traditions 

have constant! changed and de eloped , and the 

art forms that existed in each culture\ hen it was 

first encountered b Westerners represent just one point in 

that continuum. Western contact, materials and colonialism 

brought profound changes to Oceania's artistic traditions. As a 

result , a number of the art forms described in the pages that 

folio' , such as the creation of the to 'o images of Tahiti , ha e 

ceased, in some cases nearl t\ o centuries ago. Others, such 

as the ma/agan car ings of e\ Ireland and the manufacture 

of Pol nesian bark cloth , continue without interruption . In 

this publication , the artistic traditions that persist toda are 

described in the present tense, ' hile those that do not are dis

cussed in the past tense. Ho> ever, all contemporar Oceanic 

peoples, ' hether practicing the same art forms as their ances

tors ore ploring novel themes, techniques, and media. con

tinue to create art. 

Much of our knowledge of the arts and cultures of Oceania 

as the existed at the time of Western contact and during the 

earl historic period is based on the obser ations of\ esterners. 

Although ine itabl shaped b the perspecti es and biases of 

those' ho recorded them , these accounts offer' hat is, in cer

tain instances, the onl information a ailable on some cultural 

and artistic practices. HO\ ever, for more than a centur a 

grO\ ing literature on Oceanic art has been recorded direct! 

b indigenous authors and other cultural authorities from 

the region. In the descriptions in this olume, I ha e drawn 

on both t pes of sources and , where er applicable, have 

endea ored to distinguish bet\ een information that deri es 

direct! , or ultimate! , from indigenous sources and those 

interpretations of specific objects or imager that represent 

the informed , but speculati e, theories of\ estern scholars. 

XI 
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INTRODUCTION 

•• ncompass1ng the arts and cultures of the 

Pacific Islands, Oceania is by far the most 

extensive artistic region in the world . The 

Pacific Ocean covers more than a third of 

•• the earth , an area larger than that of all the 

continents combined. Spread out across this immense 

and largely landless region are a single continent, 

Australia , and more than twenty thousand islands, 

whose peoples speak, or spoke, roughly eighteen hun

dred different languages and practice hundreds of 

distinct artistic traditions. 1 For some impression of 

Oceania 's enormous artistic and cultural diversity, one 

need only look at the modern nation of Vanuatu , a 

single archipelago with a population of some 200,000 

people, that alone is home to more than twice as many 

cultures and languages as the whole of Europe. 2 With a 

handful of exceptions, Oceania 's peoples had no writ

ten languages before Western contact.3 Instead, nearly 

all of the region 's diverse cultural and artistic tradi

tions were, and in some cases still are, kept in the col

lective memories of the individuals in the community 

and transmitted orally from generation to generation. 

Astonishing in the variety and visual inventiveness 

of their creations, the artists of Oceania , especially 

when measured against the region 's comparatively 

small population, are among the most prolific on 

earth. Oceanic artists work in an almost limitless vari

ety of techniques and media . Artists employ both 

durable materials such as wood , stone, and , in Island 

Southeast Asia, metal , as well as perishable substances 

such as flowers, leaves, and spiderweb. Their cre

ations range from sculpture and ornaments intended 

to endure for generations to ephemeral forms, such 

as Asmat bis poles (cat. no. 2) and the ma!agan carv

ings of New Ireland (cat. nos. 94, 95), created for a 

single fleeting and spectacular appearance after 

which they are discarded or destroyed . 

Opposite: Cat. no. 19 

In an attempt to come to terms intellectually with 

the tremendous scope and complexity of the cultural 

and artistic heritage of Oceania , Western observers 

have typically divided the area and its arts into five 

primary geographic and stylistic regions (see map on 

pp. x-xi). These include the three main divisions of the 

Pacific Islands proper-Melanesia (the islands of the 

southwestern Pacific, often further subdivided into 

New Guinea and Island Melanesia), Polynesia (the islands 

of the central and eastern Pacific), and Micronesia (the 

islands of the tropical northern Pacific)-together 

with the adjoining regions of Australia and Island 

Southeast Asia , whose indigenous peoples share a 

common ancestry with the Pacific lslanders.4 Like all 

such classifications, these regional divisions are oversim

plifications; their boundaries are artificial and blurred , 

often obscuring the commonalities between Oceania 's 

peoples as well as the continual , if at times sporadic, 

movement of people, objects, and ideas among the 

different areas. Nonetheless, the arts and cultures within 

each region tend to share a number of broad social , 

religious, and aesthetic themes that distinguish them 

from those of neighboring regions. Hence, although 

problematic, these regional distinctions remain a use

ful tool for organizing and understanding Oceania's 

diverse arts and cultures. The distinctive artistic and 

cultural themes that characterize each region are 

described in more detail in the introductions to the 

individual sections of this volume. 

THE ORIGINS OF OCEANIC ART 

The ancestors of all Oceania 's peoples and artistic tra

ditions came originally from Southeast Asia. Although 

the exact sequences, dates, and chronologies for the 

colonization of the various regions are complex and 

often poorly understood , owing to a lack of even 

basic archaeological information in some areas, the 
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broader history of the settlement of Oceania is well 

established. The settlement of the Pacific essentially 

occurred in two major episodes, involving two quite 

different groups of peoples, at widely separated peri

ods of time. 

Oceania's first human inhabitants, ancestors of 

present-day Melanesians, Aboriginal Australians, and 

some Island Southeast Asian peoples, began to move 

southward from the Asian mainland between 40,000 

and 60,000 years ago, settling Island Southeast Asia, 

Australia, and New Guinea. Although the islands of 

this region are large and closely spaced, some of these 

early migrations required substantial journeys across 

open water. From New Guinea these peoples, who 

in physical appearance resemble the peoples of 

sub-Saharan Africa, expanded eastward into Island 

Melanesia, reaching the northern Solomon Islands by 

29,000 years ago and probably rapidly settling the 

remainder of the archipelago. 5 Here, for some 25 ,000 

years, further human expansion into the Pacific appears 

to have ceased, the descendants of the original set

tlers gradually diversifying into the hundreds of peo

ples that make the western Pacific by far the most 

culturally and artistically diverse area of Oceania. 

Oceania's earliest peoples almost certainly had 

well-developed artistic traditions, but like artists in 

historical times, the first Pacific artists likely worked 

primarily in perishable media, such as wood and 

fiber, which have not survived. In Australia , however, 

Aboriginal peoples left an ancient and enduring artis

tic legacy in the form of rock art-paintings and 

engravings made on the walls of rock-shelters (shal

low cavelike overhangs of rock) and other stone out

crops. The earliest Aboriginal rock paintings may be 

some 50,000 years old, nearly 20,000 years older than 

the painted caves of Europe and among humanity's 

earliest surviving forms of artistic expression. 6 Still 

practiced by some groups today, Australian Aboriginal 

rock art is likely the longest continuous artistic tradi

tion anywhere in the world (see fig. 1). Elsewhere in 

the region, by 1500 s.c. and possibly much earlier, 

carvers in the mountainous highlands of New Guinea 
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started to create a variety of figures and other objects 

in stone. These enigmatic works are the oldest surviving 

examples of Oceanic sculpture (cat. nos. 14, 15).7 

The second great era of the exploration and settle

ment of the Pacific began only about five thousand 

years ago, when a series of peoples sharing a com

mon ancestry with the contemporary populations 

of Southeast Asia started to move outward from the 

Asian mainland to colonize Island Southeast Asia , 

where they displaced or mixed with the region 's ear

lier inhabitants. They later expanded eastward along 

the northern coast of New Guinea and into Island 

Melanesia .8 About 1500 s.c. one or more of these peo

ples developed a distinctive culture, known archaeo

logically as Lapita. 

The ancestors of the contemporary peoples of 

Polynesia, eastern Micronesia, and portions of Island 

Fig. 1. Aboriginal rock paintings depicting lightning beings, War

daman people, Willeroo Station, Northern Territory, Australia. 

Photo: Eric Kjellgren, 1993 



Fig. 2. Reconstruction of a La pita face design based on vessel 
fragments recovered from the Nenumbo Site, Reef Islands, 
Solomon Islands, ca. 1000-900 a.c. From Green 1979, p. 22, 

fig. 1-3 

Melanesia, Lapita peoples and their descendants were 

the most accomplished navigators and voyagers in the 

ancient world .9 After reaching the Solomon Islands, 

then humanity's most distant outpost in Oceania , 

Lapita peoples ventured outward into the vastness of 

the Pacific, colonizing islands and archipelagoes that 

had previously been uninhabited . From western Island 

Melanesia, Lapita peoples moved southeast to settle 

the Santa Cruz Islands Vanuatu , and New Caledonia 

and later northward into eastern Micronesia .10 About 

1000 B.c. Lapita peoples reached Fiji , Tonga, and 

Samoa, where, by the middle of the first millennium 

B.c. , their successors developed the first distinctively 

Polynesian cultures.11 Beginning sometime between 

200 B.c. and A.D. 100, the Polynesians began to colo

nize the widely scattered archipelagoes of the eastern 

Pacific, from which they eventually discovered and 

settled the remote islands of Hawai 'i (ca . A.D . 500), 

Rapa Nui (Easter Island, ca . A.D. 600) and Aotearoa 

(New Zealand , ca. A.D. 1100).
12 

The arts of the Lapita peoples are known primarily 

from their distinctive incised ceramics, whose complex, 

orderly geometric designs occasionally incorporate 

Fig. 3. La pita figure from 
the site of Talepake
malai, Mussau Islands, 
Papua New Guinea, 
ca. 1500-700 B.C. 

Porpoise bone, height 
ca. 4 in. (10.2 cm). 
Drawing by Margaret 
Davidson. From Kirch 
2000, p. 86, fig. 41 

stylized human or animal forms, as well as from a 

handful of surviving examples of figural sculpture 

(see figs . 2 , 3). The aesthetic legacy of the Lapita cul

ture is wholly or partially ancestral to the artistic tra

ditions of all the lands the Lapita peoples settled , and 

it is evident in places as disparate as Fiji , Hawai ' i, and 

the northern coast of New Guinea .13 

As the earliest vestiges of artistic expression in the 

Pacific amply demonstrate, Oceanic art has a deep and 

ancient history. But owing to the perishable nature of 

the materials in which most artists worked , the vast 

majority of surviving works date from the eighteenth 

through the twentieth century. With the exception of 

rock art, our knowledge of the development of Oceanic 

art in the centuries between the first fiowerings of artis

tic expression in the Pacific and the hundreds of artistic 

traditions that exist, or existed, in historical times 

remains fragmentary. However, in those cases in which 

artists worked in stone and other durable materials or 

local conditions allowed for the preservation of wood , 

portions of this history survive, offering tantalizing 

glimpses of the region 's rich but largely vanished artis

tic past. These rare survivals include, most famously, 
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the nearly nine hundred colossal stone figures (moai) 

of Rapa Nui, created between roughly A.D. 1100 and 

1650 (see fig. 5), and a variety of smaller stone images 

from elsewhere in Polynesia, such as the distinctive 

stone sculptures of Mokumanamana, in the Hawaiian 

Islands (cat. no. 192).14 Among the Maori people of 

Aotearoa, the practice of concealing important carv

ings during times of unrest by immersing them in 

swamps has resulted in the survival of wood sculptures 

dating from as early as the thirteenth century.15 Some 

examples of New Guinea wood sculpture, kept in dry 

rock-shelters or preserved for generations as sacred 

objects, are also several centuries old (cat. nos. 21- 23).16 

ART IN OCEAN IA 

The oft-repeated statement that Pacific Islanders and 

other indigenous peoples have (or had) no word for 

"art" is true only in the narrowest sense. Although the 

Western conception of art as an activity undertaken 

solely, or primarily, for aesthetic enjoyment did not 

exist in the vast majority of Oceanic cultures, virtually 

all Pacific peoples have highly developed and clearly 

articulated aesthetic standards by which they evaluate 

the creations of their ancestors and contemporaries. 

These criteria are typically far broader than those in 

the West, encompassing not simply the visual charac

teristics of an object but also the correctness of its 

imagery, its relationships to the individuals who create 

and use it, and the contexts in which it is employed . To 

say that a work is "beautiful" or "correct" is often based 

as much on its being made in the proper form , by the 

appropriate person or persons, observing the neces

sary ceremonial protocols, and its being used in the 

correct manner as on its physical appearance. 

These expanded conceptions of aesthetics under

score a fundamental aspect of the nature of Oceania's 

artistic traditions. The objects that Westerners have 

come to know and appreciate collectively as Oceanic 

art were originally created to be functional and are, 

or were, perceived and classified in very different 

ways by the peoples who made them. From sacred 

religious images to mundane utilitarian items, all 
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Oceanic objects are, or were, intended to be used. 

Often inseparably interwoven with dance, oratory, 

ritual , oral tradition , social status, and other activi

ties, Oceanic works play, or played, integral roles in 

cultural and religious life. The pages that follow 

describe the individual roles, significance, and imagery 

of many of the Metropolitan Museum's most striking 

works of Oceanic art. As is true of all Oceanic works, 

each can be fully understood only in terms of its spe

cific artistic and cultural setting. However, there are a 

number of major themes surrounding the contexts, 

art forms, and subject matter of Oceanic art that 

recur throughout the region. 

PORTRAYING THE DIVINE 

In the past virtually all figural sculpture and painting 

in Oceania was religious in nature, and in some areas 

it remains so today. Like the sacred statuary and 

paintings of the great cathedrals of Europe, Oceanic 

sculpture and paintings depict the images and sym

bols of divine beings. However, in contrast to Euro

pean religious art, whose themes and subject matter 

are drawn almost exclusively from a single shared reli

gious tradition , Oceanic sculpture and painting have 

emerged from not one but hundreds of separate reli

gions, each with its own distinctive aesthetics, iconog

raphy, and supernatural beings. 

An ancient chant from the Society Islands perfectly 

expresses the multiplicity and omnipresence of super

natural beings in religious and artistic life throughout 

the Pacific: 

Behold the gods .... 

Gods inside, gods outside, 

Gods above, gods below, 

Gods oceanward, gods landward, 

Gods incarnate, gods not incarnate, 

Gods punishing sins, gods pardoning sins, 

Gods devouring men, gods slaying warriors, gods saving men 

Gods of darkness, gods of light, gods of the ten skies. 

Can the gods all be counted? 

The gods cannot all be counted. 17 

The arts of Oceania portray an almost infinite variety of 

supernatural beings, powerful and weak, omnipresent 



Fig. 4. An latmul men's ceremonial house in the vil
lage of Korogo in the Middle Sepik Region of Papua 
New Guinea in 1973. The house itself is conceived 
as the body of a primordial woman, whose fa ce 
appears as the large gable mask that adorns the 
facade. A mai mask performance (see cat. no. 40) 

is underway in the foreground. Photo: Milan Stanek 

and local , ancestral and nonancestral , benevolent, neu- cases take the form of real or fantastic creatures and 

tral , and malign. Although each culture has, or had , its who are often associated with specific sites and natu-

own distinctions and classifications, for the sake of ral phenomena in the landscape. Some spirits, prop-

convenience the beings that appear in Oceanic art can erly propitiated , can aid in human endeavors, but 

be divided roughly into three broad , though not others remain dangerous and unpredictable. In addi-

mutually exclusive, categories : deities, ancestors, and tion to these three main categories, a variety of other 

spirits. Deities range from the powerful primordial supern atural or semidivine beings, such as culture 

beings who created the cosmos to more minor enti- heroes, also appear in Oceanic art. 

ties responsible for specific natural phenomena or The physical images of deities, ancestors, and 

human activities. Nonhuman in origin , and in some 

cases nonhuman in form , some deities, particularly 

in Polynesia , are nonetheless believed to be the 

direct ancestors of humanity or of particular families 

and clans. 

Although some primeval ancestors may be entirely 

supernatural , ancestors as a category typicall y consist 

of beings who were once living people. These range 

from the remote progenitors of humankind to recently 

deceased individuals who were well known to the liv

ing members of the community. Ancestral beings are 

primarily benevolent, watching over and assisting 

their descendants, although, if not properly honored 

and respected , they can also cause misfortune. The 

final category, spirits, covers a wide and heteroge

neous group of nonancestral beings, who in some 

spirits mediate between the human and supernatural 

wo rlds. The majority of Oceanic sculptures serve, or 

served , when properly activated through ritual activ

ity, as vessels in which the powers of the beings they 

depict temporarily, or semipermanently, reside and 

through which they can be contacted , consulted , and 

venerated through ceremonial performances and the 

presentation of offerings. Some sacred images are, or 

were, kept by individuals and families in ordinary 

dwellings (cat. nos. g, 146), but the majority like the 

sculptu res and relics of European cathedrals, were 

housed within specially built religious edifices. 

In New Guinea and many areas of Island Melanesia, 

these buildings consist, or consisted , of the imposing 

men 's ceremonial houses, whose towering roofs often 

dominate the skyline of the village (see fig. 4). Both the 

Introduction I 7 



exteriors and the interiors of these imposing structures 

are often lavishly adorned with architectural carving 

and paintings (cat. nos. 52, 53, 60, 109). The center of 

male religious and social life, men's houses serve as 

venues for ceremonial performances and as the pri

mary locus where sculpture and other sacred objects 

are created, used, and stored. Men 's houses play an 

important role in daily life as well , functioning as 

gathering places and , in some areas, dwellings for the 

village men. Men's houses are also a central focus of 

artistic expression in Belau and some other areas of 

Micronesia, where they serve primarily for social rather 

than religious activities. Although women in both 

regions also lead active, though often largely sepa

rate, religious lives, women 's ceremonial and social 

activities do not typically involve the creation of sculp

ture or religious architecture. 

In Polynesia religious images were kept primarily 

at sacred sites that largely consisted of open-air com

pounds, often surrounded by fences, within whose 

confines a variety of sacred buildings, platforms, altars, 

and other religious structures were created . In many 

areas access to these sacred places was restricted to 

religious specialists, who in some cultures were full

time professionals, and to high-ranking chiefs, whose 

8 I OCEANIA : ART OF THE PACIFIC ISLANDS 

own supernatural power (mana) enabled them to 

safely come into contact with the potentially danger

ous powers of the deities and ancestors whose images 

were housed within . The vast majority of these sites 

were abandoned following the conversion of Polyne

sian peoples to Christianity in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. However, many have been 

restored in recent decades, including the huge temple 

platforms (ahu) of Rapa Nui with their rows of massive 

stone figures, or moai (see fig . 5). The beautifully 

carved and painted meetinghouses and other structures 

that stand in the sacred plazas (marae) of the Maori 

people of Aotearoa have remained in use throughout 

the era of Western contact (cat. no. 188). 

Some of Island Southeast Asia 's indigenous peoples 

created separate buildings or shrines to house reli

gious sculpture (cat. no. 138) and other sacred objects; 

others kept such works in secular structures such as 

dwellings or granaries, where some of the images 

served as supernatural guardians (cat. no. 151). In the 

past, Australia 's Aboriginal peoples had almost no 

permanent architecture. They primarily painted rep

resentations of their diverse ancestral beings directly 

on the landscape, as rock art, and also created more 

ephemeral types of images during ceremonies. 

Fig. 5. Moai (stone figures) at 

Ahu Akivi on Rapa Nui (Easter 

Island). Photo: Eric Kjellgren, 

1992 



ADORNING THE HUMAN WORLD 

In addition to religious sculpture and painting, the 

decorative arts in Oceania are highly developed. 

Although many of the finest creations are reserved 

for the social elite or for use at festive occasions or 

religious ceremonies, in Oceania even the humblest 

individuals and items are often beautifully adorned. 

Throughout the Pacific, the human body is one of the 

primary venues for artistic expression. From the lavish 

gold jewelry of Indonesia to the spectacular dance 

regalia of the New Guinea Highlands (see fig . 6) and 

the sumptuous ornaments and accessories of Polyne

sia's chiefiy elite, Oceania 's peoples decorate their 

bodies with a countless variety of objects, in materi

als ranging from leaves and fiowers to jade, ivory, 

and precious metals. One of the most widespread 

forms of body art was tattooing, which is, or was, 

practiced in every major cultural region of the Pacific 

except Australia. Some forms of bodily ornament 

serve purely to enhance the personal appearance of 

the wearer. However, many types are also symbols of 

social status, exclusive to those individuals who have 

been born with, or achieved , the right to wear them 

(cat. nos. 124 167, 168, 173, 185, 194). 

Many of the objects created by Pacific peoples are 

undecorated. However, in numerous instances even 

the most mundane items are embellished with 

designs of great delicacy and sophistication . In virtu

ally all the cultures that use them canoes, essential to 

both local and long-distance travel , were, and remain , 

an important focus of artistic expression (cat. nos. 10 

11 , 41 , 72, 81 , 100). In the past, warfare itself, which in 

almost all Oceanic societies was a male activity, was 

also associated with a wide range of art forms, includ

ing shields, clubs, and personal ornaments, some of 

which had supernatural properties, that protected the 

wearer from harm or magically hindered his enemies 

(cat. nos. 7, 18, 57, 66, 87, 89, 99, 110, 133, 174, 190). In 

the household and community, practical items such 

as bowls are often beautifully designed and embel

lished, as are the diverse forms of personal accessories 

used by men and women in daily and ceremonial life. 

Fig. 6. Kongel, a Mendi man from Tente village, Southern 

Highlands, Papua ew Guinea, posing in full dance 

regalia. Photo: Malcolm Kirk 

Oceanic artists are remarkable for the richness 

and variety of their works in fiber, which range from 

sacred ceremonial textiles to mundane items such as 

everyday garments and sleeping mats. The peoples of 

Island Southeast Asia are renowned for the scale, diver

sity and sophistication of their often boldly colored 

loom-woven textiles in cotton , silk, and other materi

als (cat. nos. 128-130, 135-137, 139-141). Although 

loom-weaving traditions exist in some other areas, 

the primary textile forms elsewhere in the Pacific 

are bark cloth and plaitwork. A paperlike material 

manufactured from the soft inner bark of certain 

species of trees, bark cloth is especially prominent in 

western Pol ynesia, where enormous and beauti

fully decorated bark-cloth panels are displayed and 

distributed as ceremonial gifts (cat. no. 176). Among 
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the Baining people of New Britain, in Island Melane

sia , bark cloth is used in the construction of spec

tacular ceremonial masks and effigies (cat. no. 91 ). 

Plaitwork, a technique in which the fibers are inter

woven by hand without a loom, is practiced through

out the Pacific and is used to create a vast variety of 

practical objects as well as ceremonial and luxury 

items, including baskets, fans, garments, and mats 

(cat. nos. 163-166). 

THE ARTIST IN OCEANIA 

As with notions of art, conceptions of the nature and 

role of the artist in Oceania often differ markedly from 

those in the West. As is true for the whole of humanity, 

in any Oceanic society there exist individuals with dif

fering levels of artistic proficiency. Throughout the 

Pacific, men and women with exceptional artistic tal

ent are recognized and sought out both within, and 

often beyond , their home communities. Although 

almost any person can , for practical or religious rea

sons, create items for personal use, important works 

such as ceremonial sculpture or certain ornaments and 
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Fig. 7- The Maori artist Tene Waitere 

(1854-193 1) carving a window pare (lin

tel) in 1905 during the restoration of 
Nuku-Te-Apiapi, a carved house at 

Whakarewarewa, Aotearoa {New 

Zealand). Alexander Turnbull Library, 

Wellington, New Zealand. Photo: 

Thomas Pringle 

accessories are generally commissioned from those 

individuals with outstanding artistic ability. 

Artistic activity in Oceania is, or was, divided by gen

der, with the artists of each sex practicing separate, 

though often interdependent, art forms and employ

ing different media . Men work in harder materials 

such as wood , shell, stone, and metal and create, or 

created , virtually all Oceanic sculpture and carving 

(see fig. 7). Women excel in the fiber arts, producing 

an astonishing diversity of works in softer media 

including bark cloth , leaves, flax, cotton , and silk 

(see fig. 8). 

In most cases these exceptional men and women , 

who should be recognized as artists on equal terms 

with those elsewhere in the world , did not pursue their 

vocation full-time. When not engaged in creating 

works of art, for which they are, or were, typically com

pensated with food, goods, and services, the majority 

of Oceanic artists also must undertake all the ordinary 

tasks of life, such as hunting, fishing, and the tend

ing of gardens. However, in a few instances artists, 

such as metalsmiths in parts of Island Southeast 



Fig. 8. Women from the village of Ma'u
funga, on the island of Tongatapu, over
painting a large piece of bark cloth to 
be used in the funeral of a prominent 
woman in 2003. Working continuously 
throughout the night, they take turns 
painting the cloth using brushes made 
from pieces of the fibrous fruit of the 
pandanus tree. The women of Ma'u
funga have a reputation as particularly 
skilled bark cloth painters. Photo: 
Fanny Wonu Veys 

Asia and master practitioners of tattooing in some poles of the Asmat people or the huge decorated bark 

Polynesian societies, are, or were, essentially full-time cloths of western Polynesia , are frequently created by 

professionals. a number of individuals working together under the 

The names of the individuals who created the direction of a master artist. 

great majority of the works that are today in Western 

museums and private collections have been lost. 

However, in their own societies Oceania 's artists were 

far from anonymous. Among many Pacific peoples 

men and women with exceptional artistic talent are 

acknowledged and honored with specific names and 

titles which often denote proficiency in particular art 

forms, such as carving, oratory, and the performing 

arts. In some cases, the names and achievements of 

prominent artists are preserved and passed down for 

generations. Conceptions of the authorship of works 

of art in the Pacific, however, often differ from those 

in the West. In some areas, for example, the person or 

persons who commission a particular object, or who 

sponsor the ceremony in which it is employed , are 

honored as its primary creator or creators rather 

than the individual or individuals who made it (cat. 

no. 105). Large-scale works, such as the towering bis 

THE COMING OF THE WEST: IMPACT, 

DECLINE, AND RENAISSANCE 

Western exploration and colonialism had a profound , 

though by no means fatal , impact on the arts of 

Oceania . Much of the early exploration of the Pacific 

was driven by two obsessions, the search for the best 

routes to the spice-rich islands of the Moluccas, in 

what is today eastern Indonesia, and the idea that a 

large, undiscovered continent lay somewhere in the 

southern Pacific. The first European explorers in 

the region were the Spanish and the Portuguese. By the 

late sixteenth century the Spanish , sailing westward 

from the Americas, had colonized the Philippines 

and the Mariana Islands and made brief visits to 

parts of the Caroline Islands, the Solomon Islands, 

and the Marquesas. Portuguese vessels, sailing east 

around the Cape of Good Hope to reach the Moluccas, 
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explored eastern Indonesia and briefiy encountered 

New Guinea . However, by 1600, the vast majority of 

the Pacific still lay unexplored by Europeans. 

In the early seventeenth century the Dutch seized 

control of the Moluccas from the Portuguese and , as 

a result of both intentional expeditions and chance 

encounters by spice traders blown off course, began to 

chart the northern and western coasts of Australia . 

The Dutch exploration of the Pacific culminated with 

the voyage of Abel Janszoon Tasman (1603?-?1659) 

from 1642 to 1643. Sailing south of Australia , Tasman 

encountered Tasmania and Aotearoa . He later visited 

Tonga and Fiji , as well as New Ireland and other parts 

of Island Melanesia . Tasman 's journal includes an 

illustration of three New Ireland men in a canoe, 

whose openwork prow and stern ornaments, though 

somewhat fancifully rendered , are similar to historical 

examples. This illustration is among the earliest images 

of Oceanic art to be seen in the West (see fig . 9). 

In the eighteenth century the exploration of Ocea

nia was dominated by Britain and France. Starting in 

the mid-17oos, the rival nations began to send out 

scientific expeditions to explore and chart the islands 

of the Pacific. By far the most wide-ranging of these 

explorers was the British navigator Captain James Cook 

(1728-1779), who made three separate voyages to the 
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Fig. 9. Illustration from the 

j ournal of the Dutch explorer 

Abel )anszoon Tasman (1603?

?1659) showing three New Ire

land men in a canoe adorned 

with openwork prow and stern 

ornaments. The image is prob

ably based on a 1643 sketch by 

expedition artist Isaac Gilsemans 

(ca. 1606-1646 or1647). From 

Gunn 2 006, p. 161, fig. 40 

Pacific. Cook's voyages witnessed the first encounter 

between Europeans and many Pacific peoples, and 

Cook and other expedition members brought the first 

substantial collections of Oceanic objects back to 

Europe. The sketches and paint ings made by the artists 

on Cook's expeditions many of which were later 

engraved and published in the widely popular accounts 

of his voyages, offered many Europeans their first 

glimpses of the peoples and arts of Oceania (see fig . 10). 

In 1788 the first British convicts and settlers arrived in 

Australia . Spanish missionaries had been active in the 

Philippines and Mariana Islands since the mid-15oos, 

but the closing years of the eighteenth century marked 

the first arrival of Christian missionaries in Polynesia. 

The nineteenth century saw the conclusion of the 

Western exploration of the Pacific and the annexation 

and division of its islands by European and American 

colonial powers. In the early 1800s, through the com

bined efforts of official exploring expeditions and 

chance discoveries by whalers and other commercial 

vessels, European and American ships explored and 

surveyed the region 's remaining uncharted islands. 

In Polynesia , the first half of the century witnessed 

a marked increase in missionary activity. The first mis

sionaries began to arrive in most of Micronesia as well 

as Melanesia in the mid-18oos. During the second half 



a 

c 

Fig. 10. Images of Pacific Islanders created by the expedition 

artists who accompanied the British explorer James Cook 

(1728-1779) on his voyages to the Pacific 

a. The Head of a New Zealander [Maori]. with a comb in his 

hair, an ornament of green stone in his ear, and another of a 

fish 's tooth. Engraving after a 1769 sketch by Sydney Parkinson 

(ca. 1745-1771), 1773. From Joppien and Smith 1985-88, vol. 1, 

p. 185, pl. 1.127A 

b. A Woman of Easter Island. Engraving by). Caldwall after a 

1775 sketch by William Hodges (1744-1797), 1777- From Joppien 

and Smith 1985-88, vol. 2, p. 200, pl. 2.99A 

b 

d 

c. A Man of the Sandwich Islands [Hawai 'i], in a Mask. Engrav

ing by T. Cook after a 1779 sketch by John Webber (1751-1793), 

1784. From Joppien and Smith 1985-88, vol. 3, part 2 , p. 541, 

pl. 3.J11A 

d. A Man of the Island of Tanna. Engraving by). Basire after a 

1774 sketch by William Hodges (1744-1797), 1777- From Joppien 
and Smith 1985-88, vol. 2, p. 109, pl. 101 
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of the nineteenth century European and American 

colonial powers eventually claimed and partitioned 

nearly the whole of Oceania. While colonial authority 

over many islands and archipelagoes shifted repeat

edly over the ensuing decades, the peoples of the 

Pacific did not begin to regain political autonomy until 

after the Second World War. 

The arrival of Western explorers, colonists, and 

missionaries had devastating and far-reaching con

sequences for the peoples and arts of Oceania . In 

addition to manufactured goods, such as cloth , 

metal , boats, and containers, which often quickly 

supplanted earlier indigenous art forms, the crews of 

European and American vessels introduced previ 

ously unknown diseases, which in some areas killed 

as much as ninety percent of the population . At a time 

when virtually all cultural and artistic knowledge was 

still transmitted orally, the massive depopulation of 
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Fig. 11. Henry Anelay {1817-1883}, The Rev. John 

Wil lia ms on Boa rd Shi p with Native Implements in 

th e South Sea Isla nds, ca. 1838. Watercolo r on 

paper, 16 3/i x 13 i4 in. (42.5 x 33.5 cm). National 

Library of Australia, Canberra 

many areas of the Pacific threatened or interrupted 

the continuity of many cultural and art ist ic traditions. 

The arrival of missionaries and the ensuing conversion 

of nearly all of Oceania 's peoples to various forms of 

Christianity resulted in a widespread and , in some 

areas, continuing iconoclasm in which countless 

sacred images and objects were destroyed . Ironically, 

many of Polynesia 's most magnificent works of sculp

ture were preserved by the very missionaries who 

ordered their destruction . The images saved from the 

iconoclasm were sent back to Europe by the churchmen 

as evidence of their evangelical success (see fig . 11 ). 

The enforced pacification of all parts of the region 

under the various colonial authorities also effectively 

ended warfare, along with practices such as head

hunting, resulting in the decline or disappearance of 

its associated ceremonies and art forms. As a conse

quence of these and other factors, by the mid-twentieth 



century many of Oceania's artistic traditions had 

been abandoned or neglected, although some tradi

tions, particularly in the fiber arts, endured. 

Over the past several decades, however, the arts 

and cultures of Oceania have undergone a profound 

and far-reaching renaissance. With the independence 

of many Pacific nations in the latter half of the twen

tieth century, many artistic and cultural traditions, 

often denigrated or banned by the colonial authori

ties, have been revived or revitalized, becoming pow

erful symbols of ethnic and national identity and of 

the resurgence of cultural pride. Among those groups, 

such as the Maori , Hawaiians, and Aboriginal Aus

tralians, who live amid majority-settler societies, this 

artistic renaissance bears witness to their enduring 

identity and vitality as Pacific peoples and to their 

continuing political resistance to assimilation and the 

alienation of their homelands. 

Across the Pacific, many artists continue to perpetu

ate and, increasingly, revive the artistic traditions of 

their ancestors, including both sacred and secular 

sculpture, masking traditions, canoe building, and the 

fiber arts. In many areas of the Pacific there are 

also burgeoning contemporary-art movements. These 

include a variety of contemporary schools of Aborigi

nal painting in Australia , some of whose artists, such 

as Rover Thomas (ca. 1925-1998; fig. 12) and Emily 

Kame Kngwarreye (ca. 1910-1996), are gaining increas

ing recognition in the international art world. The 

cities of Australia and Aotearoa are also home to an 

ever-growing number of urban Oceanic artists. 

Although they employ the same techniques and media 

as their Western counterparts, their works remain 

distinctive. Many are subtly, or overtly, political , address

ing issues such as land rights, sovereignty, and social 

injustice (fig. 13). Despite centuries of Western contact, 

~ . ~t!•!t!t!·~~ ~•!t!lt!l~.~t!t!I!~( 
~ -

Fig. 12. The Aboriginal artists Rover Thomas (ca. 1925- 1998) 

and Paddy Carlton (ca. 1925-2006) painting in Kununurra, 

Western Australia, in 1996. Photo: Eric Kjellgren 
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the arts of Oceania today are arguably more diverse 

and vital than at any point in the past. Contemporary 

Pacific artists are as likely to work with video, plastics, 

or the Internet as they are to use wood , shell , or bark 

cloth . These new media and techniques, however, 

represent not a rupture but a continuation of the 

millennia-long history of Oceanic art, whose traditions 

are continually evolving and whose artists, both before 

and after Western contact, have always readily adopted 

novel objects, materials, and ideas and made them 

their own. 

OCEANIA IN WESTERN ART AND CULTURE 

If the West has had a profound effect on the arts and 

cultures of Oceania , the opposite has also been true. 

Since the late eighteenth century the Pacific has held 
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Fig. 13. Shane Cotton (b. 1964), 

Whakapiri Atu te Whenua 

(Retain the Land), 1993. Oil on 
canvas, 66 7/8 x 63 in. (170 x 
160 cm). The Museum of New 
Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa, 
Wellington. Purchased 1993 

with New Zealand Lottery 
Grants Board funds . 1993-

0020-1. The plant pots are 
visual puns on the plots into 
which the land was divided as 
part of the process of dispos
sessing the Miiori of their 
lands. The banners that fly 
above them symbolize ongoing 
Miiori resistance. 

a continuing fascination for Western intellectuals, 

writers, and artists that has left an indelible mark on 

Western art and culture. Besides their influence on 

fine art and literature, however, the arts and cultures 

of Oceania have been the source of many aspects of 

contemporary popular culture, including tattooing, 

surfing, and bungee jumping.18 

In the 1770s explorers' accounts of Tahiti had a 

central influence on the writings of Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau (1712-1778) and the philosophers of the 

Romantic movement, who idealized the Tahitians 

and other Oceanic peoples as " Noble Savages," living 

unencumbered by the restrictive conventions of 

Western society. The conception of Pacific peoples 

as the inhabitants of an earthly paradise of lan

guid sensual pleasures continues to this day. But it is 



countered by a second and far more negative view of 

Pacific cultures, usually reserved for the peoples of 

New Guinea and other parts of Melanesia, which por

trays the region 's inhabitants as brutal and cruel , 

obsessed with activities such as warfare and head

hunting. Both of these stereotypes, however, are false 

and demeaning, denying the essential humanity of 

Pacific peoples and obscuring the true complexity and 

sophistication of their cultures and artistic traditions. 

In the nineteenth century, the romanticized con

ceptions of Pacific peoples in artistic and intellec

tual circles lured a succession of writers and artists 

to Oceania . In 1842 the author Herman Melville 

(1819-1891) jumped ship from a whaling vessel in the 

Marquesas. He subsequently wrote popular, if highly 

fictionalized , accounts of his experiences in the 

Marquesas and Tahiti in his three early novels Typee, 

Omoo, and Mardi. Melville was followed some thirty 

years later by another writer-sailor, the French artist 

and author Louis-Marie-Julien Viaud (1850-1923), 

who worked under the pseudonym Pierre Loti . 

Entranced by the islands and peoples he encountered , 

Loti wrote exotic descriptions of his experiences and 

painted fanciful depictions of Oceanic scenes, includ

ing the stone figures of Rapa Nui (fig. 5).19 In the late 

1880s the author Robert Louis Stevenson (1850-1894), 

seeking a milder climate in hopes of improving his 

failing health, traveled and wrote extensively in the 

Pacific, eventually settling in Samoa, which became 

his final home and resting place. Stevenson also owned 

a number of works of Oceanic art (cat. no. 176). 20 

The year 1891 witnessed the arrival of Oceania 's 

most famous expatriate resident, Paul Gauguin (1848-

1903), whose obsessive quest to find what he described 

as a simple, "savage" life free of the confines of West

ern civilization brought him first to Tahiti and later 

to the Marquesas, where he died and was buried at 

Atuona on the island of Hiva Oa .21 It is unclear how 

much exposure Gauguin had to Oceanic works before 

he arrived in the Pacific, but once there he avidly 

sought out examples in local collections and made 

sketches of a variety of Oceanic objects. 22 Gauguin 

rapidly assimilated this imagery into his own artistic 

language, incorporating elements and motifs inspired 

by Oceanic prototypes into many of his paintings, 

prints, watercolors, and sculptures.23 Gaugin 's 1893 can

vas The Ancestors of Tehamana or Tehamana Has Many 

Parents (Merahi metua no Tehamana), for example, 

depicts the artist 's Polynesian lover seated before a 

beam embellished with motifs inspired by rongorongo, 

the indigenous script of Rapa Nui (fig . 14). 24 In addition 

to his paintings, Gauguin 's posthumously published 

Tahitian journal , Noa Noa , did much to establish his 

romantic vision of the Pacific as a fixture of Western 

art and culture. 

Back in Europe, in the early years of the twentieth 

century Oceanic works became part of the broader 

group of African , Native American , Precolumbian , and 

Fig. 14. Paul Gauguin (1848-1903), 1893, The Ancestors 

of Tehamana or Tehamana Has Many Parents (Mera hi 

metua no Tehamana}, 1893. Oil on canvas, 30 /8 x 21 3Ai in. 

(76.3 x 54.J cm). The Art Institute of Chicago, Gift of 

Mr. and Mrs. Charles Deering McCormick (1980.613) 
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Pacific objects that served as essential sources of artis

tic inspiration for Pablo Picasso (1881-1973) and other 

members of the Modernist movement. Picasso's per

sonal collection contained a variety of Oceanic works, 

including a large figure from the Marquesas, Kanak 

sculptures from New Caledonia, and a female effigy 

mask from Vanuatu given to him later in life by fellow 

artist Henri Matisse (1869-1954).25 Oceanic works were 

also admired by many of the German Expressionists, 

including Emil Nolde (1867-1956), Erich Heckel (1883-

1970), Ernst Ludwig Kirchner (1880-1938), and Karl 

Schmidt-Rotluff (1884-1976), who frequently included 

examples of Pacific sculpture in their still lites and 

incorporated elements of Oceanic imagery into their 

broader artistic vocabulary.26 

Oceanic art, however, had perhaps its most pro

found impact on the Surrealists. In the fanciful geog

raphy of the famous "Surrealist Map of the World ," 

published in 1929, the greatly enlarged archipelagoes 

of the Pacific occupy a central position , reflecting the 

crucial role of Oceanic art in the movement (fig . 15). 27 

Many prominent Surrealists, including Andre Breton 

(1896-1966), Wolfgang Paalen (1905 or 1907- 1959), 

Max Ernst (1891-1976), and Matta (Roberto Matta 

Echaurren; 1911-2002) owned Oceanic works, from 

which they drew both philosophical and artistic 

inspiration (cat. nos. 9, 56) .28 The attenuated , cage

like bodies of the figures in Matta 's monumental 1946 

canvas Being With {Etre Avec}, for example, were 

almost certainly inspired by the malagan carvings of 

New Ireland (cat. nos. 94, 95), of which the artist 

owned a number of examples (see fig . 16). 29 The art of 

Rapa Nui played a central role in the life and work of 

Max Ernst, whose compositions frequently incorpo

rate avian beings inspired by the island 's rock art, as 

well as the faces of its distinctive stone figures.30 

Pioneered by the artists and intellectuals of the 

avant-garde, the appreciation of African , Oceanic, 

and other indigenous works as fine art gradually 

spread among European collectors and connoisseurs. 

Emerging from their earlier contexts as "curiosities" 

or ethnographic specimens, in the 1920s and 1930s, 
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African and Oceanic sculptures began to appear in 

the fashionable salons and galleries of Europe, where 

they were frequently displayed alongside the Mod

ernist painting and sculpture their imagery had 

helped to inspire. The artistic and intellectual climate 

that fostered this new appreciation of Oceanic art, 

however, largely disappeared with the outbreak of 

the Second World War. It was not until the second half 

of the twentieth century that the achievements of 

Oceanic, African , Precolumbian , and Native Ameri

can artists became fully recognized in the West and 

were accorded their rightful place alongside human

ity 's other great artistic traditions. 

THE METROPOLITAN MUSEUM'S 

OCEANIC COLLECTION 

In the United States one of the earliest and most 

influential institutions to champion the appreciation 

of works of art from Oceania, Africa , and the Americas 

was the Museum of Primitive Art , in New York. The 

nation 's first art museum devoted exclusively to 

African , Oceanic, and Precolumbian art, the Museum 

of Primitive Art was the predecessor of what is today 

the Metropolitan Museum's Department of the Arts of 

Africa , Oceania , and the Americas. Founded in 1954 

by Nelson A. Rockefeller in association with Rene 

d'Harnoncourt, the Museum of Primitive Art opened 

to the public in 1957.31 At the opening of the inaugu

ral exhibitions, Nelson Rockefeller eloquently stated 

the mission of the new museum : 

Museums of ethnology and "natural history" have, of course, 

long shown these arts .... They have done so primarily to doc

ument their studies of indigenous cultures. It is our purpose 

to supplement their achievement. However, we do not wish to 

establish primitive art as a separate kind of category, but 

rather to integrate it, with all its amazing variety, into what is 

already known of the arts of man . Our aim will always be to 

select objects of outstanding beauty whose rare quality is the 

equal of works shown in other museums of art throughout the 

world , and to exhibit them so that everyone can enjoy them in 

the fullest measure.32 

It was in accordance with this philosophy that most of 

the Museum of Primitive Art 's (today the Metropolitan's) 



Fig. 15. The Surrealist Map of the World, as published in the journal Varietes in 1929. From "Le Surrealisme en 1929," special issue of 
Varietes, June 1929; reproduced in Maurer 1984, vol. 2 , p. 556 

Fig. 16. Matta {Roberto Matta Echaurren, 1911-2002), Being With {Etre Avec), 1946. Oil on canvas, 87 x 180 in. (221 x 4572 cm). 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Purchase, Lila Acheson Wallace Gift, and Gift of The Glickstein Foundation, by 
exchange, 2003 (2003.270) 
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greatest Oceanic masterworks were originally acquired 

by Nelson Rockefeller. These include exquisite exam

ples of Polynesian sculpture, such as the museum's 

renowned Mangarevan figure, Tongan ivory image, 

and Austral Islands drum, as well as an ivory fly-whisk 

handle that once belonged to King Pomare II of Tahiti 

(cat. nos. 172, 177, 179, 181). The Museum of Primitive 

Art's greatest strength, however, was in the scu I ptu re of 

Melanesia, including iconic works from New Guinea 

such as a spectacular ancestor figure and malu board 

from the Sawos people, a monumental skull hook 

(agiba) from the Papuan Gulf, a rare crocodile effigy and 

hook figures from the Karawari River region , and a mas

sive effigy from a Kambot house post, together with 

works from Island Melanesia including a lustrous over

modeled shield from the Solomon Islands, malagan 

carvings from New Ireland, and a towering bark-cloth 

effigy from New Britiain (cat. nos. 24, 25, 34, 36, 52, 76, 

91 , 94, 95, 99). Also prominent among the Melanesian 

holdings were more than six hundred works from 

the Asmat people of New Guinea collected by Nelson 

Rockefeller's son Michael C. Rockefeller in 1961 . Impor

tant works from other areas included two superb masks 

from the Torres Strait and a rare female gable figure 

(dilukai) from Belau (cat. nos. 83, 84, 158). 

In 1969 an agreement was reached between 

Nelson Rockefeller and The Metropolitan Museum of 

Art to merge the collections and staff of the Museum 

of Primitive Art and the Metropolitan , creating what 

was then known as the Department of Primitive 

Art. The Museum of Primitive Art closed its doors in 

1975, and its collections were formally transferred to 

the Metropolitan in 1978. In 1979 these were greatly 

augmented by the bequest of additional works 

from the collection of Nelson Rockefeller, which, 

together with those transferred the previous year, 

constitute the Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Col

lection. In 1982 the Michael C. Rockefeller Wing at 

the Metropolitan opened to the public.33 The Metro

politan's Department of Primitive Art was renamed 

the Department of the Arts of Africa, Oceania, and 

the Americas in 1991. 
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Oceanic objects, however, first entered the Metro

politan's collection in the late nineteenth century. In 

1889 a number of Oceanic works came to the museum 

as part of the Crosby Brown Collection of Musical 

Instruments. These were followed , beginning in 1909, 

by examples of Island Southeast Asian textiles, small but 

significant groups of which periodically continued to 

enter the museum's collections in the decades leading 

up to the establishment of the department. In 1935 a 

significant group of weapons from Island Southeast 

Asia was given to the Department of Arms and Armor 

as part of the George Cameron Stone Bequest. 

Although the works in the Michael C. Rockefeller 

Memorial Collection remain the foundation of the 

department's Oceanic holdings, the collection has been 

greatly expanded over the ensuing years through the 

addition of individual works and collections made 

possible through the continuing generosity of many 

individuals. These include highly important groups of 

Melanesian and Polynesian works presented to the 

Museum by Evelyn A. J. Hall in 1981 and 1986 (cat. 

nos. 27, 54, go, 96, 184). A group of works from the 

Papuan Gulf region of New Guinea was given jointly by 

Evelyn A. J. Hall and john A. Friede in 1983. In 1984 one 

of the Metropolitan 's signature works of Polynesian 

sculpture, an exquisite male figure from Rapa Nui (cat. 

no. 195), was donated by Faith-dorian and Martin 

Wright. It was followed in 2003 by the gift of an 

important work of Micronesian sculpture by the Wright 

Family (cat. no. 161). 

The Metropolitan 's collection of sculpture and 

decorative arts from Island Southeast Asia was estab

lished in 1987 and 1988 through the largesse of Fred 

and Rita Richman, who donated the majority of their 

extensive holdings from the region to the department. 

They have steadfastly continued to support further 

acquisitions of works from this and other regions of 

Oceania. The year 1988 also marked the gift of a sub

stantial group of Island Southeast Asian textiles from 

the Ernest Erickson Foundation (cat. no. 129). 

In 1990 the Oceanic collection was greatly enhanced 

through the gift of a spectacular group of Island 



Southeast Asian textiles and other works from 

Lampung, Sumba, Sulawesi , and Borneo by Anita E. 

Spertus and Robert J. Holmgren (cat. nos. 127, 128, 

136, 137, 140-142). In that same year Adelaide and 

Edmund Carpenter presented the Museum with an 

important gift of Pol ynesian bark cloths, formerly in 

the collection of Robert Louis Stevenson (cat. no. 176). 

These collections were followed in 1999 and 2000 by 

the bequest of a substantial collection of textiles and 

decorative arts from Island Southeast Asia and other 

regions of the Pacific by John B. Elliott (cat. nos. 103, 

135, 152, 183). 
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As the result of these and numerous other gifts 

and acquisitions in the quarter century since the 

Michael C. Rockefeller Wing first opened , the Metro

politan Museums Oceanic collection has grown to 

include more than twenty-five hundred works repre

senting all the major artistic regions of Oceania. Some 

of the finest appear on the pages that follow. The works 

presented here, however, represent but a smal I frac

tion of Oceania 's myriad art forms. As such they are 

intended not as a complete survey but as an enticing 

invitation to the reader and visitor to further explore 

the rich artistic heritage of this remarkable region . 
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NEW GUINEA 

he island of New Guinea has given rise to 

a greater profusion of cultures and artis

tic traditions than any other region of the 

Pacific. Situated off the northern coast of 

Australia , New Guinea is the third-largest 

island in the world , stretching some fifteen hundred 

miles between the eastern islands of Indonesia and 

the western edge of the Pacific basin . The island 

today is divided politically between the independent 

nation of Papua New Guinea, which encompasses the 

eastern half, and the Indonesian province of Papua 

(formerly called lrian Jaya), which covers the western 

side. In the past, however, each of New Guinea's 

more than eight hundred different peoples, living in 

the island 's vast and varied landscape of forests, 

mountains, coastal swamps, and offshore islands, 

was essentially a separate entity, and political author

ity seldom extended beyond the village level . 

Humans first reached New Guinea between forty 

thousand and sixty thousand years ago. 1 For much of 

its early human history, New Guinea formed a single 

landmass with Australia ; the waters of the Torres 

Strait, which separate them today, rose roughly sixty

five hundred years ago.2 New Guinea's first inhabi

tants almost certainly had well-developed artistic 

traditions. The earliest works from the island yet dis

covered are a small corpus of stone figures and other 

objects (see cat. nos. 14, 15), most of which have been 

unearthed in the mountainous highlands of the inte

rior. They are the oldest known works of Oceanic 

sculpture. However, the iconography and original 

function of these enigmatic objects remain uncer

tain , as does their exact age although organic mate

rial associated with one example has recently been 

dated to about 1500 s.c. 3 The archaeological record 

of development of the island 's artistic traditions dur

ing the centuries following remains a virtual blank. 

Opposite: Detail, cat. no. 34 

Nonetheless, it is inconceivable that New Guinea 's 

immense diversity of sculptural traditions and other 

art forms is not the product of a long, if sadly 

unknown, history. 

To describe in detail the full scope of New 

Guinea's artistic traditions would require many vol

umes. The island 's art forms are so diverse, and the 

religiou s beliefs, iconography, and motivations of 

their creators so varied , that it is often difficult and 

potentially misleading, to make general statements 

regarding imagery and function . The forms, names, 

and significance of individual works often varied , 

depending on the group or individual who made or 

used them and on the contexts in which they were used . 

Nonetheless there are a number of broad themes 

that though not universal recur in the functions, 

imagery, and contexts of art throughout the island . 

The vast majority of sculpture and painting in New 

Guinea is created and employed in religious con

texts and portray the images or symbols of potent 

supernatural beings.4 Although some ceremonies 

involve the entire community, men and women lead 

largely separate religious lives, each sex practicing its 

own rites from which the other is typically excluded . 

In most areas, sculpture and painting are created and 

used almost exclusively in association with men 's reli

gious activities such as male initiation , game- and 

agricultural-increase rites, hunting and war magic, 

and great ceremonial cycles reenacting the lives and 

accompli shments of primordial beings. Women how

ever are often allowed to see, or brief1y glimpse, 

men 's ritual art forms, and in man cultures they play 

a direct role in certain stages of the ceremonies, often 

performing alongside masked male dancers portra -

ing supernatural beings. 

The primary focus of artistic expression for many 

New Guinea peoples is the men 's ceremonial house. 
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Typically the largest and most imposing structure in 

the village, the men's ceremonial house, of which 

some villages have several , forms the heart of male 

life. These remarkable structures, whose interiors and 

exteriors are often embellished with paintings, carv

ings, and other ornamentation , serve both as the cen

ters of religious life, in which rituals are enacted and 

sacred objects created , used , and stored , and also 

as everyday gathering places and , in some areas, 

dwellings for the village men . Comparable to the sculp

tures, paintings, and architectural ornaments that 

adorn Western medieval cathedrals, many of the works 

presented here originally appeared within the walls 

of men 's ceremonial houses. The forms and natures of 

these sacred works are as varied as the religious tradi

tions from which they spring, ranging from freestand

ing works such as the figures of ancestors and spirits 

(for example, cat. nos. 24 , 36) to masks and sacred 

musical instruments, including flutes and slit gongs 

(cat. no. 42), to imposing architectural sculptures 

carved into the massive timbers that support the 

men 's house itself (cat. nos. 52 , 60). 

Virtually all the imagery of New Guinea sculpture 

and painting is associated with the supernatural. The 

specific identity of the subject in a particular work is 

often known only to a small group of individuals. 

However, a number of distinct, though not always 

mutually exclusive, categories of supernatural beings 

recur throughout the island 's art. Many human fig

ures depict ancestors, from newly deceased persons 

to primordial ancestral beings from remote antiquity. 

Others represent spirits or culture heroes, who, 

though human in form , are nonancestral in nature. 

Numerous human images, particularly those of pri

mordial beings and spirits, combine the features of 

humans and animals. Animals and plants in New 

Guinea art are frequently totemic, supernaturally 

associated with , and sometimes ancestral to, particu

lar families and clans, for which they serve in part as 

heraldic symbols. Most totemic animals are wild 

species, with birds especially prominent ; the pig and 

the rooster are the only domestic animals that 
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appear with any frequency. Other animal images rep

resent fantastic composite creatures from oral tradi 

tion or spirits that lurked in the waters and forests. 

Many geometric motifs are not purely abstract forms 

but derive, instead , from features of totemic species, 

such as the leaves of plants or the dappled skin of 

reptiles . 

Beyond the island 's rich traditions of sculpture and 

painting, the creation of personal adornment and 

accessories remains an important venue for artistic 

expression . Whether for everyday attire, festive 

events, or solemn occasions such as mourning 

and , formerly, warfare, men and women across the 

island adorn their bodies with an almost infinite vari

ety of ornamentation of often striking and remark

able creativity. 

The advent of Western colonialism had a profound 

impact on the arts of New Guinea. Throughout the 

island , the influence of Christian missionaries and the 

enforced pacification imposed by the colonial authori

ties combined to eliminate the contexts for which 

many of New Guinea's unique art forms, especially 

those associated with its diverse indigenous religions, 

were created . As a result , many artistic traditions 

waned , died out, or were adapted to production for 

external markets. Today the great majority of New 

Guinea's peoples are Christian and practices such as 

head-hunting are a thing of the past. However, recent 

decades have witnessed a revival of many ceremonies 

and their associated art forms, often practiced along

side, or integrated into, Christian religious beliefs. The 

nation of Papua New Guinea also has a growing 

contemporary-art movement, centered in the capital 

of Port Moresby, whose artists, often drawing inspira

tion from their ancestral artistic traditions, work in a 

variety of media . 

1. Kirch 2000 , pp. 63- 65. 

2 . Flood 1990, p. 230 . 

3. Anon. 2001 , pp. 16- 17. 

4. As some of these traditions are ongoing, I have given 
descriptions in the present tense. However, many of the 
religious rites and art forms described in the pages that fol
low are no longer practiced . 



1 . ANCESTOR FIGURE 

New Guinea, southwest coast, Unir River, Mu nu village, 
Asmat people 
Early to mid-20th century 
Wood, paint, fiber, shell, cassowary quills 
H. 49 /5 in . (125.7 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 
Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 
1979.206.1589 
Ex coll.: Th . P. P. van Emden, administrator for 
Netherlands New Guinea 

Humans, trees, and wood sculpture are inseparably linked 

in the cosmology and art of the Asmat people, who live in 

the densely forested river swamps of the southwest coast 

of New Guinea. Humans are equated , both metaphorically 

and metaphysically, with trees, and each element of a tree 

has its counterpart with the human body, the roots being 

the legs and feet ; the trunk, the torso ; the branches, the 

arms and hands; and the fruit , the head. 1 According to 

many Asmat origin traditions, human beings are descended 

from wood figures carved from trees by a primordial being 

named Fumeripits. After a series of adventures Fumeripits 

went into the forest , where he built the first men 's house 

(yeu ). Living in the empty house, Fumeripits became 

lonely, so he cut down trees in the forest and carved them 

into male and female human figures, which he placed in 

the yeu for company. The lifeless figures, however, did not 

relieve his loneliness, so he cut down anoth er tree, from 

which he fashioned a drum. As he started to play, the fi g

ures slowly began to come to life. At first , the figures, 

whose elbows and knees were joined together, moved 

awkwardly, but as the bonds between their limbs broke, 

they arose and began to dance and sing, becoming the first 

Asmat.2 Following in the footsteps of their divine predeces

sor, Asmat master carvers, known as wow ipits, continue 

the tradition of fashioning human images from wood . 

Virtually all human images in Asmat art portray ances

tors. The vast majority of Asmat ancestor images represent 

individuals who have recently died and formerly served as 

visual reminders to the living that those deaths, attributed 

to enemies' direct aggression or malevolent magic, needed 

to be avenged .3 In most cases ancestor images appear as 

elements of more complex works, such as bis poles (cat. 

no. 2), shields, and other objects. Asmat carvers, however, 

also created freestanding ancestor figures, which played a 

role very similar to that of the primordial wood carvings. 

In some areas these independent figures were likely cre

ated for yeu pokmbu, the ceremonies celebrating the inau

guration of a new men 's house.4 The rites included not 
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only the creation of wood figures but also the reenactment 

of the origin of humanity by performers dancing with wob

bly knees to simulate the awkward movements of the first 

humans, whose elbows and knees had just been separated.5 

While the present work depicts a recent ancestor, 

whose name it would have been given, its posture evokes 

that of the first human ancestors. The small tabs of wood 

that link the knees and elbows probably depict the 

bonds that connected the limbs of the primeval wood 

figures before they sprang fully to life. 6 Thus, the figure is 

at once the image of a specific individual, who would have 

been well known to contemporary members of the com

munity, and a representation of the genesis of humanity. 

The gaunt body with its slender, bent limbs and bulbous 

head is also a visual reference to the form of a praying 

mantis.7 Among the Asmat, the praying mantis, whose 

females frequently behead the males during mating, 

was a potent symbol of head-hunting, the act through 

which in the past the death of the ancestor represented 

by the figure would ultimately be avenged .8 

1. Rockefeller and Gerbrands 1g67, p. 14; Schneebaum 1ggo, p. 28. 

2. Rockefeller and Gerbrands 1g67, p. 21; Schneebaum 1ggo, p. 26. 

3. Tigges 1gg3, p. go; Smidt 1gg3, pp. 1g-20. 

4. Newton 1g67, no. 126; Ti gges 1gg3, p. go. 

5. Smidt 1gg3, p. 22. 

6. Tigges 1gg3, p. go, pl. 7.28; Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 175, no. 517. 

7. Tigges 1gg3, p. go, pl. 7.28. 

8. Smidt 1gg3, p. 22 ; Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 175, no. 517. 

2. BIS POLE 

New Guinea, Irion }aya, Faretsj River, Omadesep village, 

Asmat people 

Mid-20th century 

Wood, paint, fiber 

H. 18 ft. (5.5 m} 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206. 1611 
Ex coll.: Koninklijk lnstituut voor de Tropen, Amsterdam, 1961, 

acquired on the Casuarina coast, New Guinea, from C. M.A. 

Groenvelt, 1958 

The most spectacular of a 11 As mat scu I ptu res a re the tow

ering ancestor poles known as bis, which can reach heights 

of up to twenty-five feet (7.7 meters).' Within the Asmat 

region, bis poles were, and to some extent still are, made 

only in a comparatively small region of the central Casuar

ina coast by a subgroup known as the Bisman (literally, 

"carvers of bis") and some of their neighbors.2 Bis poles 

are carved and erected as the focal points of a memorial 
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feast, called bis mbu or bis pokumbui, held to commemorate 

and liberate the spirits of individuals who have recently 

died (see fig. 17). 3 The specific details of the bis feast and 

display of the poles vary from community to community.4 

Each stage in the preparation of the feast and the carving 

of the poles is accompanied by ceremonial protocols, and 

the entire sequence of ceremonies often requires six or 

seven months to complete.5 

The human figures on the bis poles depict recent ances

tors. Although the imagery is highly conventionalized , 

each figure represents and is named for a specific individ

ual who has recently died .6 The images honor the memory 

of the deceased . In former times the poles also served as 

visual reminders to the living of the necessity of avenging 

their deaths.7 In Asmat cosmology, no person 's demise, 

other than that of infants and the extremely aged , was 

considered natural or accidental. 8 Rather, all deaths were 

deemed to result from the actions of enemies, either 

through overt physical violence or malevolent magic.9 

Each death within the community created a supernatural 

imbalance, which could be corrected only by the death of 

an enemy.10 The spirits of the dead lingered within the 

community, often causing trouble or illness, until their 

deaths were avenged. When a number of deaths had taken 

place, or if the village was suddenly beset with sickness or 

misfortune, the male elders would gather and decide it 

was time to correct the situation through staging the bis 
feast , which in the past was held in conjunction with a 

head-hunting raid .11 Today a bis feast may be mounted to 

alleviate a particular crisis, such as a scarcity of food , or in 

connection with male initiation.12 

The focus of the bis feast is the carving of the poles, 

which is often undertaken in several distinct stages. The 

trees for the poles are approached , felled , and brought tri

umphantly into the village as if they were enemy victims.13 

Once there, the trees are typically laid in front of the 

men 's house (yeu) and roughly shaped before being trans

ported to a specially built annex of the yeu, where they are 

carved by the men in secrecy under the supervision of one 

or more wow ipits (master carvers).14 

Each bis pole is carved from a single piece of wood . To 

accomplish this, carvers select trees whose trunks are sup

ported by planklike buttress roots. In order to create the 

distinctive winglike projection of the bis, all but one of the 

buttress roots are removed . After carving, the tree is inverted 

and the single remaining root becomes the winglike pro

jection (cemen) that extends from the top of the pole.15 

Asmat artists describe the bis as having three compo

nents: the main section of the pole with the carved figures 



' 

2 
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(bis anakat), the winglike projection (cemen), and the lower 

section of the pole (ci and bino) .16 The figures on the bis 

anakat represent the individual (ideally, a warrior killed in 

battle) for whom the pole is named , together with other 

deceased relatives.17 The orientation of the images in the bis 

anakat varies, with figures occasionally appearing upside 

down or facing backward. However, the unusual positions of 

the figures do not appear to carry any special significance.18 

Projecting from the abdomen of the uppermost figure, 

the cemen represents the phallus of the pole, a symbol of 

vitality and fertility.19 The complex openwork designs are 

often purely geometric compositions, largely made up of 

motifs derived from stylized representations of animals or 

warriors' ornaments, all of which are symbolic of head

hunting. 20 On occasion, human heads, said to represent 

those of enemies captured by the deceased during his life

time, or complete human figures, identified variously as 

images of deceased children or as the small wraithlike 

spirits of the dead, also appear within the cemen.2
' The 

lower section of the pole is composed of two parts, the ci 
(canoe), which , as here, is at times explicitly carved in the 

form of a miniature canoe, and the bino, the sharp, pointed 
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portion of the base, which in some instances is inserted 

into the ground.22 The canoe serves as a supernatural vehicle 

in which the lingering spirits, appeased and liberated by 

the bis feast, and formerly, the ensuing raid , are conveyed 

to their final abode in safan, the realm of the dead .23 

Once the poles have been completed , they are brought 

out of seclusion and erected on a scaffold in front of the 

yeu . Here the entire community gathers to dance in honor 

of the ancestors represented on the poles. 24 In the past, 

warriors also strutted about, boasting of their prowess and 

assuring the dead that they would soon be avenged and , 

hence, that it was appropriate for their spirits to cease lin

gering within the community and to depart for safan.25 At 

the conclusion of the festivities the poles are taken down 

and transported to the groves of sago palms, on which the 

Asmat rely for food . Laying the poles within the groves, the 

men call out to the dead , saying, "We have brought you 

here, but do not stay here. Go instead to safan ."26 After

ward , the poles are ritually destroyed or left to rot in the 

grove, their supernatural power slowly seeping into the 

soil , strengthening the palms and ensuring an abundant 

harvest of sago. 2 ' 

2 , detail 



Fig. 17 Bis poles on display in front of the men's house ( eu) in the Asmat village of Omadesep. Photo: Michael C. Rockefeller, June 29, 

1961, courtesy of Mary Rockefeller Morgan. The Photograph Study Collection. The Department of the Arts of Africa, Oceania, and the 
Americas. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York {PSC 2004.20.8} 

1. Kuruwaip 1974 , pp. 8-9 ; Schneebaum 1990, p. 42 ; U. Konrad and 
G. Konrad 1996, p. 267. 

2. KurU\\a1p 1974. p. 11; Schneebaum 1990. p. 42 ; Smidt 1993, p. 23; 
U. Konrad and G. Konrad 1996, p. 267. The poles were made onl 
b communities in the coastal region extending between the Unir 
and E\\1a rivers and as far inland as the village of Atsj Schnee
baum 1985, p. 102). 

3. Smidt 1993, p. 25. 
4. Rockefeller and Gerbrands 1967, p. 34 ; Schneebaum 1990, p. 44. 
5. Kuru\\aip 1974, p. 20. 

6. Rockefeller and Gerbrands 1967, p. 34. 
7 G. Konrad, U. Konrad . and Schneebaum 1981 , p. 62. 

8. Sowada 1990, p. 70. 
9. Rockefeller and Gerbrands 1967, p. 34 ; G. Konrad , U. Konrad, and 

Schneebaum 1981 , p. 62. 
10. Sowada 1990, p. 70. 

11. Schneebaum 1985, p. 102; Schneebaum 1990, pp. 42, 44 ; U. Konrad 
and G. Konrad 1996, p. 2 5. 

12. Schneebaum 1990, p. 42. 
13. Rockefeller and Gerbrands 1967, p. 34; Kuruwaip 19 4, pp. 20-22; 

Smidt 1993, p. 23; U. Konrad and G. Konrad 1996, pp. 275-83. 
14. Rockefeller and Gerbrands 1967, p. 34; Schneebaum 1990, p. 42 ; 

U. Konrad and G. Konrad 1996, pp. 286 , 290. 

15. Rockefeller and Gerbrands 196 , p. 34; Kuru\\aip 1974, p. 8; 
Schneebaum 1985, p. 102; Schneebaum 1990, p. 42 ; U. Konrad 
and G. Konrad 1996, p. 26 . 

16. KurU\ aip 19-4 , p. 18; U. Konrad and G. Konrad 1996, p. 292. 

1 . Schneebaum 1990, p. 42. 
18. G. Konrad , U. Konrad , and Schneebaum 1981, p. 62. 

19. Kuru\\aip 19 4, pp. 10, 19; G. Konrad . U. Konrad, and Schneebaum 
1981, p. 62; Smidt 1993, p. 23. Although the cemen at times 
appears in place of the phallus of the top figure, it is intended to 
represent the phallus of the pole as a 1 hole. The top figure is 
often shO\\ n '' ith a separate phallus, which appears belO\\ the 
cemen Smidt 1993, p. 25, pl. 1.12 ,. 

20. Schneebaum 1985, p. 102; Schneebaum 1990, p. 42. 

21. KurU\\aip 19 4, p. 19 ; Smidt 1993, p. 23; U. Konrad and G. Konrad 
1996, pp. 294-96. 

22 . Kuru\\'aip 19~4 , p. 18; Rockefeller and Gerbrands 196 , p. 3 ; 
G. Konrad , U. Konrad , and Schneebaum 1981 , p. 62; U. Konrad 
and G. Konrad 1996, p. 292. 

23. G. Konrad , U. Konrad , and Schneebaum 1981, p. 62 ; Schneebaum 
1985, p 102; Smidt 1993, p. 25; U. Konrad and G. Konrad 1996, 
p. 275. In some cases food \\as placed in the small canoe on the 
bis as pro isions for the spirits on their journe Smidt 1993, p. 25. 

24. U. Konrad and G. Konrad 1996, p. 296. 
25. Smidt 1993, pp. 25, 29 , pl. 2.2. 
26. U. Konrad and G. Konrad 1996, p. 296. 

2 . Rockefeller and Gerbrands 1967, p. r ; Kuruwaip 19-4 , pp. 9, 24; 
G. Konrad , U. Konrad. and Schneebaum 1981 , p. 62; Smidt 1993, 
p. 25; U. Konrad and G. Konrad 1996, p. 296. 
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3. BODY MASK (Det) 

New Guinea, southwest coast, Ajip River, Ambisu village, Asmat 
people 
Mid-20th century 
H. 65% in. {167 cm) 
Wood, fiber, leaves, paint 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of 
Nelson A. Rockefeller and Mrs. Mary C. Rockefeller, 1965 
1978.412.12820 
Collected by Michael C. Rockefeller, 1961 

The spirits of the recently dead (ndat) lie at the core of 

Asmat religion and are the central theme of Asmat art. 

They are represented not just as static ancestor images 

carved from wood but also in more animated forms. 

Almost all Asmat subgroups celebrate the mask feast , a 

sequence of rituals that culminates when the dead, 

embodied by performers in dramatic full-length fiber body 

masks with rustling skirts of sago-palm leaves, emerge 

from the forest to visit the living.1 In Ambisu village, where 

the present work originated , the mask feast is known as 

yipai pokumbu, and the spirit masks as det.2 Although per

formance of the mask feast had all but ceased by the early 

1960s, the ceremony was revived in the early 1980s and 

continues to be performed today.3 The details of the rites 

vary from place to place. However, all Asmat mask feasts 

share a common goal-to welcome the spirits of the dead 

briefly back to the community for a feast and celebration , 

after which , through either persuasion or force, the spirits 

are expected to permanently leave the world of the living 

and journey to safan , the realm of the ancestors.4 

In Asmat cosmology, when an individual dies, his or 

her spirit typically enters a state of limbo, inhabiting an 

intermediate realm between the human world and safan . 

During this time the restless spirit lingers near the commu

nity, potentially causing misfortune or illness, until it is 

enabled , by the actions of the living, to travel on to safan .5 

Along with other rites such as the bis feast (see cat. no. 2) 

and , formerly, the avenging of the individual 's death 

through the taking of an enemy's head, the mask feast 

serves as a means of freeing the lingering ndat and restor

ing the happiness of the spirits and the harmony of the 

community. Every few years, after several people have 

died within a given village, the male elders gather and 

decide to hold the mask feast. 

The feast involves two types of masks, which are made 

in secret by the men in the men 's ceremonial house (yeu ).6 

The first is a single conical mask, made from basketry, rep

resenting a legendary orphan who, starving without par-
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ents to support him, invented the mask so that he could 

frighten women and steal their food .7 The second type, 

seen here, of which there can be from six to twenty, is a 

large fiber body mask representing a dead individual.8 

Requiring months to complete, the body masks are con

structed from string; the looping technique is similar to 

crochet. 9 When the string portion is complete, the base 

and often the sleeves are adorned with rustling skirts and 

fringes of sago-palm leaves. In some examples, the facial 

features are composed of separately carved wood ele

ments, fastened to the mask with lengths of fiber. 

3 

Each mask represents a specific ancestor, whose name it 

bears, and is typically worn by a close male relative of the 

deceased.10 According to information recorded when this 

mask was collected , it depicts a man named Awe, described 

as a person "of many decorations," perhaps a reference to 

the abundance of body ornaments he wore in life.11 The 

decision to wear a spirit mask is not taken lightly, as following 

the ceremony the wearer is expected to formally assume 



the privileges and duties of the deceased, including the 

care of any children orphaned by his or her death.12 

When all the masks have been readied, the final stage 

of the mask feast begins. A performer wearing the conical 

orphan mask appears first and dances through the village, 

capering about humorously while being pelted by the chil

dren with palm husks and leaves-a lighthearted prelude 

to the more formal arrival of the dead, who typically 

appear the following day, sometimes in the company of 

the orphan mask.'3 The masked performers representing 

the dead emerge from the forest at the edge of the village, 

where they are fondly greeted by their relatives, and tour 

the village, where they are given food and hospitality (see 

fig. 18).14 In some villages, each ancestor is escorted to 

his or her former dwelling, where living family members 

offer food and question the deceased about life in the spirit 

world. '5 Accompanied by the whole community, the spirits 

eventually proceed to the area in front of the men 's house, 

where all dance, the dead and the living mingling together 

in a lively performance that continues into the night.16 In 

some villages, members of the community unrelated to 

the dead engage them in mock battles and drive them into 

the forest , from which they reemerge to continue the cele

bration. '- The following morning the dead, their spirits 

appeased by the feast and entertainment or frightened by 

the prospect of further violence, depart for safan , and the 

masked figures disappear into the forest or enter the 

men's house.18 At the conclusion of the rites the dance cos

tumes are disassembled. The leaf skirts and fringes are 

burned , but the fiber body masks, imbued with the power 

Fig. 18. Performers emerging 
from the forest at the climax 

of an Asmat mask feast in 
the village of Amanamkai, 

1961. The two masked figures 
at the right represent the 

dead, who have returned to 
visit their home village. The 

figure in the conical mask 
at the left portrays a 

legendary orphan. Photo: 
Dr. A. A. Gerbrands. From 

Zegwaard 1993, p. 39, pl. 3.9 

of the ancestors, are often kept in the men's house and 

reused in future ceremonies. The fiber masks may also be 

deposited at the roots of banyan trees or sago palms, 

where they slowly decay and , with their fertile powers, 

invigorate the sacred trees.'9 

1. Sowada 1996, p. 217. 
2. Rockefeller and Gerbrands 1967, p. 329 ; U. Konrad , Sowada , and 

G. Konrad 2002 , p. 328. 

3. Sowada 1996, p. 217. 
4. Ibid.; Zegwaard 1993, p. 32. For a discussion of the arious 

regional names and ariants of the masks and ceremon , see 
U. Konrad , Sowada , and G. Konrad 2002 , pp. 325-39 ; SOI ada 
1996, p. 225; G. Konrad et al. 1996, pp. 178-213. 

5. Sowada 1996 , pp. 217-18 , 224. 
6. Schneebaum 1985, p. 108; Zeg\ aard 1993, pp. 32, 34. 
7. See Zeg\vaard 1993, pp. 36-37; Sowada 1996, p. 222. One of the 

functions of the yipai pokumbu was to assign new parents to 
orphaned children so that the would ne er again have to resort 
to such tactics in order to sur i e. 

8. U. Konrad , SOI ada , and G. Konrad 2002 , p. 326. 
9. Rockefeller and Gerbrands 1967, p. 38 ; SOI ada 1996, p. 220. The 

string is manufactured fromfum , the inner bark of the paper mul
berr (Rockefeller and Gerbrands 1967, p. 38; Schneebaum 1985, 
p. 108; U. Konrad , So\ ada, and G. Konrad 2002, p. 326). 

10. Schneebaum 1985, p. 108; Zeg\ aard 1993, p. 32. 
11. Rockefeller and Gerbrands 1967, p. 329. 
12. Ibid. , pp. 38-39; Zeg\vaard 1993, p. 32. For this reason it is at times 

difficult to find a suitable candidate 1 ho is willing to wear the 
mask (Zeg\ aard 1993, p. 32). 

13. Zeg\vaard 1993, p. 36. 
14. Sowada 1996, p. 222. 
15. Zeg\ aard 1993, pp. 37-38. 
16. Sowada 1996, p. 222. 
1 . Schneebaum 1985, p. 108; leg\ aard 1993, p. 38. 
18. Rockefeller and Gerbrands 1967, p. 38; Schneebaum 1985, p. 108; 

Sowada 1996, p. 222. 
19. Zeg\vaard 1993, p. 38; U. Konrad, SOI ada, and G. Konrad 2002 , p. 326. 
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4 . DAGGER {Ndam pisuwe) 

New Guinea, southwest coast, Asmat people 

Early to mid-20th century 

Bone, fiber, feathers, seeds 

H. 13 14 in . (33.7 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1617 
Ex coll.: Koninklijk lnstituut voor de Tropen, Amsterdam, 1961 

Before the gradual pacification of western New Guinea 

(modern Papua province) under Dutch colonia l authority 

in the 1950s, Asmat warriors carried a variety of weapons. 

Together with spears, shields, and bows and arrows, an 

Asmat man 's armaments included daggers, which were 

used both in active combat and in the ritual slaying of 

enem ies.1 Living in a region of vast muddy swamps, where 

even stone was unavailable except through trade, the 

Asmat va lued bone for its strength and durability, which 

4 
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made it an ideal material for daggers. The bone for Asmat 

daggers was derived from several sources. The weapons 

were typically made from the leg bones of humans or cas

sowaries.2 Each type had a separate name: daggers made 

from human bones were called ndam pisuwe, whereas 

cassowary-bone examples were known as pi pisuwe.3 Some 

ndam pisuwe were adorned , as here, with openwork carv

ings depicting stylized human images, whose long, slender 

bodies and sharply flexed limbs evoke the form of a pray

ing mantis, a creature symbolically associated with head

hunting (see cat. no. 1).4 In some instances artists used the 

jawbones of crocodiles to create massive bone daggers 

known as eu karowan , the largest such weapons produced 

by any New Guinea people.5 

The pommels of Asmat daggers were often lavishly 

embellished , encased in netlike coverings and hung with 

bushy tassels of black cassowary feathers, accented by col

ored seeds.6 A conspicuous element of a warrior's raiment, 

a decorated dagger was often worn inserted into a fiber 

armband on the upper arm as a symbol of its owner's 

prestige and martial prowess.7 

1. Schneebaum 1985, p. 154; Schneebaum 1990, p. 60; Friede 2005, 

vo l. 2, p. 177. no. 530. 

2. Zegwaa rd 1959, p. 1038; Schneebaum 1990, p. 60. 

3. Schneebaum 1985, p. 154. 

4. See U. Konrad , Sowada, and G. Konrad 2002, no. 595. 

5. Schneebaum 1985, p. 154. 

6. ewton 1989, p. 324, n. 8; Schneebaum 1990, p. 60. 

7. G. Konrad, U. Konrad, and Schneebaum 1981, p. 178; U. Konrad, 

Sowada. and G. Konra d 2002, p. 366. 
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5. SPIRIT CANOE {Wuramon ) 

New Guinea, southwest coast, Utumbuwe River, Ya mas village, 
Asmat people 
Mid-20th century 

Wood, paint 

L. 28 ft . 7 ~ in. {8-7 m) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1558 
Ex coll.: C.M.A. Groenvelt, Casuarina coast, Jayo Pura, New 
Guinea, 1956; Koninklijk lnstituut voor de Tropen, 

Amsterdam, 1959 

Created in only a handful of communities in the northwest 

Asmat region , spirit canoes (wuramon) are the largest of all 

Asmat sculpture, with some examples reaching nearly forty 

feet (12 .5 meters) in length.' Despite their grand scale and 

the great labor invested in their production , wuramon are 

made for onetime use during the ceremony known as 

emak cem, "the bone-house feast. "2 The complex sequence 

of rites involved in emak cem principally celebrates the 

spirits of the dead and the initiation of the young boys 

who will perpetuate the ways of the ancestors.3 During the 

ceremony the boys live in seclusion for several months in a 

specially constructed ritual house-the emak cem, from 

which the feast takes its name. As the end of the seclusion 

period approaches, carvers gather in the men's house, 

known locally asje, to create the wuramon. 4 

The wuramon takes the form of an enormous canoe, 

crewed by spirits who sit between its long, gently curving 

gunwales. A supernatural rather than an earthly vessel , the 

spirit canoe has no bottom, as the beings it carries do not 

require a complete hull for their travels. 5 Each of the spirit 

figures is created by a separate carver, whose work is 

5, detail 

supervised and critiqued by a master artist (wow ipits).6 

The images have a dual nature and meaning. In their 

outer forms, the figures represent nonancestral beings

supernatural creatures whose bodies at times combine 

human and animal features. However, each of these fan

tastic figures is named for a specific, recently deceased 

ancestor, whose spirit it embodies and who, through the 

carving of the wuramon and the performance of the emak 

cem, is encouraged to bestow his life-giving powers on the 

community and to travel on to safan, the land of the dead. 7 

The spirit images occur in a number of different forms, 

many of which can be seen in the present work. The figure 

of a turtle (mbu), as here, always appears at or near the 

center of the vessel. Able to carry and lay vast numbers of 

eggs, turtles are a potent symbol of fertility in Asmat cos

mology.8 Behind the turtle is an image of an okom, a dan

gerous water spirit with a Z-shaped body that crawls along 

the bottoms of rivers and streams.9 The remaining figures, 

who sit crouched, gazing down through the bottomless 

hull , portray ambirak, dangerous water spirits often 

depicted with birds' heads, or other, humanlike spirits 

known as etsjo.' 0 Smaller birdlike figures, called the "ears" 

(ci yon wo) of the wuramon, appear at the stern and prow. 

In this case the prow itself takes the menacing form of a 

hammerhead shark-" 

Once all the images on the wuramon are carved and 

painted, the vessel , further decorated with leaves and cas

sowary feathers, is ready to make its appearance.12 Carried 

by the men from the interior to the entrance of the men's 

house, the wuramon enters the world tentatively: the prow 

figure is made to peer cautiously through the door and to 

withdraw several times before the canoe emerges fully 

into the sun. 13 After a brief foray to the nearby river and 
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other locations, the wuramon is placed on the open porch 

of the emak cem house (see fig. 19).14 Following some addi

tional rites, the young boys within the emak cem emerge 

one by one and crawl across the spirit canoe on their bel

lies, passing over either the okom or the turtle image.15 As 

each crosses the vessel he is transformed from a boy to a 

man. He is then seized by a man standing on the opposite 

side who, using a sharp mussel shell, cuts designs into the 

boy's body that will heal into the permanent scarification 

patterns that mark him as an ad u lt.16 After the rites, the 

emak cem house, soul canoe, and other ritual parapherna

lia , their purpose fulfilled , are abandoned to slowly 

decay.17 Having largely ceased by the 1950s, the celebration 

of emak cem and the creation of wuramon were revived in 

the 1970s and continue to be practiced today.18 

1. Schneebaum 1982, p. 12 ; Schneebaum 1990, p. 45. 
2. Schneebaum 1985, p. 107; U. Konrad , Sowada , and G. Konrad 

2002 , pp. 103, 148. A detailed account of the emak cem rites is 
given in G. Konrad and U. Konrad 1996, pp. 227-63. 

3. U. Konrad , Sowada, and G. Konrad 2002 , p. 148. 

4. Schneebaum 1990, pp. 45 , 49. 
5. Amonus and Bini 1978, p. 95; Schneebaurn 1985, p. 107; Schnee

baum 1990, p. 45. 
6. Amonus and Bini 1978, pp. 95, 99; Schneebaum 1990, p. 49 ; 

G. Konrad and U. Konrad 1996, p. 240. 

34 I 0 c EA N I A : A RT 0 F T H E p Ac I F I c I s LA N D s 

Fig. 19. A wuramon (spirit 
canoe) on display in Yamas 
village, in 1992, on the porch 
of the emak cem , the ceremo
nial house in which young 
male initiates are secluded. At 
the climax of the rites, the ini
tiates will emerge from the 
house and crawl across the 
vessel, changing from boys to 
men. Photo: Ursula Konrad. 
From U. Konrad, Sowada, and 
G. Konrad 2002, p. 149 

7. Amonus and Bini 1978, p. 99 ; G. Konrad and U. Konrad 1996, 

pp. 229 , 238. Within a given wuramon , all the figures must be 
named for individuals who, in life, were permitted to travel in the 
same canoe (G. Konrad , U. Konrad , and Schneebaum 1981, p. 174; 

Schneebaum 1985, pp. 107-8; Schneebaum 1990, p. 45). 

8. Van Renselaar 1956, intro. ; Amon us and Bini 1978, p. 95; G. Konrad , 
U. Konrad , and Schneebaum 1981 , p. 174; Schneebaum 1982, 

p. 12 ; Schneebaum 1985, p. 107; G. Konrad and U. Konrad 1996, 

p. 238. 
9. G. Konrad , U. Konrad and Schneebaum 1981 , p. 174 ; Schneebaum 

1982, p. 12; Schneebaum 1985, p. 107; Schneebaum 1990, p. 45 ; 

G. Konrad and U. Konrad 1996, p. 238. 

10. Schneebaum 1982, p. 12; Schneebaum 1985, p. 107; Schneebaum 
1990, p. 45 ; U. Konrad , Sowada , and G. Konrad 2002 , p. 149 ; 

G. Konrad and U. Konrad 1996, p. 239 . 
11 . Van Renselaar [1956). intro.; G. Konrad and U. Konrad 1996, 

p. 239. 
12. Amonus and Bini 1978, p. 95 ; Schneebaum 1990, p. 49 ; G. Konrad 

and U. Konrad 1996, p. 243. 

13. Amonus and Bini 1978, pp. 96-97; G. Konrad , U. Konrad , and 
Schneebaum 1981 , p. 174; Schneebaum 1982 , p. 12 ; G. Konrad and 
U. Konrad 1996, p. 243. 

14 . G. Konrad and U. Konrad 1996, p. 245. 

15. G. Konrad, U. Konrad, and Schneebaum 1981 , p. 174 ; Schneebaum 
1982 , p. 12. 

16. Schneebaum 1990, p. 49 ; G. Konrad and U. Konrad 1996, p. 257. 
Young girls are also scarified as part of the emak cem rites, 
although they do not pass over the wuramon (Amon us and Bini 
1978, p. 98; Schneebaum 1990, p. 49 ; G. Konrad and U. Konrad 
1996, p. 261 ). 

17. G. Konrad and U. Konrad 1996, pp. 261 , 263. 

18. Schneebaum 1990, p. 45. 



6. BOWL 

New Guinea, southwest coast, Pomatsj River, Erma village, 
Asmat people 
Early to mid-20th century 
Wood, traces of paint 
L. 35 ~ in. (90.2 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of 
Nelson A. Rockefeller and Mrs. Mary C. Rockefeller, 1965 
1978.412.1177 
Colleded by Michael C. Rockefeller, 1961 

Consummate masters of their medium , Asmat wood

carvers (wow ipits) embellished virtually everything they 

created , from sacred ceremonial images to the mundane 

accoutrements of everyday life. This deep, elegantly 

shaped vessel , with sides carved to a delicate, almost 

weightless thinness, was an ordinary food bowl used for 

serving sago. 1 The bowl is carved in the form of a minia

ture canoe adorned, like its larger counterparts, with a 

carved "prow." The finely rendered geometric designs that 

run along the rim are also identical to those that decorate 

the gunwales of actual canoes. 2 The prow depicts the styl

ized head of a black king cockatoo (ufir), recognizable by 

its sharp, curving beak and prominent bulbous tongue. 3 

6 

Humans, in Asmat religion , were metaphorically identified 

with trees, whose fruit was symbolic of human heads.4 

Asmat warriors in the past took the heads of their victims; 

consequently creatures such as black king cockatoos, horn

bills, and ftying foxes (large fruit bats), which plucked the 

fruit of trees were methaphorically associated with head

hunting.5 Images of frugivorous animals appear widely as 

head-hunting symbols in Asmat art . However, their forms 

are often stylized , almost to the point of abstraction. While 

the head of the black king cockatoo is portrayed here in a 

relatively naturalistic fashion, in other works it is reduced 

to a single C-shaped motif representing the cockatoo's 

beak, with a small protuberance in the center to indicate 

the bird's distinctive tongue. 6 

1. G. Konrad , U. Konrad , and Schneebaum 1981 , pp. 179-80. Although 
canoe-shaped vessels were used in some areas for mixing paint, 
those of the Sauwa and Erma regions were probabl sago bowls 
(Rockefeller and Gerbrands 1967, p. 33). 

2. Rockefeller and Gerbrands 1967, p. 282 , C. 
3. Ibid ., pp. 14, 282 , C. 
4. Ibid .. p. 14 ; Schneebaum 1990, p. 28. 

5. Rockefeller and Gerbrands 1967, p. 14. 
6. See Schneebaum 1985, pp. 1n 186; Schneebaum 1990 , p. 39. 
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7. SHIELD 

New Guinea, southwest coast, Digul River, Awyu people 

Early to mid-20th century 

Wood, paint, fiber 

H. 57Ya in. (147 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memoria l Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1598 

Ex coll.: Th.P P van Emden, administrator for Netherlands 
New Guinea 

Un like the neighbori ng Asmat to the west, the Awyu peo

ple of the Digu l River region are not known to have pro

duced fi gura l sculpture. 1 Instead Awyu artists concentrated 

their energies on creating magnificent war shields, whose 

vigorous curvi linear compositions, carved in deep relief, 

7 
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seem to pulsate with a restless energy. The Digul River 

region remains remote even today, and little is known 

about the precise nature of the shields or the significance 

of their remarkable designs. Like those of the Asmat, Awyu 

shields are said to have formerly been carried by warriors 

on head-hunting raids. Although in other areas head

hunting was exclusively a male activity, among the Awyu , 

women, too, reportedly participated in the attacks. Riding 

with the men in large war canoes, a group of women, pro

tected behind the shields carried by the warriors, are said 

to have shouted out, presumably to insult the enemy and 

to encourage their own men in the fight. 2 

Awyu carvers appear to have produced two types of 

shields, a roughly oval form with straight parallel sides 

and a graceful leaf-shaped type, exemplified by the pres

ent work, with gently curving sides that gradually taper to 

a narrow tip. 3 Adorned with a stemlike rectangular projec

tion at the top, the leaf-shaped shields appear to have 

been carried with the tapered end pointing downward.4 

Like the designs on Asmat shields, the individual motifs on 

Awyu shields are almost certainly derived from the forms 

of plants, animals, or personal ornaments, which, as 

among the Asmat , were probably head-hunting symbols. 5 

Virtually all Awyu shields are decorated exclusively with 

curvilinear geometric motifs. Examples that include explic

itly figurative elements, such as the stylized face of the 

present work whose eyes stare back at the viewer, are 

extremely rare. 

1. Kooijman 1956, p. 366 ; Smidt et al. 1993, p. 87. 
2. Benitez-Johan not and Barbier 2000, pp. 180-81 , no. 72. 
3. Bari in 2005, p. 162. Barlin suggests that the two forms were pro

duced in different areas (ibid ., p. 163). 

4. Boeren 1995, p. 265, fig . 75; Benitez-Johanna! and Barbier 2000, 
pp. 180-81 , no. 72; Barlin 2005, p. 162; Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 173, 

no. 513. 
5. For a discussion of the motifs on Asma! shields, see Smidt et al. 

1993, pp. 58-61. 



8. ANCESTOR BOARD (Yamate ) 

ew Guinea, southwest coast, Kamara (Mimika) people 
Mid-20th century 

~Vood, paint 

H. 64 % in. (163.5 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 
elson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1613 

Ex coll.: Koninklijk lnstituut voor de Tropen, Amsterdam, 1961 

The art and culture of the Kamoro people of southwest 

ew Guinea share a number of important forms and 

themes\ ith those of the Asmat , \ ho Ii e immediate! to 

the east. These include rituals and\ ood car ings honoring 

the spirits of indi iduals \ ho ha e recentl died . \ hereas 

Asmat sculpture is characterized b curvilinear forms and 

motifs, Kamoro art e hibits an energetic angularit , in 

\ hich rectilinear, triangular, or zigzag-shaped elements 

combine to form intricate surface patterns or delicate 

opem ork compositions of Ii el rhythmic sophistication . 

The present\ ork is probabl , a Kamoro ancestor board , or 

amate. Representing recentl deceased ancestors, yamate 

\\ere created and displa ed primaril as part of the 

emakame, a comple ritual honoring the dead and cele

brating the rene\ al of life.' The term emakame, ' house of 

bones," refers to the large ceremonial house that\ as built 

for the rites. 2 Portions of the ceremon in ol ed dramatic 

reenactments of oral traditions that recounted the genesis of 

life from death .3 Celebrating the spiritual interrelationship 

bet\ een life and death , the arious stages of the emakame 

in ol ed the displa of the images of the dead , as\ ell as 

the initiation of the 1oung into the secrets of adult reli

gious life and sexual procreation , which ensured the conti

nuity of the ancestors through their Ii ing descendants.4 

A pi otal e ent in the emakame 1 as the re elation of 

the yamate boards, each of\ hi ch represented a specific 

deceased indi idual , for whom it\ as named .5 During the 

rites a group of yamate, concealed beneath mats, \\as 

erected b initiated men in front of the emakame house; 

spikelike forms that projected from the base of the boards 

allo\ ed them to be inserted into the ground.6 
\ hen the 

moment came for the ya mate to be displa ed , another 

group of men staged a raucous mock fight to distract the 

1\omen while the men remo ed the mats from the ya mate.

After calm 1 as restored , the women returned and gazed 

upon the boards, shouting loud I in admiration .8 One b ' 

one the men then identified the indi iduals represented 

b each of the yamate.9 In addition to the amate displa ed 

outside the building , numerous examples were attached 

to the 1 alls inside. The present v ork, which lacks the 

8 

spikelike projection at the base, was likel intended for 

displa in the interior of an emakame house.'0 t the con

clusion of the ceremon man of the yamate, like Asmat 

bis poles (see cat. no. 2), \ ere deposited in the sago-palm 

gro es, where the slO\ I deca ed their supernatural 

pO\\er (kapita) in igorating the trees.'' 

In the past yamatewere cared int\ o basic arieties: 

"closed ' yamate, or solid boards\ ith designs carved in 

low relief, and "open " yamate, such as the present\ ork, 

\ ith images rendered as opem ork compositions. 12 

Although man amate \\ere adorned entirel \ ith geo

metric patterns, the boards also frequent! incorporated 

stylized human figures. 13 lthough the precise nature of 

the figures is uncertain , it seems reasonable to suggest 

that the \ ere intended to represent the ancestors for 
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whom the boards were named.14 The present work consists 

almost wholly of a single stylized human figure shown in 

profile. The figure's head appears at the top and its curv

ing back forms the right margin of the board. The form of 

the V-shaped arm, with the hand grasping the left margin, 

is echoed by the leg, with its sharply bent knee. A second , 

inverted human head appears at the base. 

Whether displayed in front of the emakame house or 

attached to the walls within, only one side of the yamate 

was typically visible. As a result the reverse side was often 

blank or bore designs that were only summarily carved 

and painted.15 This ya mate is adorned almost identically 

on both sides, although the designs on the reverse lack the 

fine details of the side seen here. In addition to their role 

in the emakame rites, many openwork yamate were used 

on festive occasions as canoe ornaments.16 Since both sides 

of these yamate would be visible when the boards were 

attached to the bows of large war canoes, the two surfaces 

were similarly decorated .17 It is possible that the present 

work was intended solely as a canoe ornament. However, 

both its overall form and the differing quality of the deco

ration on the two sides suggest that it was a yamate that 

also served as a canoe-prow ornament. 18 

1. Kooijman 1984, p. 63; Pouwer 2003, p. 55. Pouwer provides an 
extensive account of the emakame rites (ibid ., pp. 54- 57). 

2. Pouwer 2003, p. 54 ; Smidt 2006, p. 289. 

3. Pouwer 2003, p. 54 ; Smidt 2006, p. 289. 
4. Pouwer 2003, pp. 56- 57; Smidt 2006 , p. 289. 
5. Kooijman 1984, p. 63; Benitez-johannot and Barbier 2000, p. 168; 

Pouwer 2003, pp. 55, 109, no. 68; Smidt 2006 , p. 289. 

6. Gerbrands 1979, p. 123; Pouwer 2003, p. 55. 
7. Kooijman 1984, p. 63 ; Pouwer 2003, pp. 56, 109 , no. 68; Smidt 

2006, p. 289. 
8. Kooijman 1984 , p. 63 ; Smidt 2006 , p. 289. 

9. Pouwer 2003, p. 56. 
10. Benitez-Johannot and Barbier 2000, p. 168; Pouwer 2003, pp. 55, 

109, no. 68. At times yamate were also used to close off the 
entrance to the emakame house {Kooijman 1984, p. 63) . 

11. Pouwer 1993, p. 109, no. 68. 
12. Kooijman 1984, pp. 53, 57; Benitez-Johannot and Barbier 2000 , 

p. 168; Pouwer 2003, pp. 55, 109, no. 68 ; Smidt 2006 , p. 289 . 
Kooijman suggests that the closed and open varieties represent 
regional variations in Kamoro art {Kooijman 1984, p. 63). 

13. Kooijman 1984, p. 63 ; Pouwer 2003, pp. 110, 113, no. 73. 
14. See Kooijman 1984, p. 63; Pouwer 2003, p. 113, no. 73. 
15. Pouwer 2003, pp. 55, 113, nos. 73 , 75. 
16. Kooijman 1984, pp. 73, 79 ; Pouwer 2003, p. 127, no. 97; Smidt 

2006, pp. 283, 289. 
17. Kooijman 1984, p. 73. 
18. The lower edge of Kamoro canoe ornaments (as opposed to 

yamate used on canoes) is typically straight, in order to facilitate 
attachment to the bow, whereas this work has the shield like 
shape typical of many ya mate (see Kooijman 1984, p. 82 ; Benitez
johannot and Barbier 2000, p. 168). 
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9. ANCESTOR FIGURE (Korwar) 

New Guinea, Cenderawasih {Geelvink) Bay region 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood, glass beads 

H. 10 /4 in. (26 cm) 

Purchase, Fred and Rita Richman Gift and 

Rogers Fund, 2001 

2001. 674 
Ex coll.: Luciano Laufonchi, Italy; Andre Breton, Paris; 

Musee de /'Homme, Paris 

The central image in the art and religion of the peoples of 

Cenderawasih Bay, in northwestern New Guinea, was the 

karwar. Meaning "spirit of the dead ," the term karwar 

was used, by extension , to refer to the wood image cre

ated to house that spirit. 1 Karwar images depicted recent 

ancestors-the parents, grandparents, or other recently 

deceased relatives of the living-and served as vehicles 

through which the living were able to contact the dead, who 

were believed to remain actively involved in the affairs of 

the family and the community.2 When an individual died , 

the family commissioned an artist, who was typically a 

man (religious specialist), to create a karwar to contain the 

spirit of the deceased .3 Once the karwar was completed , 

the man grasped the image and , often aided by other 

members of the community, enticed the deceased 's spirit 

(rur) to enter it. 4 As the rur entered the figure, its power 

caused the mon to tremble violently and fall to the ground.5 

Once enlivened, the karwar was presented to the fam

ily, who kept it in their home, wrapped in mats or other 

coverings, which they removed only for consultation or the 

presentation of offerings.6 Before all important undertak

ings, or when affticted by illness or other crises, the family 

summoned a man, to consult the ancestor through the 

karwar image.7 The Dutch missionary J. L. van Hasselt 

described one such consultation in 1876: 

By means of this korwar they converse with the spirit of the 

dead person when his advice and assistance is required in 

cases of illness or in other dangers, for success in fishing for 

trepang [sea cucumber] or when planning a journey. For this 

reason the korwar is held in great honour, adorned with bits 

of cloth and offered tobacco, in order that he may be 

favourably disposed . When holding such a conference with the 

korwar, the speaker bows low before the image .... In bowing 

both hands are stretched out in front of the forehead . If noth

ing particular happens at such a consultation , it is a sign of 

the korwar's approval: should the consultant begin to tremble, 

however, then that is a sign of the contrary, and he goes forth 

unsatisfied. Favourable wind, a lucrative journey or voyage, 

everything is managed by the dead.8 
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Korwar were shown great respect and deference. How

ever, if the advice the provided proved wrong, the living 

at times vented their anger on the figures, hurling them 

against the walls or house posts or even destro ing them.9 

The left hand of the present korwar has been restored, the 

original having perhaps been lost in such an altercation. 

The powers of even the most effective korwar diminished 

with time. As older korwar lost their potenc or were sup

planted by newer ones carved for more recently deceased 

relatives, the figures were "retired"-taken from the home 

and deposited at burial places, discarded, or sold to for

eigners. 10 The carving of korwar figures ceased, and man 

examples were burned, following the conversion of Cen

derawasih peoples to Christianity at the end of the 192os.11 

Although each korwar was intended to portra a spe

cific individual, the figures are highly conventionalized, 

depicting the subject in a seated or standing position , with 

the enlarged head and arrow-shaped nose that are the 

hallmarks of the style. 12 All korwar images were either 

male or female, in accordance with the sex of the 

deceased, although, as here, the sex was often not explic

it! indicated. 13 The present work depicts the deceased in 

the upright, seated position , \ ith legs dra\ n into the 

bod , in which the dead were typical! buried .14 The fig

ure's hands clutch two st lized snakes,\ hose bodies join 

to form an openwork X-shaped motif in front of the bod . 

Snakes pla ed an ambiguous role in Cenderawasih cosmol

og . S mbols of darkness, death, and the underworld, 

snakes were also associated with rejuvenation and the 

regeneration of life. Formerl in the collection of the Sur

realist poet and theoretician Andre Breton (1896-1966), 

this korwar image exemplifies the novel approaches to the 

human form that prompted man of the Surrealists to 

seek inspiration in Oceanic art.15 

1. an Baaren 1968, p. 21: Friede 2005. \OI. 2. p. 1-8. no. 535; Smidt 

199oa. p. 220. no. 83 ; Smidt 1999, p. 1 6; Capistrano-Bah.er 1994, 

p. 93 , no. 45. One earl Dutch source. howe er, reports that 

Cenderawasih peoples referred to the figures not as J..onvar but 

as amfjanir see an He st 1941; an Baaren 1968, p. 21: \an 

Baaren 1992, p. 20 ,. 

2. an Baaren 1968. pp. i-, 55: an Baaren 1992, p. 20; Smidt 1999. 
p 1 6. an Baaren 1968 pro, ides an exhausti\e sune of the lit

erature on korwar images and is the primar source of the mate

rial presented here. 

3. an Baaren 1992. p. 21: Smidt 1999, p. 1 - . judging from the 

extant literature, there appears to have been some variation. per

haps regional. as to 11hether all or onl certain indi\iduals 11ere 

commemorated 11 ith konvar see Smidt 1999, p. 1- : Solheim 1985. 

p. 150 . 

4. See \an Baaren 1968. pp. 29-30, 33, 35 , 38. In addition to the rur 
that entered the images. living humans had a second t pe of 

spirit . known as the nin see ibid., p. 52 . 

5. See ibid. , pp. 29-30, 35. 
6. I bid., p. 30. 

. See ibid. , pp. 25, 27, 30, 53; Solheim 1985, p. 150; an Baaren 1992, 

pp. 19, 28: Smidt 199oa. p. 220, no. 83 ; Smidt 1999, p. 1 - . 

8. an Hassel! 18-6. pp. 169-202, translated and quoted in \'an 

Baa ren 1968, p. 27. 

9. an Baaren 1968, pp. 2 . 62 ; Solheim 1985, p. 150: Capistrano

Baker 1994, p. 93, no. 45; Smidt 1999, p. 1 8. 

10. an Baaren 1968, pp. 27. 30, 32 , 45-46: Solheim 1985, pp. 150-51: 

\an Baaren 1992, p. 28. 

11. Solheim 1985, pp. 15 . 159. 
12. an Baaren 1968, pp. 31-32. The distindi\e hairs! le 11orn b) the 

deceased 11as often the onl indi\ idual feature that 11as e plicitl 

portra ed ibid. ,. 

13. Ibid ., p. 54 : Van Baaren 1992, p. 32. 

14. Smidt 1999, p. 1-6; see an Baaren 1968, pp. 23, 26-i-. 32. 37 . 

15. an Baaren 1968. pp. 16. 81 : an Baaren 1992, p. 32: Smidt 1999, 

p. 1 6. 
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10. CANOE PROW 

New Guinea, Cenderawasih (Geelvink) Bay region 
Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood, cassowary feathers, paint 

H. (of upper portion) 37 Yi in. (95.3 cm); L. (of lower portion) 
41 Yi in. (105.4 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1677 (upper portion) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Mr. and Mrs. William}. Strawbridge Jr. Gift, 1967 

1978.412.1507 (lower portion) 
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The extensive coastline and numerous islands of Cend er

awasih Bay, in northwestern New Guinea, were, and to 

some extent remain , linked by a vast maritime trade net

work. In a complex web of trading (and raiding) relation

ships, vessels from this region plied the seas eastward 

along the New Guinea coast as far as Humboldt Bay and 

westward into Indonesia, where Cenderawasih peoples 

traded slaves and bird-of-paradise plumes with the sultans 

of the spice-rich island of Tidore.1 The frequent contact 

among the participants in this far-ranging network 

resulted in the development of a shared artistic style, 

which , with local variants, is seen throughout the Cender

awasih region .2 The large seagoing canoes used for long-

10 



Fig. 20. A group of Waropen 
men in 1940 paddling a 

newly built sailing canoe, 
whose masts have not yet 

been erected. Equipped with 
double outriggers and a 

detachable deckhouse, the 
vessel is adorned with an 

elaborate prow embellished 
for the occasion with decora

tive vertical elements and 
small flags. Photo: Collection 

of the KITLV, Leiden, The 
Netherlands (40382). From 

Held 1957, fig. 31 

distance voyages were imposing craft. Often measuring 

twenty-five feet (7.7 meters) or more in length , these double

masted sailing canoes were equipped with two outriggers 

for stability as well as with a central deckhouse, which 

could be detached and brought on land to shelter the crew 

during their time ashore (see fig. 20) .3 The prows of these 

large trading vessels were adorned with ornate openwork 

carvings, consisting of multiple components. The basic ele

ment of each was a horizontal prow piece permanently 

attached to the bow, whose tip curved upward in a gentle 

arc. On special occasions one or more vertical openwork 

planks were added to the horizontal piece, inserted into 

slots in the prow or attached by other means. This further 

embellishment of the prow heightened the visual impact 

of the vessel on both friendly and hostile viewers.4 When 

the canoe was not in use, the vertical planks were 

removed and carefully stored ashore.5 The prows were typi

cally brightly painted , although many examples, as here, 

have lost most of their original pigments.6 

Cenderawasih prow ornaments consist of a complex 

open fretwork of sinuous scroll motifs, whose form and 

organization were heavily infiuenced by the artistic tradi

tions of eastern Indonesia (see cat. no. 148). 7 Some 

observers interpret the curving forms as stylized octopus 

tentacles or coral heads, perhaps intended as symbolic ref

erences to sea spirits.8 The intricate scrollwork patterns are 

interspersed with stylized human heads, nearly identical 

to those of the korwar (ancestor) figures of the same region 

(see cat. no. g).9 Korwar figures were often carried aboard 

canoes to afford protection during long ocean voyages.10 

The korwar-style heads that appear in the prows also por

tray ancestors, whose blessing (nanek) was sought by the 

voyagers.11 The prow seen here has been reassembled from 

two components carved by different artists. The numerous 

holes drilled into the surfaces of the two korwar heads on 

the upper portion once held 'hair" made from cassowary 

feathers.12 Similar tufts of cassowary feathers, which con

ceal smaller korwar heads, survive on the lower portion. 

1. Smidt 1999, p. 175; Newton 1967, nos. 1-3. 

2. Sm idt 1999. p. 175: ewton 1967, nos. 1-3. 

3. POI ell 1958, pp. 112-13, 115. 

4. Ibid ., pp. 114-15; see also Haddon and Hornell (1936-38) 1975, 

p. 322, and Newton 1967, no. 3. 

5. Po11ell 1958, p. 115. 

6. Ibid . 

7. Haddon and Hornell (1936-38) 1975, p. 321 ; Newton 1967, nos. 1-3. 

8. Smidt 1999. p. 175. 

9. Ibid. , pp. 173, fig. 3, 178. 

10. Van Baaren 1968, pp. 30-31 , 42-43, 53 ; Solheim 1985, p. 156. 

11 . Van Baaren 1992, p. 20. 

12. ewton 1967, no. 3. 
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11 . CANOE-PROW ORNAMENT (Mani) 

New Guinea, north coast, Wakde-Yamna region 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood, paint 

H. 11 '/i in . (29.2 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, 

Gift of Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1969 

1978.412.1506 

The ornamentation of canoes, whether the sma ller vessels 

designed for loca l trips along the coast or larger seagoing 

cra ft , was, and to some extent remains, a central focus of 

artistic expression among the peop les of the northwestern 

coast of New Gui nea. 1 In some parts of the region, a 

canoe, with its hu ll, prow, and stern adorned with decora

t ive carvi ng, was likened to a man resp lendent in full 

dance rega lia. 2 Accordingly, the canoe-prow ornament, 

analogous to the figurehead of a Western vesse l, was often 

referred to as "the head of a handsome man." 3 The pres

ent work was created by an artist from the Wakde-Yamna 

region.4 Prow ornaments in this area consist of two com

ponents, a horizontal piece affixed to the bow and a 

11 
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detachable vertical prow ornament, or mani, which was 

secured to the horizontal element with fiber cordage.5 

More than simply decorative, prow ornaments were be

lieved to protect the crew from harm and ensure success 

in fishing. The ornaments likely portrayed supernatural 

beings and remote ancestors, who were said to possess the 

abi lity to lead the canoe to shoals of fish and to ensure its 

safe return to the village laden with the catch. 6 

The imagery of mani often incorporates depictions of 

birds, humans, and fish . Most consist of a central open

work vertical element, crowned by a large, relatively natu

ralistic bird figure, which faced forward when the 

ornament was in place, flanked by more stylized represen

tations of birds, fish, and human heads.7 The present work 

possibly represents a seabird on the lookout for the 

schools of fish sought by the canoe's crew. It is flanked by 

two smaller bird images; below one of them, a small 

human head, likely that of an ancestor or other protective 

spirit, gazes back protectively at the crew. When in use, 

this mani was secured with fiber cordage to the horizontal 

prow piece through the triangular hole in the undecorated 

lower stem. 8 

1. Smidt 1999, p. 178. 
2. Ibid ., p. 179. 

3. Ibid . 

4. See Uhle 1886, pl. 1, no. 4; Laroche 1949, pp. 110-13, pis. 3, 4; Smidt 

1999, p. 179; Kooijman and Hoogerbrugge 1992, pp. 59 , 64; Haddon 

and Hornell (1936-38) 1975, pp. 316-17. 
5. Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 182, no. 552. 

6. Kooijman and Hoogerbrugge 1992, pp. 59 , 64 ; Friede 2005, vol. 2, 
p. 182, no. 552. 

7. Haddon and Hornell 1936-38 1975, p. 317; Friede 2005, vol. 2, 
p. 182, no. 552. 

8. Laroche 1949, p. 105. See Kooijman and Hoogerbrugge 1992, p. 64, 
fig. 8; Gathercole, Kaeppler, and ewton 1979, p. 281 , fig. 20.9. 



12. HOUSE-POST FIGURE 

New Guinea, Lake Sentani, reportedly found in Kabiterau 
village, Sentani people 
19th century 
Wood 
H. 36 /1i in. (91 .8 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 
Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 
1979.206.1440 
Ex coll.: Pierre Loeb, Paris; collected by Jacques Viot in 1929 

13. HOUSE POST 

New Guinea, Lake Sentani, Sentani people 
19th century 
Wood 
H. 10 ft. 10 in. (3.3 m) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 
Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1965 
1978.412.8420-d 
Ex coll.: L. R. Webb, Oakland, California 

The Sentani people of northwestern New Guinea live in vil

lages built out over the waters of Lake Sentani, a large 

inland lake. Constructed on wood pilings, houses and 

other structures in Sentani villages are linked by board

walks, allowing the residents to reach any part of the vil

lage without the use of canoes. Until the early 1920s the 

grandest structures in Sentani villages were the houses of 

the ondoforo, hereditary chiefs who were the political and 

religious leaders of society.1 Although ordinary dwellings 

were unadorned , the houses of the ondoforo were lavishly 

decorated with architectural sculpture. 2 Carved into the 

stout wood pilings that supported the roof and ftoor, Sen

tani architectural carvings were at once aesthetic and 

structural . The architectural carvings are of two basic 

types: finials, typically in the form of human images, which 

crowned the pilings that supported the house ftoor and , 

occasionally, the surrounding boardwalks, and tall Y-shaped 

posts, which supported the central roof beam (see fig. 21). 3 

Robust in form yet intimate in gesture and imagery, 

this ftoor-post finial (cat. no. 12) depicts a female figure 

who appears to hold an infant in her tender embrace. 

Only a handful of such "mother-and-child " figures are 

known from the Sentani region. 4 House-post figures likely 

depict important clan ancestors,5 and some scholars sug

gest that rather than portraying women with infant chil

dren , figures of this type depict adult ancestors under the 

metaphorical protection of the female progenitors of the 

lineage.6 Reportedly collected in Kabiterau village, this 

work once crowned one of the pilings that supported the 

floor of the house of the local ondoforo.7 The lower por-

12 

tion of the post was embedded in the lake bed , and the 

carved portion protruded through the ftoor of the house.8 

According to oral tradition, the first ancestors lived under

ground and came forth to populate the earth. 9 The place

ment of the posts, with the bases in the earth and the 

ancestral images emerging through the floor of the 

dwelling, may be a symbolic reference to this story. 

Like all Sentani roof posts, the work seen here (cat. 

no. 13) is carved from a single inverted tree, its upper trunk 
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sunk into the lake floor, with the flaring buttress roots at 

its base left in place to form the winglike projections at the 

top, at whose junction the roof beam rested. 10 In addition 

to structural considerations, the inverted trees of the roof 

posts may be visual references to the cosmic tree in Sen

tani mythology, which grew downward from the heavens 

to the earth." The shaft of this example is adorned with 

the distinctive S-shaped spirals characteristic of Sentani 

art, which, according to one interpretation, represent 

clouds that hover between the earth and sky. 12 The open

work filigree of the wings incorporates stylized images of 

lizards, a common motif on Sentani roof posts, which 

crawl inward toward the trunk.13 
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Fig. 21. The ruins of a chief's house at Osei, 
in Lake Sentani, 1920s. The walls, roof, and 
floor have decayed, revealing the Y-shaped 
posts that supported the roof. A carved floor 
post, adorned with human figures, is visible 
at the lower right. Photo: Paul Wirz. The 
Photograph Study Collection. The Department 
of the Arts of Africa, Oceania, and the 
Americas. The Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, New York, Funds from various donors, 
1992 (1992.417-201) 

1. Kooijman 1959 , p. 17 ; Kooijman and Hoogerbrugge 1992, pp. 84, 
88; Smidt 1999 , pp. 180-81 . 

2. Kooijman 1959 , pp. 17-18. In addition to the houses of the ondo
foro , large men 's houses (mau) in villages in the eastern region of 

the lake were adorned with different types of architectural carv

ings (Kooijman 1959, p. 20). 
3. Ibid ., p. 18; Kooijman and Hoogerbrugge 1992, pp. 81 , 88-89. 
4. In addition to the Metropolitan 's figure , there are at least three 

other examples. See Kaufmann 1992 , pp. 148-49, fig . 10, 150; 

Kooijman and Hoogerbrugge 1992, p. 95; Smidt 1999 , p. 178, 
fig . 10. 

5. Newton 1967, nos. 5, 6; Geary 2006, p. 52. 
6. Kaufmann 1992, p. 150. 
7. Kooijman 1959, p. 20; ewton 1967, nos. 5, 6. 
8. Kooijman 1959, p. 18; Kooijman and Hoogerbrugge 1992 , p. 89. 
g. Hoogerbrugge 1967, p. go. 

10. Kooijman 1959, p. 18; Kooijman and Hoogerbrugge 1992, p. 88. 
11. Hoogerbrugge 1967, p. 91 . 
12. Ibid . 

13. Kooijman 1959, p. 18; Kooijman and Hoogerbrugge 1992, p. 88. 



14 . BIRD HEAD 

New Guinea, reportedly found in the Morobe district 

Date unknown 

Stone, traces of pigment 

H. 4 '·4 in . (10.8 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1966 

1978.412.1504 

1 5 . BIRD FIGURE 

New Guinea, Western Highlands, Mount Hagen region 

Date unknown 

Stone 

H. 4 ' ·2 in . (11 .4 cm) 

Purchase, Discovery Communications Inc. Gift, 1996 

1996.373.2 

Ex coll.: Edith Watts, Mount Hagen, Papua New Guinea 

The earliest known works of Pacific sculpture are a series 

of ancient stone objects unearthed in various locations on 

the island of New Guinea . Enigmatic remnants of a van

ished culture, or cultures, that once fiourished widely on 

the island , they are found primarily in the mountainous 

Highlands of the interior. ' Thus far, no examples have 

been excavated in a secure archaeological context, and 

their precise dates remain unknown . However, organic 

material trapped within a crack in one example has recently 

been dated to about 1500 s.c. , indicating that at least 

some of the images are of great antiquity. 2 These stone 

14 

sculptures fall into several categories, including independent 

figures, mortars, pestles, club heads, disks, and other forms. 

The tops of many pestles are adorned with images of 

human heads, birds, or birds' heads. The mortars display 

similar anthropomorphic and avian imagery as well as 

geometric motifs. Freestanding figures include images of 

humans, birds, phallic forms, and long-nosed animals 

that some scholars suggest represent ech id nas (spiny egg

layi ng mammals resembling hedgehogs). The original 

significance and function of these stone objects are 

unknown. However, it seems reasonable to speculate that 

they were created for use in ritual contexts and that the 

human and animal images that adorn them represent 

ancestors, spirits, and totemic species.3 

Reportedly found in the Morobe district, the stone bird 

head seen here (cat. no. 14) likely represents the head of a 

cassowary, an ostrich like bird that lives throughout the 

island. 4 Among many contemporary New Guinea peoples, 

the cassowary is regarded as a supernaturally powerful 

animal , and its appearance here suggests that such beliefs 

extend far into prehistory. This image may originally have 

been the finial of a pestle, from which it was later broken. 

The lower end , however, is ground smooth , indicating, 

alternatively, that it may have been created as an inde

pendent image.5 If so, it might have served as an orna

mental flute stopper-the lower end would have been 

inserted to plug the upper end of a ceremonial bamboo 

fiute-similar to the wood fiute stoppers created by the 
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latmul , Biwat, and other contemporary peoples in the 

Sepik region (see cat. nos. 48, 49).6 

Unearthed in the Mount Hagen region of the Western 

Highlands, the complete bird figure (cat. no. 15) is ren 

dered in smooth , minimalistic lines that stand in contrast 

to the finely detailed features of the smaller bird head . 

Too large to have served as a pestle finial or flute stopper, 

it was likely an independent image. 

Although nothing is known of their original use, prehis

toric stone objects play, or played , important roles in the 

religious and ceremonial life of many contemporary High

lands peoples. Unearthed by chance in gardens and , more 

recently, road construction , or rooted up by foraging pigs, 

unusual stones, whether ancient artifacts or natural 

objects like fossils, are regarded as supernaturally power

ful.7 Some are said to be the manifestations of spirits, who 

sometimes reveal the location or use of the stone to the 

finder in dreams.8 After finding one such stone, a man of 

the Fore people recounted being visited by its spirit, in the 

form of an old man, who told him: " I understand how to 

look after gardens and pigs, I can make big crops come up: 

these I can eat too [i .e. , consume their spiritual sub

stance] . You have dug me up. Look well upon my body and 

carry me to your house: there I can stop with you , and you 

will have plenty of pigs." 9 As this account indicates, the 

stones were often associated with fertility. 10 Treated in the 

proper ritual manner and anointed with red ocher and pig 
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fat , some stone objects had the power to ensure bountiful 

harvests, healthy children , and large herds of pigs.11 Others 

were employed in curing sickness, bringing luck, and fend

ing off malevolent magic or as potent war charms that 

ensured the accuracy of the owner's bow or deflecting the 

arrows of his enemies.12 

Until recently, the Melpa, Kyaka Enga , and some other 

Highlands peoples would occasionall y gather substantial 

numbers of sacred stones together for a dramatic cycle of 

fertility rites, known as amb kor or kor nganap.13 Involving 

the construction of extensive ceremonial grounds and 

requiring the sacrifice of hundreds of pigs, the full cycle 

required years to complete.14 Performed by men, the rites 

were devoted to a potent female spirit.15 The sacred stones 

were amassed in specially constructed ceremonial houses, 

which served as an inner sanctum .16 Laid out on beds of 

freshly gathered fern fronds and anointed with red ocher 

and pig fat , the stones were said to contain the power of 

the female spirit and were the focus of dancing and cere

monial feasts held in her honor.17 At the conclusion of each 

stage in the cycle, the stones were buried .18 The correct 

performance of the rites renewed the fertility of the earth 

and brought vitality and prosperity to the community.'9 

1. Berndt 1954, pp. 553-55; Newton 1979, pp. 33-34. 
2. Anon . 2001 , pp. 16-17. 

3. Newton 1979, pp. 38-39. 

4. Newton 1967, no. 97; Newton 1979, pp. 46, 51 , no. 7Pbh1 . 



5. ewton 1979, p. 37. 

6. Newton 1967, no. 97 ; Newton 1979, p. 37. 

. Berndt 1954, pp. 569, 572 ; Bulmer and Bulmer 1962, pp. 194, 197; 

Newton 1979, p. 32; Stewart and Strathern 1999a, p. 69. 

8. Vicedom and Tischner 1943-58, vol. 2, p. 435 ; Berndt 1954, 

pp. 569, 571 ; Stewart and Strathern 1999a, p. 70. 

9. Berndt 1954, p. 569. 

10. Ibid., p. 572; Bulmer and Bulmer 1962, p. 194; ewton 1967, no. 97. 

11. Berndt 1954, pp. 565-69 ; Bulmer and Bulmer 1962, p. 195. 

12. See Berndt 1954, pp. 557-73; Bulmer and Bulmer 1962, pp. 197-98. 

13. See Bulmer and Bulmer 1962, pp. 194-97; Stewart and Strathern 

1999b; Strathern and Stewart 1999, pref. Although the amb kor 
cycle has largely ceased due to the conversion of the population to 

Christianity, the rites were held as recentl as 1984 {Stewart and 

Strathern 1999b, p. 348; Strathern and Stewart 1999, pref.). 

14. Bulmer and Bulmer 1962, p. 196; Strathern and Stewart 1999, p. 2. 

15. Stewart and Strathern 1999b, p. 347; Strathern and Stewart 1999, 

pp. 2, 4; Stewart and Strathern 1999a, p. 70. 

16. Bulmer and Bulmer 1962, p. 196; Strathern and Stewart 1999, 
pp. 7-8. 

17. Bulmer and Bulmer 1962, p. 196: Stewart and Strathern 1999b, 

pp. 348-49, 352 ; Strathern and Stewart 1999, pp. 8- 9; Stewart 
and Strathern 1999a, p. 70. 

18. Stewart and Strathern 1999b, p. 349; Strathern and Stewart 1999, 

p. 7; Stewart and Strathern 1999a, pp. 70, 74. 

19 Bulmer and Bulmer 1962. p. 196; Stewart and Strathern 1999b, 

p 348; Strathern and Stewart 1999, p. 4; Stewart and Strathern 

1999a, p. 70. 

16. RITUAL BO ARD (We nena gerua) 

New Guinea, Eastern Highlands, Siane people 
Ca. 1950 

Wood paint, feathers , fiber 
H. 55 1

'B in. (140 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of 
Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1969 

1978.412141 

Ex coll: Dodi Wirz, Switzerland; collected ca. 1952 

Although a widespread tradition of stone carving flour

ished in the New Guinea Highlands in ancient times (see 

cat. nos. 14, 15), sculpture among contemporary Highlands 

peoples is rare.1 The brightly painted ceremonial boards 

known as gerua are a notable exception . Produced by a 

number of Highlands groups, gerua are made in several 

different forms. 2 The largest and most important are the 

wenena gerua (human gerua), stylized human figures 

adorned with colorful geometric designs.3 The present 

example is from the Siane people, among whom gerua 
form the centerpieces for dances at the Pig Feast, a cere

mony performed by each clan once every three years. 1 The 

feast honors the korova , ancestral spirits who are invited 

into the community to witness the dances, hear the play

ing of sacred flutes, supervise initiation rites, and partake 

in a ceremonial meal of pork. 5 The climax of the rites is 

the dancing of the gerua, in which some two hundred 

dancers carry the brightly painted boards, surrounded by 

as many as two thousand spectators.6 Smaller types of 

gerua are held in the arms, but the large wenena gerua are 

worn as headdresses: the U-shaped base is fitted over the 

head of the wearer, who uses the leglike projections as 

handles to hold the board in place." The wenena gerua is 

supernaturally activated by placing a crown of human 

hair, a material imbued with the power of the spirits, on 

the head of the stylized figure. 8 The dance takes place over 

two consecutive days, timed so that the final hours of the 

performance are illuminated by the light of the full 

moon.~ The ceremony concludes with the sacrifice and 

consumption of large numbers of pigs, after which the 

korova , having been lavishly fed and entertained , depart.10 

The gerua boards are said to capture the spirits (auna) of 

the slaughtered pigs, returning them to the korova, who 

ensure the continuing renewal and vigor of the clan 's 

pig herds.11 

The imagery of wenena gerua is complex. The spare 

human forms are ambiguous, and it is possible to read 

them either as seated figures with the knees bent and the 

legs drawn into the body or as standing figures whose legs 

are formed by the straight handles at the base.12 Each of 

the geometric elements that combine to form the human 

figure has a separate name and meaning. The round disk 

that forms the head is called for numuna (house of the 

sun), whereas the diamond-shaped body is referred to as 

afanik1 (hand of the moon) and the V-shaped motifs that 

form the limbs are termed oma, meaning "road " or 

"way. " 13 The brightly colored geometric patterns that cover 

the surface also have significance. Each gerua is adorned 

with a specific pattern of designs that belong exclusively to 

the clan who creates it. 14 Although purely geometric, the 

designs symbolize the clan 's ancestors, though the overall 

figure reportedly depicts a nonancestral supernatural 

being.15 Created about 1950, the present work, like many 

wenena gerua, is decorated in a combination of indigenous 

pigments and trade paint.16 Standing in brilliant contrast 

to the muted browns and greens of the surrounding land

scape, the vivid colors of wenena gerua would have been 

striking-all the more so when carried on the heads of 

hundreds of moving dancers. 

1. ewton , Jones. and Ezra 1987, p. 17. no. 4. 

2. See Aufenanger 1965; Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 186, no. 574. 

3. Salisbur 1965, pp. 66-67; Dosed la 1978. p. 95 ; Friede 2005, vol. 2. 

p. 186, no. 574. 

4. Salisbur 1965, p. 66; Dosedla 1978, p. 95. 
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16, reverse 
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5. Salisbury 1962, p. 34; Sa lisbury 1965, p. 66. 

6. Sa lisbury 1962, p. 34; Sa lisbury 1965, pp. 66, 68. 

7. Sterl y 19n pp. 22-23; Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 186, no. 574. 
8. Salisbury 1965, pp. 68-69. 

9. Ibid ., p. 68. 
10 . Ibid ., pp. 66- 67. 

11 . Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 186, no. 574. 

12. Newton , Jones, and Ezra 1987, p. 17, no. 4. 

13. Salisbury 1965, pp. 66- 67; Sterl y 1977. p. 19; Dosed la 1978, pp. 95-

96; Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 186, no. 574. 
14. Salisbury 1962, p. 17. 

15. Ibid ., pp. 17, 33; Sterl y 1977. p. 68 ; Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 186, 

no. 574. 
16. Newton , Jones, and Ezra 1987, p. 17, no. 4. 

17. DOOR BOARD (Amitung) 

Carved by Abanfogop (act. early 20th century) 

New Guinea, Highlands/ upper Sepik region, Star Mountains, 

Telefolip village, Telefolmin people 

Ca. 1910 
Wood, paint 

H. 9 ft. 6 in . (2.9 m) 
The Michael C. Rockef eller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1782 
Collected by Barry Craig, between 1962 and 1965 

The Telefolmin are one of a number of Highlands peoples, 

collectively called the Mountain Ok, who inhabit th e 

rugged Star Mountains, which li e at the source of the Sepik 

River, known locally as the Tekin .1 Although Mountain Ok 

artists produce no figurative scu I ptu re, they have a wel 1-

developed tradition of architectural carvin gs that adorn , or 

adorned , the facades of both dwellings and ceremonial 

houses.2 In Mountain Ok villages the sexes live apart: men's 

dwellings (tenumam) are situated at the highest, or 

"upstream," end of the village, and separate dwellings 

(unagam) housing the women and children are clustered 

around the dancing ground at the village center.3 Most vil 

lages also had ceremonial houses, which served for the 

storage and display of ancestral relics and sacred objects, 

although these could in some cases be kept in ordinary 

houses as well. In Telefolmin villages the entrances to all 

three types of structures were frequently decorated with 

amitung, brightly painted ornamental door boards adorned 

with geometric designs centered above a large hole 

through which the occupants entered and left (see fig. 22).4 

In some instances, the amitung was flanked by additional 

ornamental house boards that covered some or all of the 

front facade.5 According to oral tradition , the art of carving 

door boards and other objects was given to humanity by 

the sun , which cast down the design for the first amitung 
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Fig. 22. The Tifalmin cult 
house (yowolamem) at 

Bulolengabip village, !lam 
Valley, in 1964. The entrance 

hole in the central door board 
has been sealed with sheets of 

bark. On either side brightly 
painted house boards adorn 
the remainder of the facade. 

Photo: B. Craig 

from the sky as a prototype for later artists to follow.6 

Although a door board might be produced by one of the 

household residents, the amitung were often commissioned 

from skilled carvers whose artistic abilities were well recog

nized in the community. If the carver was not a close rela

ti ve, he was paid for his services by the commissioners, 

who provided him with food during the carving process as 

well as a final gift of pork.7 

The amitung were carved from broad planks cut from 

la rge softwood trees. After the plank had been roughly 

shaped and dried , the artist marked out the design in char

coal. The surrounding areas were then cut away, leaving the 

design elements in low relief.8 These raised designs, as here, 

were always decorated with a deep black paint made from 

(or metaphorically associated with) the soot that accumu

lated on the underside of the roofs of men 's houses, which 

symbolized male religious and social solidarity and aggres

sion .9 The white, red , and , occasionall y, yellow pigments 

that adorned the recessed areas were applied according to 

the individual taste of the artist. '0 Although carved from 

softwood , amitung were surprisingly durable and were often 

kept and reused over several generations. Originally carved 

by an artist named Abanfogop about 1910, this amitung was 

subsequently inherited by his relative Kulibipnok and 

remained in use nearly sixty years later." 

According to Telefolmin artists interviewed in the early 

1960s, the designs on the amitung are purely decorative 

and have no overall meaning.12 However, they also stated 

that many of the individual design elements do have a 

specific significance. '3 The design typically centers, as here, 

on a lozenge-shaped or circular form , which depicts a cen

tral element in the body of a human or animal , such as 

the hea rt , navel , solar plexus, female reproductive organs, 

or abdomen.14 In the present work this central element 

has triangular projections on either side, possibl y repre

senting the wings of the flying fox, a large species of fruit 

bat. Th e curling spiral projections that emanate from the 

central motif are identified as the limbs of humans, spi

ders, crocodiles, or lizards, and the spiral motifs that 

appea r near the top of the board are identified as the eyes 

of humans, birds, or lizards.'5 Viewing these elements in 

combination has led some Western researchers to suggest 

that as a whole the design on the door board resembles a 

highly stylized human figure, perhaps symbolic of the 

power of the ancestors whose sacred relics were often pre

served inside the structures the boards adorned. 16 

1. Craig 1969, pp. 7-9; Craig 1988, pp. 6-7. 

2. Craig 1988, p. 31. 

3. Craig 1967, p. 261; Cra ig 1988. pp. 24-25. 

4. Craig 1967, p. 261; Cranstone 1967, p. 274; Craig 1988, p. 58 . 

5. Craig 1988, p. 31. 

6. Craig 1967, pp. 266-67. 

7. Ibid ., 263-64; Craig 1988, p. 34. 

8. Craig 1967, p. 262; Cranstone 1967, p. 275; Craig 1969, p. 79 ; Cra ig 

1988, p. 32. 

9. Craig 1967, pp. 262-63 ; Craig 1988, pp. 33 , 56. 

10. Craig 1969, p. 79; Cra ig 1988, p. 33 . 

11 . Craig 1969, app. 2, no. T. 66. 

12. Craig 1967, p. 267; Cra ig 1969, p. 98 ; Craig 1988, p. 56. 

13. Craig 1967, p. 267; Craig 1988, p. 56. 

14. Craig 1988, p. 56. 

15. Ibid . 

16. Cra ig 1967, pp. 267- 69; Craig 1969, p. 100; Craig 1988, p. 58. 
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18. SHIELD (Tiye) 

New Guinea, upper Sepik region, Begapuki village, Sonia people 

19th-early 20th century 

Wood, paint 

H. 60 Yi in . (1531 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1798 

The territory of the Sanio people encompasses portions of 

the Wogumush , Leonhard Schultze, and April rivers, whose 

waters drain northward into the upper Sepik River. 1 Like 

many upper Sepik peoples, the Sanio produce relatively lit

tle wood carving in comparison with middle and lower 

Sepik groups. The most imposing Sanio works are their 

intricately decorated shields, known as tiye. There is some 

uncertainty about the precise manner in which these large 

war shields were employed in combat. Tiye were report

edly used by individual warriors, who carried fighting 

spears (ti ) in their other hand to hurl at their opponents. 

They are also said to have been employed by specialist 

shield bearers, who held them up to shelter one or more 

bowmen, who fired from behind the protective barrier. It 

seems likely that tiye were used in both these fashions.2 

The imagery of Sanio shields often consists, as here, of 

a single central face, or at times of several faces arranged 

in a vertical row down the center, surrounded by geomet

ric designs.3 In examples with multiple faces, the orienta

tion of the individual faces is often variable, with some 

depicted right side up and others upside down .4 Carved in 

a tapering oval form , tiye were typically broader at the top 

than at the base, so it is conceivable that the present work 

was intended, for unknown reasons, to be viewed with the 

central face in an inverted position .5 Strikingly minimalist 

in their conception , the facial features are reduced to basic 

geometric forms. The eyes appear as concentric circles and 

the nose and mouth are combined in a single arrow

shaped motif. On some tiye the nose is absent, with the 

mouth appearing simply as a crescent. The nature and sig

nificance of these engaging faces are unknown. However, 

like the vast majority of human images in Sepik art, the 

faces are likely those of spirits, ancestors, or other primor

dial beings whose presence on the tiye may have afforded 

supernatural protection to the shield bearer. 

1. Craig in Beran and Craig 2005, p. 81 . 
2. Ibid ., pp. 81 - 82. 

3. See Haberland 1965, pp. 171-72, fig. 1; Kelm 1966- 68 , no. 159; 
Craig in Beran and Craig 2005, pp. 81-82, figs. 4.12, 4.13. 

4. See Haberland 1965, pp. 171 - 72, fig. 1; Craig in Beran and Craig 

2005, p. 81 , fig. 4.12. 

5. Craig in Beran and Craig 2005, p. 82. 
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19. FIGURE {Gra or garra) 

New Guinea, Sepik region, Hunstein Mountains, Namu village, 

Bahinemo people 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood, paint 

H. 31 1
'2 in . (Bo cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Mr. and Mrs. John}. Klejman Gift and Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 

1968 

1978.412.1526 

Although they had permanent villages, the Bahinemo and 

neighboring peoples living in and around the Hunstein 

Mountains, south of the middle Sepik River, formerly had 

a semi nomadic way of life. Often deserting their settle-

20 

20. FIGURE {Gra or garra) 

New Guinea, Sepik region, Hunstein Mountains, Nigiru village ('), 
Bahinemo people 

Early 20th century 

Wood, paint 

H. 46 1
'4 in. (1175 cm) 

Gift of Gertrud A. Mellon, 1976 

1976.248.2 

ment for months to hunt or to extract sago from distant 

groves, they returned to the community for both mundane 

and ceremonial activities. 1 As in other Sepik societies, the 

focus of ritual life was the men 's ceremonial house, where 
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male initiation and other rites took place and where wood 

images and other sacred objects, known collectively as gra 

or garra, were housed, so as to conceal them from women 

and children.2 Stylistically, Bahinemo wood sculpture forms 

part of the broader "opposed-hook" tradition in Sepik art, 

which appears most prominently among the Yimam peo

ple, who live just to the east (see cat. no. 24) .3 Bahinemo 

artists created two distinct types of hook figures: flat , mask

like panels with stylized human faces bracketed by small 

hook-shaped forms (cat. no. 19) and tall , slender images, 

intended to be seen in profile, consisting of a series of large 

concentric hooks surrounding a central triangular or oval 

projection (cat. no. 20).4 Both types have a hole drilled 

through the upper portion, which was used to suspend the 

images from the rafters of the men's house. 5 

Each type of figure is associated, broadly speaking, with 

a different category of spirits. The flat , masklike gra are 

associated with forest spirits and male elders, and the hooks 

are typically interpreted as hornbills' beaks.6 The Bahinemo 

identify the slender hooklike images as water spirits that 

should ideally be immersed in swamps or other watery 

places.7 Interpretations of their imagery vary. The images as 

a whole are sometimes identified as stylized catfish , with 

the hooks representing their numerous curling whiskers. 8 

In other instances, the hooks are said to depid the heads of 

horn bills and the central motif is identified variously as the 

sun, the moon, or the eye of a pig or cassowary.9 Although 

all gra figures fall into these two broad categories, each 

portrays a specific spirit whose name and powers were 

intimately known to the individual man who owned it.10 

Like Yi ma m hook images, gra formerly served as "hunt

i ng helpers": their powers assisted the Bahinemo in the 

capture of prized quarry such as wild pigs and cassowaries.11 
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Fig. 23. Hook figures in use during an initi
ation at Wagu village, 1967- Clad in an 
elaborate costume of leaves, the dancer, 
having emerged from the men's house, 
holds a hook-shaped gra between his legs 
as he performs among the initiates and 
their sponsors. Photo: Douglas Newton. The 
Photograph Study Collection. The Department 
of the Arts of Africa, Oceania, and the 
Americas. The Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, New York {PSC 2007-31.463) 

They were also reportedly used in war

fare.12 Up to the late 1960s the images 

appear to have played a prominent 

role in male initiation.13 In a cere

mony recorded in Wagu village, young 

initiates and their sponsors gathered to dance in front of 

the men's house, from which two men, one carrying a 

masklike gra and the other a hook-shaped one, emerged. 

Crouching down and holding the images between their 

legs, the two men joined the assembled performers, hop

ping side by side as they danced (see fig. 23). At the conclu

sion of the dance the men sat on their heels while the 

initiates and their sponsors stripped the masks of their 

ornaments. The man with the masklike gra then stood fac

ing the ceremonial house, holding the image faceup 

between his legs while the initiates ate ginger hanging 

from its eyes and mouth. The assembled multitude then 

entered the men 's house, where a further series of dances 

involving the two images took place. 14 

1. Newton 1971 , p. 18; ewton , Jones, and Ezra 1987, p. 17, no. 5. 
2. Goldman 1971, foreword ; ewton 1971 , p. 18; Kaufmann 2003, 

p. 72. 
3. See Forge 1960, p. 7; Kaufmann 2003, pp. 70-73. 

4. Newton 1971, pp. 19- 20; Schuster and Schuster 1972, p. 628; Kauf
mann 2003, pp. 72-73. Meinhard Schuster and Gisela Schuster 
(1972, p. 634) state that the hooklike forms were called grababufa . 

5. Newton 1971 , p. 19. The images were typically suspended from the 
side beams of the house. However, in Na mu village, they were 
hung inside the upper portion of the gable (ibid.). 

6. Ibid ., p. 20; Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 129, no. 286. 
7. Friede 2005 , vol. 2, p. 129, no. 285. 
8. Newton 1971 , p. 19. 
9. Ibid. ; Gathercole, Kaeppler, and Newton 1979, p. 328, no. 22.62 ; 

Kaufmann 2003, p. 73. 

10. Gathercole, Kaeppler, and Newton 1979, p. 328, no. 22.62 ; Kocher 
Schmid 1985, p. 179, no. 11; Kaufmann 2003, p. 72. 

11 . Goldman 1971, foreword; Schuster and Schuster 1972, pp. 634-35; 
Kaufmann 2003, p. 72 ; Friede 2005 , vol. 2, p. 129, no. 285. 

12. Goldman 1971 , foreword ; Schuster and Schuster 1972, pp. 634-35; 
Kocher Schmid 1985, p. 179, no. 11. 

13. Gathercole, Kaeppler, and Newton 1979, p. 328, no. 22.62 ; Newton 
1971, pp. 20-21. 

14. Newton 1971 , pp. 20-21. 



21 . FEMALE FIGURE 

New Guinea, middle Sepik region, Korewori River, lnyai-Ewa 

people 

16th-19th century 

Wood 

H. 66 i4 in. (168 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1965 

1978.412.857 

Acquired in 1964 from Father Heinemans of the Catholic 

Mission, Wewak, Papua New Guinea 

22 . MALE FIGURE 

New Guinea, middle Sepik region, Korewori River, /nyai-Ewa 

people 

16th- 19th century 

Wood 

H. 47 '/i in. (121 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1965 

1978.412.856 

Acquired in 1964 from Father Heinemans of the Catholic 

Mission, Wewak, Papua New Guinea 

Centuries-old masterworks of the carver's art, the ancient 

wood sculptures of the lnyai-Ewa and neighboring groups 

of the upper Korewori River, a southern tributary of the 

Sepik, are the earliest Melanesian wood carvings to sur

vive in any substantial numbers.' Created as early as the 

sixteenth century, the figures owe their remarkable sur

vival to the fact that they were generally kept in rock

shelters, where they were protected from the rain by the 

overhanging rock and exposed to the drying force of the 

wind , preventing the wood from rotting (see fig . 24). 2 

The figures occur in several distinct types, of which the 

most numerous are one-legged male figures (aripa}, 

which served as "hunting helpers" to the village men 

(see cat. no. 23).3 

However, lnyai-Ewa artists also produced images, such 

as the present works, depicting a diversity of other super

natural beings. Although the precise nature and identity of 

the subjects are often unknown, the majority of these 

works portray primordial beings whose actions collectively 

shaped the features of the landscape and established the 

rules and institutions of human society. At once a part of 

the past and of the present, these beings inhabit a super

natural realm that exists parallel to the human world. 4 

According to the lnyai-Ewa, when one of these beings 

wished to have its image carved, its soul (tite) would 

appear to the carver in a dream, revealing its otherworldly 

form and providing him with instructions on whether the 

finished figure should be placed in a rock-shelter or kept 

in the men 's ceremonial house (koa). 5 

Among the most striking lnyai-Ewa sp irit images are 

broad , flat female figures whose heads are often sur

rounded , as here (cat. no. 21 ), by serrated , halolike forms 

representing ornamental wigs. 6 The long, pendulous 

breasts of this figure indicate that it portrays an older 

woman; the abdomen, now heavily eroded , would proba

bly have been carved with relief designs representing the 

navel and internal organs.7 Fashioned from the planklike 

21 
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buttress roots of trees, these female figures, according to 

some accounts, portray two primordial sisters who helped 

to shape the world and , in one oral tradition, are said to be 

responsible for the creation of two of the valleys where the 

lnyai-Ewa live and hunt today.8 In some cases these primor

dial women were also clan ancestors.9 Some may also be 

images of the female clan founders. These female figures 

appear to have been intentionally created for display in rock

shelters, where they would have been visible to all mem

bers of the community, rather than in the men 's house.10 

Two-legged male figures, such as catalogue number 22, 

also seem to have been made for display in rock-shelters.11 

These two-legged images probably portray primordial male 

beings associated with the village clans. As in the one-legged 

hunting-helper figures (see cat. no. 23), the elaborate open

work carving in the torso depicts the internal organs. 

1. Kaufmann (2003 , p. 40) states that these images were likely also 

produced by the Tsokopa, Nese-Bisorio, and Towi peoples. 

2. Ibid., p. 27. 

3. Ibid., p. 59. 
4. Ibid., pp. 48-49, 59. 
5. Ibid ., pp. 52, 57. 
6. Ibid ., p. 55. 
7. Ibid ., p. 54. 
8. Ibid ., pp. 14, 24- 25, 51 , 52 , figs. 67-69. 
9. Ibid ., pp. 24-25, 51 - 52. 

10. Ibid ., pp. 51 , 57; Kocher Schmid 1985, p. 201 , no. 133. 
11. Kaufmann 2003, p. 57. 
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Fig. 24 . Two /nyai-Ewa men visiting a rock-shelter, 
which houses wood figures as well as the bones and 
personal effects of a deceased hunter. Photo: Christian 
and Annemarie Kaufmann, Basel 
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23 . MALE FIGURE (Aripa ) 

New Guinea, middle Sepik region, Korewori River, /nyai-Ewa 
people 

16th-19th century 
Wood, paint 

H. 43 in . (109 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 
Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1967 

1978.412.1509 

Acquired in 1966 from Mary Madsen, Angoram, Papua New 
Guinea 

Of the diverse ancient wood figures created by the lnyai

Ewa people, by far the most numerous are the distinctive 

one-legged male images known as aripa .' In the past each 

man owned an aripa, which was kept, together with those 

of other hunters, in the men 's ceremonial house (koa).2 

Representing potent spirits whose souls (tite) resided 

within the images, the aripa served as "hunting helpers," 

aiding the lnyai-Ewa in the capture of game such as wild 

pigs, cassowaries, and tree kangaroos. 3 Before setting out 

on a hunt, the hunter presented his aripa with an offering 

consisting of a small amount of the droppings of the 

desired animal mixed with his own blood.4 Enlivened by 

the offering, the tite left the wood image and embarked 

on a supernatural nocturnal hunt, during which, aid ed by 

the supernatural "mother" of the species, it sought to find 

and kill the souls of the game animals. If the spirit was 

successful , the animal , its soul already dead , would be eas

il y found and slain by the human hunter the following 

day. At the conclusion of a successful hunt, the hunter pre

sented a small portion of the meat to the aripa to thank 

the spirit for its assistance.5 Aripa played a similar role in 

the pursuit of human enemies. Before embarking on a 

raid , the men involved each made offerings to their indi

vidual aripa and departed from the men 's house, leaving a 

young boy behind as an "observer." Guided by a potent 

female being known as "the mother of the men 's house," 

the spirits of the aripa formed a supernatural raiding 

party, which attacked and slew the souls of the enemy, 

ensuring victory.6 When the aripa returned , the boy over

heard their conversation and instructed the men on how 

best to stage the raid .7 

A man 's aripa was kept in the men 's house throughout 

his life, hidden from the view of women and children . At 

death , however, the image, accompanied b the bones 

and personal effects of the deceased, was taken to a rock

shelter, where it was placed alongside the aripa of other 

departed hunters and other sacred carvings (see cat. 

nos. 21 , 22).8 Serving as temporary campsites and places of 

23 

remembrance, these rock-shelters were open to the entire 

com mu nit and the once-secret aripa images were visible 

to all .9 However, at times a particular! effective aripa 

might later be taken from the rock-shelter and returned to 

the men 's house, where it was enlivened with a new tite 
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and resumed its former role.10 A number of old aripa , 

including the present work, show evidence of more recent 

re painting, suggesting that they may have been reused in 

this way.11 

The aripa are highly stylized human images that depict 

both the external and the internal anatomy of their sub

jects.12 Although the head and single leg are fully modeled 

and comparatively naturalistic, the armless body is shown 

as if in cross section, revealing the internal organs 

enclosed within a spinelike dorsal line (mosa lese) at the 

back and a thin bar at the front representing the abdomi

nal wall (umute).13 The designs on the squarish form at the 

top of the body cavity represent the heart-lung complex 

(yamali) and other internal organs, and the pendulous, 

serrated form depicts the intestines (ishe) and likely the 

splayed rib cage, which is rotated ninety degrees. Similar 

"X- ray" images appear in the majority of lnyai-Ewa figures 

as well as in the yipwon images of the neighboring Yimam 

people (see cat. no. 24). 

1. Kaufmann 2003, p. 59. 

2. Ibid ., pp. 62, 66-67. 

3. Ibid ., p. 47. 

4. Ibid ., p. 65; Kocher Schmid 1985, pp. 200- 201 , no. 131; Smidt 

199oa, ~ 298, nQ 112. 

5. Kaufmann 2003, pp. 22-23, 65- 66 ; Kocher Schmid 1985, pp. 200-

201, no. 131 ; Smidt 199oa, p. 298, no. 112. 

6. Kaufmann 2003, p. 64 . 

7. Christian Kaufmann , personal communication , 2007. 

8. Kaufmann 2003, pp. 23-24, 61 , 66- 67; Kocher Schmid 1985, 

pp. 200- 201 , no. 131 ; Smidt 199oa, p. 298, no. 112. 

9. Kaufmann 2003, pp. 22, 52. 

10. Ibid ., pp. 24 , 63 ; Smidt 199oa, p. 298, no. 112. 

11. Smidt 199oa, p. 298, no. 112. 

12. Kaufmann 2003, p. 12. 

13. Ibid ., pp. 12, 53. 

24. FIGURE (Yipwon) 

New Guinea, middle Sepik region, Korewori River, Yimam 

people 

19th century or earlier 

Wood 

H. 86 in. (218.4 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1965 

1978.412.854 

Purchased in 1964 from Father Heinemans of the Catholic 

Mission, Wewak, Papua New Guinea 

Admired by Western artists for their radical conception of 

the human form , the distinctive one-legged hook figures 

(yipwon) of the Korewori River region caused a sensation 

when the first examples reached the West in the 195os.1 
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Created by the Yimam people, the figures occur in two dis

tinct sizes. Large-scale images, such as the present work, 

were owned by clans or subclans and kept in the men 's 

ceremonial house, where they stood leaning against the 

back wall , the most sacred area of the house's inner sanc

tum.2 Smaller examples were owned by individuals, who 

carried them as personal amulets and hunting charms.3 In 

former times the large yipwon figures played a central role 

in hunting and warfare.4 Depicting primordial ancestral 

spirits, the figures served as vessels into which the spirits 

were summoned before a hunt or raid. Each yipwon bore 

an individual name and often had a close relationship 

with one of the senior men from the associated clan. 5 

Much of the time the yipwon were considered inani

mate objects.6 Before a raid or hunt, the man most closely 

associated with the image activated it by chewing a magi

cally powerful mixture of betel nut and ginger, combined 

with a small amount of his own blood and substances 

derived from the intended victim or game. The resulting 

liquid was applied to the yipwon, which was also rubbed 

with stinging nettles to make it supernaturally "hot."' As 

the spirit entered the figure, it frequently possessed the 

man, speaking through him to the assembled men.8 If the 

spirit approved of their plans, the yipwon image (perhaps 

held by the attendant while in a trance) was said to turn in 

the direction of the village to be attacked or the location 

where game would be found .9 In times of war the spirit 

then left the figure and journeyed to the enemy village, 

creating confusion and killing some of the enemy's souls, 

so that the opponents could be easily slain in the ensuing 

attack.'0 If the yipwon was successful the returning men 

showed their gratitude to the spirit by smearing it with the 

blood of the victims, or offering it a small portion of the 

game.11 If a yipwon failed, the image was abandoned , left 

to stand neglected in the men's house or discarded in the 

surrounding forest. 12 

According to oral tradition, yipwon first came into 

being in the primordial creation period when the sun , 

then living on earth, carved the first slit gong (see cat. no. 

42) from the body of a woman who had metamorphosed 

into a tree. The discarded chips of wood from the slit gong 

were transformed into yipwon spirits, the children of the 

sun, who lived with their father in the mens house. One 

day, when the sun was out hunting, one of his male rela

tives, who had heard the slit gong playing, came to the 

men 's house to see it. The yipwon invited him in to look, 

but as he bent down to inspect the gong, they stabbed him 

with a spear. Mortally wounded he staggered outside and 

died, and the yipwon dismembered him, drank his blood , 
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and danced around the body. The sun 's mother, the moon, 

hearing the noise, turned around and saw what the yip

won had done. Terrified at having been caught, the yipwon 

figures grew stiff with fear and tied back into the men's 

house, where they leaned against the back wall , stretched 

out their bodies, and were transformed into wood figures. 

Returning to find his relative dead and the yipwon unre

sponsive, the sun, enraged , ascended into the sk , leav

ing the yipwon figures behind to help humans in warfare 

and hunting.13 

Like the ancient aripa images of the lnyai-Ewa (cat. no. 

23). yipwon figures reveal elements of both the internal 

and the external anatomy of their supernatural subjects. 

The facial features are highly stylized, with bulbous, pro

jecting foreheads and strongly prognathous jaws. The head 

is bracketed by a crescent-shaped form , likely representing 

the arm, which reaches up to touch the chin (shown with a 

long, sharply pointed beard), and a hooklike crest, v hich is 

often interpreted as a feather. 14 The central section of the 

body consists of a series of opposed concentric hooks, rep

resenting the ribs, surrounding a central element depict

ing the heart (marbir).15 The figures stand atop a single leg 

with a prominent ftexed knee. This example ma also orig

inally have had a foot , ' hich has since been lost. Impor

tant and effective yipwon images were preserved and 

handed down for generations, and the eroded surface and 

deep black patina on the present work both suggest that it 

is of considerable age.16 

1. The painter 1atta (Roberto 1atta Echaurren , 1911-2002) is knOI n 

to have owned several yipwon (Friede 2005, ol. 2, p. 125, no. 266). 

2. Forge 1960, p. 6; Haberland 1968, p. iii ; Kocher Schmid 1985, 

p. 199, no. 125: Smidt 199oa, p. 282, no. 106; Friede 2005, ol. 2, 

p. 125, no. 266. 

3. Haberland 1964, p. 56; Haberland and Seyfarth 1974, p. 366 ; 

Kocher Schmid 1985, p. 199, no. 125; Smidt 199oa, p. 282, no. 107. 

4. Haberland 1964, p. 56 ; Haberland 1968, p. i; Haberland and Se -

farth 1974, pp. 364-65. 

5. Haberland 1964, p. 56 ; Smidt 199oa, pp. 282, 284, no. 107. 

6. Kocher Schmid 1985, p. 199, no. 125; Smidt 199oa, p. 282, no. 10 . 

7. Haberland 1964, p. 5 ; Haberland 1968, p. iii ; Haberland and Se -

farth 1974, p. 367; Kocher Schmid 1985, pp. 199-200, no. 125; 

Sm idt 199oa, pp. 282, 284 , no. 107. 

8. Haberland 1964, p. 5 . 

9. Forge 1960. p. 6; Smidt 199oa, pp. 282 , 284, no. 10 . 

10. Smidt 199oa, pp. 282, 284, no. 10 . 

11 . Haberland 1964, p. 57; Smidt 199oa, p. 284, no. 10 . 

12. Smidt 199oa, p. 285, no. 10 . 

13. Haberland 1964, pp. 57-61 ; Haberland 1968, pp. x- xiii ; Smidt 

199oa, pp. 284-85, no. 107. 

14. Forge 1960, p. 7; Kocher Schmid 1985, pp. 199-200, no. 125; Smidt 

199oa, p. 280, no. 106. 

15. Haberland 1964, p. 56 ; Haberland and Seyfarth 1974, pp. 368-69, 

pl. 79 ; Smidt 199oa, p. 280, no. 106. 

16. Kocher Schmid 1985, p. 199, no. 125. 
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25 . CROCODILE FIGURE (Taki ) 

New Guinea, middle Sepik region, Korewori River, Ambonwari 
village, Karawari people 
19th or early 20th century 
Wood, paint 
L. 25ft. (nm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of Nelson 
A. Rockefeller, 1969 
1978.412.843a, b 
Ex coll.: Museum der Kulturen, Basel, Switzerland, collected by 
Alfred Buhler, 1959, from Father Heinemans of the Catholic 
Mission, Wewak, Papua New Guinea 

In former times the most sacred objects of the Karawari 

people, who live along the middle reaches of the Korewori 

River, were massive crocodile figures. Measuring twenty

five feet (7.7 meters) in length , the present work would 

have eq ua I led even the largest crocodiles that I u rked in 

the waters nearby. These remarkable images are among 

the rarest forms of Sepik sculpture, and only roughly six

teen examples survive.' Referred to in general as taki- the 

same term is used for living crocodiles- each image also 

had a personal name relating to a specific totemic being 

from the creation period , who may also have been a clan 

ancestor, and only the two oldest clans in a given village 

were permitted to possess these powerf u I crocodile 

images.2 Displayed in pairs on long, low benches in the 

men's ceremonial house, the taki were said to represent 

two primordia l brothers.3 

Like the figures of other Korewori peoples (cat. nos. 23 , 

24), crocodi le effigies were used in war magic. According 

to the men of Ambonwari village, where the present 

work was col lected , the spirit of the taki "can appear in 

dreams to stir up thoughts of war. He can think and speak 
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and let the important men know which village to attack, 

and how many inhabitants to kill. " 4 In preparation for a 

raid , men in some villages stuffed the holes in the croco

dile's sides with betel nuts, ginger and other spices, and 

leaves, which they later chewed and applied to the tips of 

their spears, making them su pernatu ra I ly powerfu I. 5 In 

some cases warriors inserted poles into the holes and 

lifted the figure from the ground, carrying it for a short 

dis ta nee in the di red ion of the enemy vi I I age. Placed back 

on the ground, the crocodile was said to emit a series of 

taps indicating the number of enemy heads that would be 

taken . Upon the raiders' return from a successful attack, 

the heads were placed in the crocodile 's jaws and its body 

daubed with the victims' blood .6 Though obtained from 

enemies, the heads, once captured , were believed to 

impart their supernatural powers to the victors' commu

nity. Thus, the crocodile images, through their association 

with warfare and head-hunting, ensured the continuing 

fertility and prosperity of the village. 

These enormous crocodile effigies were also used as 

part of male initiation rites. During the initiations of the 

Mekmek (a neighboring group who created closely similar 

crocodile images), the heavy wood crocodiles, concealed in 

the men 's house, were lifted into the air by groups of men 

who stood underneath , their bodies hidden from view by 

decorations (probably strips of palm leaves) attached to 

the lower edges of the figures. When the crocodile was 

raised into position , other men inserted sacred bamboo 

flutes into the four holes in the crocodile 's sides. The 

sounds of the flutes resonating within the sacred image 

represented the roar of the crocodile . Emanating from the 

men 's house, the roar signaled the moment when the initi

ates were being devoured by the crocodile being. Hearing 

25, detail 



the sound , the women gathered outside ceremonially wept 

for their sons within .7 

1. Buhler 1961 ; Newton 1967, nos. 94, 95; Smidt 199oa, p. 270, no. 103. 
2. Smidt 199oa, p. 272, no. 103. 

3. Buhler 1961 , pp. 199- 200; Smidt 199oa, p. 272, no. 103. 

4. Smidt 199oa, p. 273, no. 103. 

5. Buhler 1961 , pp. 199-200; Smidt 199oa, p. 273, no. 103. 

6. Buhler 1961 , pp. 199- 200 ; Smidt 199oa, p. 273, no. 103. 

7. Buhler 1961 , pp. 199-200; Smidt 199oa, p. 272, no. 103. 

26. DAGGER 

New Guinea, Sepik region, 

Torice/li Mountains, Sunuhu 

village, Kwanga people 

Late 19th- early 20th century 

Cassowary bone, pigment 

H. 145/a in. (37- 1 cm) 

Rogers Fund, 1974 

1974.29.1 H 
Ex coll.: Robert McLennan 

Warriors in the Sepik region 

formerly employed a variety 

of weapons, most of which , 

such as spears and arrows, 

were intended to strike the 

enemy from some distance. 

However, men also carried 

daggers for use in close com

bat. With blunt edges but 

finely sharpened tips, dag

gers were exclusively stab

bing weapons and were often 

used to deliver the coup de 

grace to an enemy felled by 

other weapons; at times 

they were utilized in more 

st ea I thy acts of assassi na

tion .' Beyond their practical 

function , daggers were super

naturally powerful objects 

that frequently played impor

tant roles in male initiation 

and other rituals.2 Highly 

ornate examples, such as the 
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present work, which has a relatively blunt tip, may have been 

created solely as ceremonial objects or personal ornaments.3 

Like this example, the majority of daggers in the Sepik 

region were fashioned from the leg bones of cassowaries, 

large ostrich like birds that roam the forests of New Guinea. 

In rare instances, they were made from the femurs of 

ancestors or enemies.4 Hard and durable, cassowary bone 

was an ideal material for daggers, but it was likely prized 

for its supernatural properties as well. The cassowary plays 

a central role in the origin traditions of a number of Sepik 

peoples. In some instances, a primordial cassowary

woman is said to have created both the world and the first 

human beings. 5 Whether a primeval ancestor or a living 

bird , all cassowaries are believed to be female, and the 

fleshy wattles that hang from their neck are identified as 

breasts. 6 However, the powerful , dangerous birds simulta

neously embody aggressiveness, the ideal quality sought 

by a male warrior. - Through the use of its bones, artists and 

warriors likely sought to impart to themselves aspects of 

both the ancestral power and the ferocity of the cassowary. 

The present dagger was carved by an artist from 

Sunuhu village, which lies at the eastern edge of the lands 

of the Kwanga people. Among the Kwanga, bone daggers 

appear to have been confined almost exclusively to the 

eastern region , and their imagery reflects strong artistic 

influences from the neighboring Abelam , Arapesh , and 

mountain Boiken peoples.8 The upper portion of the grip 

is adorned with a highly stylized human figure, from 

whose head two scroll-like motifs emerge to form a trian

gular headdress, closel y similar to those worn by 

nggwalndu (clan spirits) in Abelam art. The pointed-oval 

shape of the body also resembles those of Abelam and 

llahita Arapesh images. Instead of legs, the lower end of 

the body has a second head , clad in a similar headdress. 

The significance of this double-headed image is unknown, 

but it may portray, in highly abstract form , the union of 

powerful male and female beings. A row of three smaller 

figures, reminiscent of those that once appeared on the 

lintel of the men 's ceremonial house in Sunuhu , appears 

below.9 The precise identity and significance of the 

three figures are uncertain , but, like the larger figure 

on the grip, they probably represent potent supernatu

ral beings. 

1. Newton 1989 , p. 307. 
2. See Forge 1970, p. 277; Tu zin 1980, pp. 229-30, 239 - 40; 

Hause r-Schau bl in 1989 b, p. 117; ewton 1989, pp. 307, 310. 

3. Fried e 2005, vol. 2, pp. 134-35, nos. 316, 318; Christian Kaufmann , 

personal co mmunication , 2007. 

4. Newton 1989, p. 307. 

5. I bid ., pp. 309- 10. 

6. I bid ., p. 305. 
7. Ibid. , pp. 310- 11 . 

8. I bid ., pp. 318, 322 

9. Ibid. , p. 318. 
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27. FIGURE (Nggwalndu) 

New Guinea, Sepik region, Prince Alexander Mountains, Wingei 

village, Abe/am people 
19th-early 20th century 
Wood, paint 

H. 10 ft. 11 in. (3.3 m) 

Gift of Evelyn A.). Hall, 1981 

1981.415.1 

The Abelam people of the Prince Alexander Mountains, 

north of the middle Sepik River, practice perhaps the 

longest and most spectacular initiation cycle of any New 

Guinea people. Beginning in early childhood , each Abelam 

male must pass through a sequence of eight separate initi

ation rites, requiring some twenty to thirty years to com

plete, before he is considered a fully initiated man.1 Held 

in the men 's ceremonial house (korombo), each successive 

ritual typically requires both a physical ordeal and the 

viewing of increasingly elaborate displays of sacred objects 

(maira) set up by the initiators in specially constructed 

chambers in the men 's house. 2 These objects include bril

liantly colored figures and paintings representing the pow

erful clan spirits known as nggwalndu as well as other 

beings. As he begins each successive rite, the initiate is 

informed that he has previously been tricked-that the 

sacred displays he viewed before are not the "real " ones 

and that this time he will be shown the true sacred 

objects.3 This process continues until , in the final rites, the 

initiate is shown the largest, and most important, of all 

the sacred nggwalndu images.4 

Carved from a single massive tree trunk and ranging 

from eight to twelve feet (2.5-3.5 meters) in height, the 

largest nggwalndu images, such as the present example, 

are often displayed in a reclining position during the final 

initiation rite. Although nggwalndu images are often strik

ing works of sculpture, to the Abelam their efficacy lies in 

the bright polychrome paints applied to their surfaces. 

Among the Abelam, paint is considered a magical sub

stance, from which the figures' power and beauty derive.5 

When preparing each initiatory display, the initiators con

struct a chamber within the korombo whose walls and ceil

ing a re Ii ned with dozens of paintings and wood figures 

depicting nggwalndu and other beings surrounding the 

large central nggwalndu figures. Working together, the 

artists creating the display consciously strive to achieve a 

magnificence that overwhelms the viewer with the com

plexity, scale, and brilliant colors of the sacred display 

(see fig. 25) . 6 

In its emphasis on visual magnificence, Abelam initia

tion differs from that of many other Sepik peoples. In most 
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Sepik societies, male initiation involves extensive instruc

tion of the initiates in clan oral traditions, the use and 

manufacture of ceremonial objects, and other religious 

esoterica. Abela m initiations, by contrast, a re pri ma ri ly 

experiential in nature. The religious experience comes not 

through formal religious instruction but from viewing the 

sacred displays whose nature and meaning are not 

explained to the initiates.7 It is only months or years later, 

as young boys assist their fathers in dismantling the dis

plays or, as initiators themselves, participate in their con

struction , that the Abelam learn the specific identities of 

the nggwalndu involved and the details of building the 

displays in which they are revealed. 8 

The imagery of the figures unites the three central ele

ments of Abelam male religious life: men, nggwalndu, and 

long yams (see cat. no. 29). 9 Although the nggwalndu have 

many different manifestations, in art they are represented 

in the same fashion: as vigorous men in full ceremonial 

dress.10 As one Abelam artist noted , "All those carved and 

painted objects are marvelous and holy. But the most mar

velous and beautiful thing of all is a man with body deco

rations, adorned with flowers and feathers." 11 In Abelam 

art, men, figures, and sacred long yams (wapi) all wear dis-

Fig. 25. A richly decorated 
Abe/am initiation chamber 
inside the men 's house 
(korom bo) in the village of 
Bongiora, 1974. The focus of 
the display is two massive 
nggwalndu figures, which are 
shown in a reclining position 
at the center. Photo: Fred and 
Ne/ Gerrits 

tinctive triangular headdresses as well as elaborate face 

paint and body ornaments. 12 The nggwa!ndu images typi

cally consist of complete human figures, but occasionally, 

as here, they are more abstract compositions, with large 

heads and stylized bodies adorned with a diversity of 

smaller images.13 The present work retains much of its cer

emonial paint ; the eyes and headdress are accented with 

washing blue, an early form of clothes whitener intro

duced by European traders and used by many Melanesian 

artists to create a rich cobalt blue paint. Two large hook

like shapes loom over the spirit 's head. These represent 

the heads and beaks of horn bills, large forest birds that 

are among the most important totemic species (djambu). 14 

The body of the figure is adorned with numerous smaller 

human images wearing the distinctive triangular wakan 

headdress and other ceremonial regalia , which are likely 

other manifestations of the nggwa!ndu. Impressive even 

now, when freshly painted and set amid the scores of bril

liantly colored paintings and figures that lined the initia

tion chamber, their otherworldly features lit by the 

flickering fire, this monumental nggwa!ndu image must 

truly have inspired awe. 

1. Forge 1970, pp. 273, 275, 278. 

2. Kaberr 1940-41 , p. 357; Forge 1971 , p. 299 ; Losche 1982, pp. 51-

54; Smidt and file Guigan 1993, pp. 130-31. 

3. Forge 1967, p. 68; Forge 1970, pp. 272-n 

4. Kaberr 1940-41 , p. 243 ; Forge 1967, p. 69 ; Forge 1970, p. 273; 

Forge 1971 , p. 293 ; Hauser-Schau bl in 1989a, p. 278; Smidt and 

Mc Guigan 1993, p. 131 ; Losche 1997, p. 44. 

5. Forge 1962, p. 13 ; Forge 1970, pp. 279-80 , 288 ; Forge 1973, 

p. 174. 

6. Forge 1967, p. 81 ; Losche 1997, pp. 44-45. 

7. Forge 1970, p. 288. 

8. Ibid. , p. 278. 

9. Ibid ., p. 280. 

10. Ibid ., pp. 280-81. 

11. Hauser-Schau bl in 1985, p. 28; Smidt and 1c Guigan 1993, p. 123. 

12. Hauser-Schaublin 1994, pp. 141-44. 

13. Forge 1970, p. 280. 

14. See Kaberr 1940-41 , p. 254 ; Forge 1971 , pp. 310-12. 
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28. FEMALE FIGURE (Tetepeku) 

New Guinea, Sepik region, Prince Alexander Moun

tains, Abe/am people 

19th or early 20th century 

Wood, paint 

H. 42 '/z in . (108 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, 

Purchase, Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1962 

1978.412.819 

The sacred displays and sculptures of the complex 

male initiation cycle of the Abelam people (see 

cat. no. 27) are often suffused with female sym

bolism and imagery. The men 's ceremonial house 

(korombo) is seen as a female entity. The brightly 

painted panels that line the initiation chamber 

within are referred to as women 's string bags 

(wut) and the chamber itself is likened by some 

scholars to the womb. 1 In the highest initiation 

rites, tetepeku , slender female images with long 

legs spread wide, are erected inside the korombo 

above the main entrance and also above the 

entrance to the interior passages and initiation 

chamber.2 As the initiates enter the house or initi

ation chamber, they stoop or crawl beneath the 

tetepeku , emerging from between its legs to enter 

the sacred space beyond , an act that likely sym

bolizes the rebirth of the novices as initiated 

men.3 To the uninitiated , not yet entitled to enter, 

the tetepeku is known as "she who blocks the 

road ," and the space between the figure 's legs is 

often closed off by her "string bag," made from 

the barklike petioles of sago palms, which serves 

as a door.4 Beyond the tetepeku , the full splendor of 

the initiation chamber, with its brilliantly colored 

paintings, carvings, and massive effigies of the 

clan spirits (nggwalndu), is revealed (see fig . 25). 

Although somewhat smaller in scale than other exam

ples, this striking female figure is almost certainly a tete

peku . Carved fully in the round , it exhibits the bold , 

volumetric style characteristic of early Abelam sculpture; 

the features of later examples are considerably broader, 

flatter, and more schematically rendered. 5 Like all Abelam 

wood images, when in use it would have been brightly 

painted with the rich red , yellow, black, and white pig

ments favored by Abelam artists.6 Often preserved and 

reused for decades, Abelam figures were carefully washed 

in running streams to remove both the physical and the 

magical traces of their earlier paint and then freshly 

painted each time they were installed in a new initiation 
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display. 7 Bearing evidence of many layers of paint, this 

venerable female figure likely witnessed the transforma

tion of many generations of novices into initiated men. 

1. Forge 1967, p. 70; Hauser-Schaublin 1996, pp. 97, 99. 

2. See Heermann 1983, pp. 131-35. 

3. Ibid ., p. 136; Kocher Schmid 1985, p. 195, no. 108. 

4. Heermann 1983, p. 136. 

5. Forge 1967, p. 83 . 

6. See Forge 1962, p. 13 ; Forge 1970, pp. 279-80, 288; Forge 1973, 

p. 174. 

7. Forge 1967, p. 75; Forge 1970, p. 280. 
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29 . YAM MASK 

New Guinea, Sepik region, Prince Alexander Mountains, 

Abe/am people 

Early to mid-20th century 

Fiber, paint 

H. 25 in. (63 .5 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1965 

1978.412 .858 

Acquired in 1964 from Father Heinemans of the Catholic 

Mission, Wewak, Papua New Guinea 

In addition to the complex cycle of male initiations, the 

second major theme of Abelam religious life is the growth 

and ceremonial exchange of long yams. ' The Abelam rec

ognize and cultivate two distinct categories of yams, a 

small variet used as ordinary food and long yams-mas

sive tubers that commonl attain lengths of six to nine feet 

(1.8- 2.7 meters) and , in exceptional cases, can be up to 

twelve feet (3.7 meters) long. 2 An Abelam man 's social sta

tus is determined not only b his abilities as an orator and , 

formerly, a warrior ; it is also, quite literal! , measured by 

his success in growing long yams.3 The cultivation of long 

yams is a sacred activity, surrounded by magic and ritual 

restridion. 4 It is also highl competitive. Each man has a 

permanent exchange partner (chambera), to whom he 

presents his longest and largest yams following the annual 

harvest, receiving those of his partner in return .5 As the 

massive yams are presented , they are measured and their 
29 

Fig. 26. A decorated long yam 

on display during an Abe/am 

yam-exchange ceremony, late 

1950s or early 1960s. Sus

pended from a supporting 

pole, the massive tuber, only a 

portion of which is visible 

here, is adorned with a bas

ketry yam mask and orna

ments made from shell, 

feathers, and other materials. 

Photo: Anthony Forge. From 

Forge 1966, pl. 5 
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dimensions carefully noted. Men who are able to present 

their chambera with longer yams than they receive gain 

prestige and renown , while the reputations of those who 

repeatedly fail to do so are correspondingly diminished .6 

In contrast to male initiation , the exchange of long 

yams is a highly public affair in which each man brings his 

best tubers to be displayed on the village dancing ground 

(amei) in front of the men 's ceremonial house. Lavishly 

decorated , the largest examples are suspended in a reclin

ing position from long poles, and crowds of people from 

the village and neighboring communities gather to witness 

the spectacle and inspect the achievements of the yam 

growers.7 The cultivation of long yams is under the patron

age of wapinyan, beings who are manifestations of the 

powerful clan spirits known as nggwalndu , whose images 

lie at the center of the male-initiation cycle (see cat. no. 

27).8 The enormous yams are regarded not as tubers but as 

living supernatural beings with humanlike qualities, able 

to hear and smell but lacking the powers of movement 

and speech, and the largest examples are named after the 

nggwalndu of the owner's clan.9 During the rites the yams 

are essentially transformed into ornate anthropomorphic 

images, which , like wood nggwalndu figures, are decorated in 

the manner of men in full ceremonial regalia (see fig. 26).'0 

The "heads " of the enormous tubers are adorned with 

specially made yam masks of basketry or wood, which are 

created exclusively for this purpose and never worn by 

humans.11 Like the present work, yam masks typically con

sist of highly stylized human faces crowned by the distinc

tive triangular ceremonial headdresses worn by Abelam 

men.12 Below the mask the "bodies" of the yams are richly 

embellished with men 's ceremonial ornaments, such as 

shell rings and feather plumes, as well as more ephemeral 

decorations of leaves, flowers, and brightly colored fruits. 13 

In some cases the yams are further embellished with the 

body-paint patterns worn by dancers at initiation celebra

tions.14 The shared imagery of the decorated long yams, 

human performers, and wood images reflects the spiritual 

unity among yams, men, and nggwalndu in Abelam cos

mology.15 Once displayed in all their finery, the long yams 

are presented to the exchange partner. The masks and 

ornaments are removed , and the yams are eaten or placed 

in the village storehouses. 

1. Forge 1970, p. 272. 
2. Forge 1962, p. 10; Forge 1970, p. 272. The smaller yams are of the 

species Dioscorea esculenta; the long yam , Dioscorea ala ta. 
3. Forge 1962, p. 10. 
4. Kaberry 1940-41 , p. 356; Forge 1962, p. 10; Forge 1970, p. 272; 

Forge 1971, p. 307. 
5. Kaberry 1940-41, p. 355; Forge 1962, p. 10; Losche 1982, pp. 22, 35. 
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6. Forge 1962, p. 10; Forge 1971 , pp. 307-8; Losche 1982, pp. 22- 23, 35 

7. Kaberry 1940-41 , p. 356; Forge 1962, p. 10; Losche 1982, p. 22; 

Hauser-Schaublin 1994, p. 144. 

8. Forge 1971 , p. 308. 
9. Kaberry 1940- 41 , p. 355; Forge 1962, p. 10; Forge 1971, p. 308; 

Hauser-Schaublin 1994, pp. 142-44. 
10. Forge 1970, p. 280; Forge 1971 , p. 308; Hauser-Schaublin 1994, p. 142. 

11 . Kaberry 1940-41 , p. 356; Forge 1970, p. 272. 
12. See Hauser-Schau bl in 1994, pp. 141-42, 144 . 

13. Kaberry 1940-41 , p. 356; Koch 1968, pp. 82-83, no. 192. 

14. Losche 1982, p. 21. 
15. Kaberry 1940-41 , p. 356; Forge 1970, p. 280; Forge 1973, p. 177. 

30. SHELL RING (Yua) 

New Guinea, Sepik region, Prince Alexander Mountains, Abe/am 

people 
19th-early 20th century 
Tridacna shell 
Diam. gin. (22.9 cm) 
Purchase, The Fred and Rita Richman Family Foundation Gift, 

2005 
2005.219 

Fashioned from the hard , marblelike shell of the giant 

clam, shell rings (yua) were, and to some extent remain, 

the primary form of wealth among the Abelam people.1 

Obtained through trade with neighboring groups, yua vary 

from small rings only a few inches in diameter to massive 

examples more than a foot (30.5 cm) across.2 Ceremonial 

valuables rather than ordinary currency, yua were dis

played or exchanged as part of most major ceremonies 

and life-passage rites and were valued according to their 

size, age, whiteness, and regularity of form and texture.3 

The largest and most prized examples bore individual 

names and histories and were often passed down as heir

looms-tangible symbols of the transmission of the 

power and authority of the ancestors from one genera

tion to the next.4 So highly prized are the yua that an 

Abelam man, when wishing to emphasize the status of 

another man and his affection for him, will address him 

as "wuna yua" (my ring).5 

Gifts or displays of yua accompany an individual 

throughout his or her life. At birth a ring is presented to 

the child's maternal uncle who, in the case of young boys, 

will later help guide him through the complex cycle of 

male initiations.6 At marriage the groom presents yua to 

the bride's parents, the number of rings he is able to give 

becoming a lifelong source of pride.7 At death, gifts of yua 

help ease the passage of the spirit into the next world. A 

dead person's spirit is believed initially to be weak, and a 

ring, presented to the deceased 's maternal relatives, 



ensures that the spirits of the mother's 

clan will "wash" the newly dead 's spirit 

and watch over it until it becomes strong 

enough to join the company of its 

father's ancestors.8 In more sinister con

texts yua can also be used as payment 

to specialists in malevolent magic.9 

Beyond their roles in individual 

lives, shell rings play an integral role in 

village ceremonial life and serve as 

symbols of the strength and wealth of 

the community. 10 At the dedication of a 

new men 's house (korombo) vast num

bers of rings are displayed on a fence 

erected in front of the facade (see fig . 

27). 11 The rings are used , on occasion , 

to pay carvers for creating the initia

tion figures (see cat. nos. 27, 28) in the 

korombo .12 At some initiation rites, 

large numbers of yua are laid on the 30 

ground around the sacred nggwalndu 

carvings (see cat. no. 27), which form the focus of the 

elaborate initiation display.13 At times some of the rings for 

the initiation display are lent by neighboring villages and 

are shown with a cassowar -bone dagger (see cat. no. 26) 

placed through the center as a symbol of peace and coop

eration between allies. Imbued with supernatural power 

by their presence in the ceremony the loaned rings are 

later taken home and washed in coconut milk, which is 

sprinkled on the local men 's house, sacred carvings, and 

yams, transferring the power to the local community.14 

1 Forge 1962 , p. 10. The species used are identified as Tridacna gigas 
and , possibly, Hippopus hippopus (Koch 1968, pp. 82-83, nos. 192, 

193). 
2. Kaberr 1940-41 . p. 352. 
3. Ibid .; Hauser-Schaublin 1996, p. 101 . 

4. Ka berry 1940-41 , p. 352; Hauser-Schau bl in 1996, p. 101 . 

5. Kaberr 1940-41 , p. 352. 
6. I bid. , p. 245; Forge 1970, p. 275. 
7. Kaberr 1940-41 . pp. 250-52 , 361 ; Hauser-Schaublin 1996, p. 101. 

8. Kaberr 1940-41 , pp. 245 , 362. 

9. Ibid ., pp. 352, 365. 
10. Smidt and 1c Guigan 1993, p. 133. 
11 . Kaberr 1940- 41 , p. 358; Hauser-Schaublin 1996, p. 100. 

12. Forge 1967, p. 79. 
13. Smidt and Mc Guigan 1993, p. 133. 

14. Forge 1970, p. 277. 

Fig. 27 The inauguration of a 
northern Abe/am men's cere
monial house. As part of the 
festivities, vast numbers of 
valuable shell rings are dis
played in front of the house 
facade, beneath the looming 
faces of the clan spirits 
(ngg\ alnduJ. Photo: }Org 
Hauser, Gottingen 
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31. HEAD FOR YAM CEREMONY (Yena) 

New Guinea, upper Sepik region, Washkuk Hills, Yau village, 

Yasyin-Mayo people 

19th-early 20th century 

Wood, paint 

H. 42 in. (106.7 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Mr. and Mrs. Wallace K. Harrison Gift, 1974 

1978.412.1699 

32. FIGURE FOR YAM CEREMONY (Mindja or 

amarki) 

New Guinea, upper Sepik region, Washkuk Hills, probably 

Nukuma people 

19th-early 20th century 

Wood, paint 

H. 53 '.14 in. (135.3 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1965 

1978.412.848 

Living in and around the Washkuk Hills, north of the 

upper Sepik River, the Kwoma , Nukuma, and Yasyin-Mayo 

peoples share a distinctive artistic tradition , centering on 

an annual ritual cycle devoted to the cultivation of yams.1 

A ceremonial as well as a staple food , yams are planted only 

by senior initiated men. 2 Endowed with supernatural 

properties, the tubers cannot be eaten until the spirits 

(sikilowas) responsible for their growth and, more generally, 

for the welfare of the community have been appropriately 

honored.3 Following the yam harvest, the sikilowas are ide

ally celebrated in a sequence of three ceremonies, yena ma, 

mindja ma, and noukwi, each of which involves the con

struction of an elaborate ceremonial display of yams, 

accompanied by a specific type of figure (see fig. 28).4 

The first of the rites, yena ma, centers on the yena, styl

ized oval heads set on long necklike stalks.5 This yena head 

(cat. no. 31), with its strongly protruding brow and long, 

pendulous nose, comes from the Yaysin-Mayo region and 

retains its bright polychrome paint, which was renewed 

each ti me the image was used. 6 During the yen a ceremony, 

a group of yena heads, each portraying an individual , 

named spirit, is mounted atop the kobo, a large, basketlike 

structure containing a portion of the yam crop. Lavishly 

decorated in beards and hair made from white chicken 

feathers, cassowary-feather capes, and a diversity of other 

ornaments, as many as twenty yena images may appear in a 

single ceremony.7 Each belongs to a specific clan and is either 

male or female, depending on the specific spirit it portrays.8 
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The second ceremony, mindja ma, involves the display 

of a different type of image, the mindja, in which the 

head, resembling that of the yena carvings, appears with a 

long, slablike body, from which a series of archlike forms 

emerge.9 During the rites a single pair of mindja images, 

representing two male sikilowas, is displayed on a koho 

similar to that constructed for the yena heads.'0 The mindja 

portray powerful water spirits who live in lakes and whose 

forms can sometimes be glimpsed just below the surface 

of the water but who are also associated with the sky. 11 The 

bodies of the mindja, as in the Nukuma example seen 

here (cat. no. 32), are adorned with triangular motifs, 

which enclose a series of white diamond-shaped forms 

representing banana leaves (yerapuk). 12 The undulating 

forms that emerge from the center depict the coils of a snake 

(yerakwant) .'3 Combining elements of humans, reptiles, and 

plants into a single image, the form of the mindja images 

masterfully embodies the otherworldly qualities of the pow

erful supernatural beings they portray. Open only to the 

most senior initiated men, the third and final ceremony, 

noukwi, involves the display of stylized female figures. 14 

1. Newton 1971, pp. 82-83; Newton, Jones, and Ezra 1987, p. 28 , 
no. 16. 

2. Bowden 1983, p. 52 . 

3. Newton 1971 , p. 84 ; Bowden 1983, pp. 91-92, 95-100. 
4. Whiting and Reed 1938, pp. 194-95; Kaufmann 1968; Newton 

1971, pp. 82-105; Bowden 1983. Bowden , Kaufmann , and Newton 
provide extensive descriptions of the ceremonies and their associ
ated art forms. I have used Kaufmann 's spellings of the names of 
the ceremonies and objects. 

5. Newton 1971, p. 84. 
6. Bowden 1983, p. 65. 

7. Newton 1971 , p. 85; Bowden 1983, p. 68. 
8. Newton 1971, p. 84 ; Bowden 1983, p. 91 . 
9. Newton 1971, p. 86. 

10. Ibid .; Bowden 1983, p. 73 . Representing a pair, the same two 
mindja images are always displayed together (Bowden 1983 , p. 73). 

11. Newton 1971, p. 87. 
12. Origi nally attributed to the Yasyin-Mayo, the present work is likely 

of Nukuma origin (Christian Kaufmann , personal communication , 
2007). 

13. Newton 1967, no. 19; Newton 1971, p. 87. 
14. Newton 1971 , pp. 84 , 88-89; Bowden 1983, pp. 77-83. 

Fig. 28. Yena ceremony display at Bangwis village, December 
197]. Lavishly adorned with ornaments, the yena heads are 
ereded within a basketlike structure, which contains the cere
monial yams. The painted ceiling of the men's house is visible 
above. Photo: Ross Bowden. Reproduced with the permission of 
the photographer. From Bowden 1983, following p. 52 
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33. HEAD FOR YAM CEREMONY (Vena) 

New Guinea, upper Sepik region, Washkuk Hills, Tongwindjam 

village, Kwoma people 

19th-early 20th century 

Earthenware, paint 

H. 15 '/., in. (39.4 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1969 

1978.412.859 

Among the Kwoma and Nukuma peoples, ceramic artists 

are especially revered. It is the names of accomplished 

potters, more than those of any other type of artist, that 

are preserved and passed down in local oral histories.1 To 

become a master potter requires not only an inti mate 

knowledge of the material but also the ability to recall and 

flawlessly execute some forty to eighty different motifs, 

which must be precisely laid out and carved into the 

unforgiving surface of the moist clay. 2 Potters in these 

groups do not rewet the clay when working, and consider

able speed and dexterity are required to complete and 

decorate the pot before the medium dries out.3 A variety 

of vessels, which serve both mundane and ritual functions, 

are produced .4 Although women are responsible for pro

ducing most of the functional varieties, ceremonial ceram

ics are made by men .5 Perhaps the most remarkable of 

these are the unique head-shaped pots created for use in 

ceremonies surrounding the growth and harvest of yams. 

The bodies of the vessels are built up using the coiling 

technique to produce a potlike form , to which the facial 

features are applied and modeled freehand .6 

Like the larger wood heads (yena; see cat. no. 31 ), head 

pots are displayed during an annual cycle of rituals cele

brating the yam harvest. One Nukuma origin tradition 

asserts that the ceramic effigies represent the original form 

of these sacred head images and that the wood versions 

were later copied from them. 7 Both the ceramic and the 

wood heads depict sikilowas, powerful spirits associated 

with the village clans and events during the primordial 

creation period .8 In one Nukuma yam ceremony, the 

ceramic heads are arranged around the base of a large 

container holding the ceremonial yams; the heads face 

inward , toward the center, where a larger wood head is 

erected.9 All the heads are either male or female, accord

ing to the gender of the spirit they portray. Heads and 

yams are closely associated metaphorically in Kwoma and 

Nukuma religion , and the shape of the head pots may 

evoke the form of yam tubers. 10 
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1. Kaufmann 1997, p. 252. 

2. Kaufmann 1979, p. 323; Kaufmann 1997, p. 252. 

3. Kaufmann 1979, p. 322 ; Kaufmann 1997, p. 252. 

4- For a survey of Kwoma ceramic traditions, see Kaufmann 1972. 

5. May and Tuckson 2000, p. 216. 

6. Smidt 199oa, p. 302, no. 114; Ma and Tuckson 2000, pp. 215-16. 

7- ewton 1971, pp. 85, 88 ; Kaufmann 19~2 . pp. 180-82; Smidt 

199oa, pp. 302- 4, no. 114; May and Tuckson 2000, p. 216. Head

shaped pots with open tops are used as ceremonial food vessels in 

hamayo, a rite held to mark the first t ing of the creepers of the 

growing yam vines (Kaufmann 1972, pp. 180-81 ; May and Tuckson 

2000, p. 216). 

8. Kaufmann 1972, p. 182; Smidt 199oa, pp. 302-4 , no. 114; Ma and 
Tuckson 2000, p. 215. 

9. Newton 1971, p. 88. 

10. Kaufmann 1972, p. 182. 



34 . CEREMONIAL BOARD (Ma lu ) 

New Guinea, middle Sepik region, central or western Sawos 
people 

19th century 

Wood 

H. 75 in. (190.5 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of 
Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1969 

1978.412.713 

The openwork malu boards of the Sawos people are per

haps the consummate expression of the sinuous, curvil in

ear style that characterizes much of middle Sepik art. 

Malu appear to have been made by Sawos artists prima

rily for exchange to the neighboring latmul people, who 

employed the boards as ceremonial objects. ' Malu have 

probably not been produced since the early twentieth cen

tury; there is no information on their use among the 

Sawos, and what little is known about these remarkable 

objects, including their names, comes from latmul 

sources. 2 Among the latmul , the boards were called malu 

or tshamhwan pauv. The term malu refers broadly to a 

funerary image created to represent the deceased during 

mortuary ceremonies, whereas the name tshamhwan pauv 

(one translation of which is "wounded hook") may refer to 

the numerous holes that pierce the complex openwork 

composition .3 Linked in oral tradition with the origin of 

death , malu boards were reportedly carved to commemo

rate the deaths of novices or initiators who died while in 

ritual seclus ion for male initiation rites. The malu were 

displayed during the public ceremonies marking the end 

of the initiation period , at which the women of the com

munity were first informed of the deaths.4 At least some 

examp les appear to have been displayed (and possibly 

carved) in pairs and kept in ordinary dwellings, where they 

were clearly visible to women and the uninitiated, rather 

than among the esoteric sacred objects of the men 's cere

monial houses (see fig . 29). 5 

The complex imagery of this malu incorporates bird, 

insect, and mammalian forms. Like all malu, it would orig

inally have been brightly painted with polychrome pig

ments.6 With the exception of the large face, which is not 

shown on the reverse side, both sides of the boards are 

fully carved .7 The faces of malu boards depict the sago 

be~tle (palanggun), a large insect shown with humanlike 

facial features in low relief and a projecting bladelike 

nose representing the beetle 's long proboscis.8 The central 

motif on many malu is, as here, composed of a spiral 

formed from the gracefully curving heads of two hornbill 

birds (identified by the distinctive ridges on the top of 
34 
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their beaks) .9 A small human head, possibly that of an 

ancestor, is depicted at the top. Two smaller birds, modeled 

in high relief, flank the nose, and the image of a male 

tusker pig adorns the base. These smaller animal images 

may represent totemic species associated with the owner's 

(or artist's) clan. The flowing, sinuous forms of the open 

designs resemble dense vegetation and are subdivided 

into a series of teardrop-shaped forms, whose openwork 

designs are interpreted by some Western observers as 

highly stylized human faces.' 0 However, such interpreta

tions remain purely speculative. 

1. Smidt 199oa, p. 256, no. 98. Malu may also have been traded to 

the Angoram people, farther down the Sepik {Newton 1967, no. 52 ; 

Gathercole, Kaeppler, and Newton 1979, p. 324, no. 22.50). 

2. Bateson n.d. , case 41 , 1. 
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Fig. 29. The interior of an 
latmul dwelling in Gaikorobi 
village, ca. 1953. Two painted 
malu boards appear behind the 
woman on the left, who is in the 
process of preparing sago. Photo: 
E. Thomas Gilliard. From Gilliard 

1955, p. 444 

3. Bateson n.d., case 41 , 1; Newton 1963a, p. 1; Smidt 199oa, p. 256, 

no. 98. 

4. Bateson n.d., case 41 ; Newton 1963a, p.1 ; Kocher Schmid 1985, 

p. 180, no. 15; Smidt 199oa, p. 256, no. 98. Bateson recorded this 

account of the use of malu from the latmul , but questioned it , 

noting that the boards appear to be far too numerous to have 

been carved for this purpose: The rites involved great physical 

ordeals, but actual deaths during male initiations were compara

tively rare {Newton 1963a, pp. 1- 2, n. 7; Smidt 199oa, p. 256, 

no. 98). 

5. See Gilliard 1955, pp. 444-45 ; Gathercole, Kaeppler, and Newton 

1979, p. 324, no. 22.50. 

6. Newton 1963a, p. 2; Gathercole, Kaeppler, and Newton 1979, 

p. 324, no. 22.50. 

7. Newton 1963a, p. 2. 

8. Bateson n.d. , case 41 , 2; Newton 1963a , pp. 1-2; Smidt 199oa, 

p. 256, no. 98. 

9. Bateson n.d. , case 41 , 2; Newton 1963a, p. 6: Stahr [1971], p. 96 ; 

Smidt 199oa, p. 256, no. 98; Friede 2005, vol : 2, p. 119, no. 230. 

10. Newton 1963a, p. 7. 



35 . SAGO BOWL (Kamana ) 

New Guinea, middle Sepik region, Sawos or neighboring peoples 
Early to mid-20th century 

Earthenware, pigment 

Diam. 10~ in. (2n cm) 

Gift of Dr. Ruth F. Lax and Dr. Leon A. Falik, 1982 

1982.296 

The Sawos people have a highly developed ceramic tradi

tion. Sawos potters remain active today, producing a vari

ety of vessels, the most ornate of which are the intricately 

incised and painted sago bowls, known as kamana.' 
Although their complex imagery can include supernatural 

subjects, kamana are not ritual objects but ordinary food 

bowls kept and used within the household. Placed on a 

ring of plaited cane, which holds the conical vessels 

upright, kamana are used for serving sago, a thick por

ridgelike dish prepared from the starchy core of the sago 

palm which is a staple food for many Sepik peoples. 2 

Although some examples are made for local use, Sawos 

potters produce large numbers of kamana as trade gnods 

for exchange with the neighboring latmul people, who in 

turn trade them to the Angoram and other groups farther 

down the Sepik.3 

35 

The creation of kamana is a lengthy and complex 

process that involves artists of both sexes. Women produce 

the bowls using the coiling technique, in which thin coils 

of moist clay are gradually built up to form the vessel, 

which is smoothed to produce a uniform surface.4 Once 

the completed bowls have dried to a leathery consistency, 

the men polish the inner surface and decorate the exterior 

using a chip-carving technique, cutting away portions of 

the clay so that the motifs stand out in low relief. The 

newly carved bowls are left to dry for another two weeks, 

after which they are fired, generally by the women. After 

firing, the carved designs are painted by the men using 

earth pigments. The bowls are then kept for a time in 

dwellings until their brightly painted surfaces become 

smoked or covered in soot from the household fires, after 

which they are ready for use or trade. 5 

Although the vessels are placed upright when in use, 

the designs on the kamana are intended to be viewed with 

the bowl in an inverted position.6 The imagery of Sawos 

kamana usually consists of geometric motifs derived from 

plant and animal forms, interspersed with anthropomor

phic heads said to represent "spirit faces." 7 Figural compo

sitions, such as that of the present work, are more common 

among neighboring groups, who may have influenced the 

style of, or possibly created , the pres

ent work. 8 Possibly il lustrating an 

episode from local origin tradition , 

the design portrays a man and a 

woman (only the female figure is visi

ble in the photograph here) in sexual 

union , surrounded by stylized birds.9 

1. See May and Tuckson 2000 , pp. 223-29. 

2. ibid ., p. 227. 

3. Ibid., p. 224 ; Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 122, 

no. 252. 

4. May and Tuckson 2000 , pp. 224 , 226 ; 

Friede 2005 , vol. 2 , p. 122, no. 252. The 
primary centers of Sawos pottery today 
are the villages of Koiwat and Kamang
gaui (May and Tuckson 2000, p. 223). 

5. May and Tuckson 2000, pp. 226-27. 

6. Ibid ., p. 229 . 

7 . Kaufmann 1974, p. 10; May and Tuckson 
2000 , pp. 227-29. 

8. Christian Kaufmann , personal communica
tion , 2007. 

9. Douglas ewton, 1982, noted in the acces
sion documentation in the departmental 
files. 
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36. ANCESTOR FIGURE 

New Guinea, middle Sepik region, Yamok village, Sawos people 

19th century or earlier 

Wood, paint, fiber 

H. 72 in. {182.9 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1561 

Collected by Oscar Meyer in 1957-58 

With its forceful expression and tense, muscular body, this 

Sawos figure perfectly captures the supernatural potency 

of the ancestral being it portrays. Sawos figures represent 

the powerful and potentially dangerous supernatural 

beings known as waken or wan. ' In former times each 

Sawos clan owned such a figure , which was kept, together 

with those belonging to other clans, in the men 's ceremo

nial house.2 Individual waken were often connected to 

specific activities such as hunting and warfare but were 

also responsible in a more general way for the overall wel

fare of the community.3 Although the powers of waken 

were often beneficial , if not properly treated waken had 

the ability to bring misfortune, accident, or death . Before 

embarking on a hunt or raid , the men of the clan pre

sented offerings of food and betel nut to the figure while 

cal ling out the names of the waken, to ensure their favor.4 

If such offerings were not presented , th e waken would 

express its displeasure. During a hunt, fore ample, th e 

angered waken might enter a wild pig and attack and gore 

the hunters.5 

Each Sawos ancestor figure had an individual hi tory, 

which was known to the senior members of the clan .6 As 

with much Pacific art, in most instances these hi tori e 

have been lost. The present work, however, i an exc p

tion . At the time it was collected the figure wa hou ed in 

Damwibit, a ceremonial house in the village of Yamok, 

where it belonged to the Aing'gun clan . According to oral 

tradition , the figure represents a powerful supernatural 

being named Minjemtimi and is said to have originally 

been carved long ago in a village called Kwa 'lung'ge i. When 

Minjemtimi was first created , the villages of Kwa 'lung'gei 

and Yamok were on friendly terms, so the men of Yamok 

knew the figure 's name. However, relations later soured 

and the men of Yamok attacked Kwa 'lung'gei , killing the 

residents and seizing the figure, together with an impor

tant sacred mask, as war prizes. During the attack, the 

image of Minjerntimi is said to have come to life to fight 

for his home village. In the battle Minjemtimi fought with 

Kulurnbowi , a legendary Yarnok warrior, who cut off Min

jemtirni 's arm with a spear. Severely wounded , Minjemtirni 
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fell to the ground and turned back into a wood figure. 

Minjemtimi still bears the evidence of his ordeal in the 

pairs of holes drilled in the left shoulder, which once held 

cordage that was used to reattach his arm. Following its 

capture, the figure is said to have been kept by the men of 

Yamok for ten or eleven generations before it was col

lected in the late 195os.7 

The figure portrays Minjemtimi as a robust initiated 

man . His muscular chest bears two crescent-shaped motifs, 

representing scarification patterns that are made on the 

chests of young men during initiation.8 The design on the 

stomach , which shows two bird heads joined by a meander

ing motif representing the intestines, may also depict a 

scarification mark.9 In addition to its sculpted designs, th e 

figure retains evidence of the diverse and ephemeral 

forms of decoration that were applied to the figures. The 

head is adorned with ceremonial face paint, whose ftuid , 

curvilinear patterns are similar to those worn by men on 

important occasions. Minjemtimi also wears a fiber belt, 

whi ch may represent the remains of totemic plants with 

which the figures were decorated .10 As the paint and plant 

materials faded , they were periodicall y renewed , ensuring 

that the powerful ancestor appeared in his full splendor. 

1. Pfeiffer 1983, p. 43 , quot ing an un pu blished lette r fro m Ma rkus 

Schindlbeck. Some also appear to have been associated with fo rest 

sp irits, or winjembu (i bid ., p. 47). 

2. Kaufmann 1970, p. 76; pfei ffer 1983, pp. 42-43. 

3. Pfeiffer 1983, pp. 43-44. 

4. Kaufmann 1970, p. 76; Pfeiffer 1983, pp. 52-53. 

5. Kaufmann 1970, p. 76; Pfeiffer 1983, pp. 52-53. 

6. Kau fman n 1970, p. 76; pfei ffer 1983, p. 42. 

7. pfeiffer 1983, p. 207, quot ing an unpublished letter from Barry 

Craig. 

8. Newton 1967, no. 51; pfei ffer 1983, p. 43. 

9. Pfeiffer 1983, p. 207. 

10. Ibid ., p. 53. 

37. DEBATING STOOL (Kawa rigit ) 

New Guinea, middle Sepik region, latmul people 

19th century 

Wood, paint, shell 

H. 39 j; in . (1003 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Anonymous 

Gift, in memory of Rene d'Harnoncourt, 1968 

1978.412.1546 
Ex coll.: Pierre Matisse, New York 

Living along the middle reaches of the Sepik River, the 

latmul people are among the most prolific and accom

plished of the region 's wood-carvers . As in other Sepik cul

tures the primary focus of artistic expression among the 

latmul is the men's ceremonial houses. In the central and 
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Fig. 30. An latmul man of Malingai village posing next to the 
debating stool at the center of a men's ceremonial house, 
ca. 1930. He holds bundles of leaves, which are placed upon the 
stool or used to strike the seat to emphasize important points 
during debates. Photo: Gregory Bateson. From Bateson (1936) 

1958, pl. VII 

most sacred area of latmul men 's ceremonial houses stood 

the kawa rigit, or debating stool, which was and, in some 

villages, remains the focal point of male religious and 

political life. 1 Although the lower portion of these works is 

carved in the form of the low stools used by the latmul , 

kawa rigit are sacred objects and are never used as seats ; 

they serve instead as rhetorical aids during debates.2 In 

each village all significant matters must be debated in the 

presence of its most prominent ancestor, whose image 

forms the back of the stool.3 Most debates center on eso

teric religious matters, primarily concerning the rightful 

ownership of the supernaturally powerful names of ances

tors, spirits, totemic animals, or sacred objects.4 The name 

kawa rigit means, literally, "the seat of leaves"-a refer

ence to the manner in which the stools are used during 

the debates. 5 As each speaker rises in turn , he takes up 

several bundles of leaves, which lie on the seat of the 

stool, and strikes the seat with them (see fig. 30). As he 

progresses with his argument, he emphasizes each of his 

main points by placing a leaf or bundle of leaves on the 

seat to summon the spirit to witness each point, until all 

the leaves have been put down. He then gathers the bun-
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dies up again, strikes the seat, and repeats the process as 

necessary until the completion of his speech , which he 

ends by striking a final blow to the seat and placing the 

leaves on the seat, to be taken up by the following 

speaker.6 A boisterous process, combining religious erudi

tion with aggression, humor, and outright mockery of the 

opposition , latmul debates, although they usually end 

peaceably, at times erupt into violence. The anthropologist 

Gregory Bateson , who witnessed a number of debates in 

1929 and 1930, described how the two sides might come to 

blows: 

As the debate proceeds, both sides become more excited and 

some of the men leap to their feet , dancing with their spears 

in their hands and threatening an immediate resort to vio

lence; but after a while they subside and the debate goes on . 

This dancing may occur three or four times in a single debate 

without any actual brawling, and then suddenly some exas

perated speaker will go to the "root" of the matter and 

declaim some esoteric secret about the totemic ancestors of 

the other side, miming one of their cherished myths in a con

temptuous dance. Before his pantomime has finished a brawl 

will have started which may lead to serious injuries and be fol

lowed by a long feud of killings by [malevolent magic] .-

The ancestor depicted on the kawa rigit is not only a wit

ness to debates; the ancestral spirit is also consulted prior 

to the initiation of young boys and, formerly, in planning 

head-hunting raids on enemy villages.8 The imagery of the 

kawa rigit combines two basic forms: the low, round 

stool , whose seat and short , bent legs are visible here, 

and the upright back, formed by the figure or head of the 

ancestor-an image that embodies both the most impor

tant ancestor of the village and the leading ancestor of the 

clan on whose lands the men 's house stands. 9 In the pres

ent work the ancestor is shown as a muscular standing 

male figure adorned in the manner of an latmul man. His 

face is decorated with curvilinear designs similar to those 

painted on the human face on ceremonial occasions, while 

his shou Ide rs bear incised designs representing the sea rifi

cation marks made on the bodies of men during initiation.10 

1. Smidt 1996, pp. 63-64 ; Kocher Schmid 1985, pp. 182-83, no. 27. 

2. Bateson (1936) 1958, p. 125; Smidt 1996, p. 64. 

3. Bateson (1936} 1958, p. 125; Kocher Schmid 1985, pp. 182-83, 

no. 27; Smidt 1996, p. 64. 

4. Bateson (1936) 1958, pp. 127-28, 224 ; Smidt 1996, p. 64. 

5. Smidt 1996, p. 64. 

6. Bateson 1932, p. 260; Bateson (1936} 1958, p. 126; Kocher Schmid 

1985, p. 183, no.27; Smidt1996, p. 64. 

7. Bateson (1936} 1958, pp. 126-27. 

8. Smidt 1996, p. 64. 

9. Ibid. 
10. Newton 1967, no. 55 ; Smidt 1996, p. 63. 



38 . CEREMONIAL FENCE ELEMENT 

New Guinea, middle Sepik region, Kararau village, Jatmul 
people 
Late 19th-early 20th century 
Wood, paint, shell 
H. 60~ in. (153.J cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of 
Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1969 
1978.412.716 

Although few examples survive today, in former times 

each latmul village typically had at least one set of three 

men's ceremonial houses standing in an extensive dancing 

ground. 1 At either end of each ceremonial house the lat

mul constructed a small raised earthen mound (wok), 

which they planted with totemic trees, bushes, and other 

plants. 2 During some rituals the ceremonial house was 

likened to a canoe floating on the river and was "moored" 

by tying it with a rope to a palm tree growing in the wak.3 

In the past, after a successful head-hunting raid , the bod

ies of slain enemies were laid upon the wok among the 

sacred plants.4 In some cases the mound was enclosed by 

a wood fence, whose components included postlike wood 

images with large, brightly painted heads or busts portray

ing ancestral spirits.5 The ancestor in the present work is 

shown wearing elements of ceremonial finery. The bold 

geometric patterns on the head resemble the face-paint 

patterns worn by the latmul on important occasions, while 

the chest is embellished with a series of crescent-shaped 

shell ornaments. 

1. Bateson 1932, p. 258 ; ewton , Jones, and Ezra 1987, p. 25, no. 13. 

2. Gathercole, Kaeppler, and Newton 1979, p. 315 , no. 22 .36; ewton , 

Jones, and Ezra 1987, p. 25, no. 13. 

3. Appel 2005, p. 72. 

4. Newton , Jones, and Ezra 1987, p. 25 , no. 13. 

5. Newton 1967, no. 68 ; Gathercole, Kaeppler, and Newton 1979, 

p. 315, no. 22.36 ; Newton , Jones, and Ezra 1987, p. 25, no. 13. 
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39. SUSPENSION HOOK (Samban or tshambwan) 

New Guinea, middle Sepik region, Aibom village, /atmul people 

19th century 

Wood 

H. 41 in. (104.1 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1631 
Ex coll. : Count Etienne de Ganay; collected on the La Korrigane 

Expedition, 1934- 35 

latmul suspension hooks (samban) serve both utilitarian 

and ceremonial functions. 1 Suspended from the rafters by 

a cord tied through a hole in the upper portion of the 

object, samban are used to safeguard food , clothing, valu

ables, and other items, which are placed in baskets or 

string bags and hung from the hook-shaped prongs at the 

base to keep them out of the reach of rats and other ver

min (see fig. 31 ). 2 In the past, and to a considerable extent 

today, samban are the primary means for storing impor

tant items both in ordinary dwellings and in men 's cere

monial houses.3 Although some examples are unadorned, 

the majority are carved with representations of the ances

tral spirits and totemic animals associated with the 

owner's clan. 4 In the present work a human head, likely 

representing a primordial ancestor, appears above the styl

ized head of a catfish (recognizable by its three sharp pro

jecting spines), almost certainly a clan totem .5 

Suspension hooks also served as sacred images, 

through which the supernatural beings they represented 

could be consulted and presented with offerings.6 Some 

large examples, especially those representing powerful 

waken , the most important category of supernatural 

beings, may have been intended solely as ritual objects.7 

In the past each of the most powerful waken had a human 

"attendant," through whom it communicated with the 

human world .8 Before embarking on an attack on an 

enemy village or on a hunting expedition , men gathered 

in the ceremonial house to consult the appropriate 

waken. 9 The rites centered on a large suspension hook, 

representing the waken , to which the men presented offer

ings of chickens, betel nut, or other items, which they 

hung from the suspension hook to activate the power of 

the spirit.10 After consuming the offerings, the attendant 

became possessed by the waken and fell into a trance, dur

ing which the spirit spoke through him, providing advice 

and counsel. 11 At times household samban were also occa

sionally used to contact the spirits regarding more minor 

matters.12 
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1. Kocher Schmid 1985, p. 191 , no. 84 ; Smidt 199oa, p. 254 , no. 97. 

2. Bateson n.d ., p. 2, nos. 5-13; ewton 1967, no. 61 ; Kocher Schmid 

1985, p. 191 , no. 84 ; Smidt 199oa, p. 254, no. 97 ; Beran 1998, p. 30. 

3. Bateson n.d ., p. 3; Kocher Schmid 1985, p. 191, no. 84; Smidt 

199oa, p. 254, no. 97; Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 108, no. 158. 

4. Bateson n.d., p. 2, nos. 5-13; Kocher Schmid 1985, p. 191 , no. 84; 

Smidt 199oa, pp. 254 , no. 97, 264 , no. 101 ; Friede 2005, vol. 2, 

p. 105, no. 151. 

5. Newton 1967, no. 61. 

6. Bateson n.d ., p. 3. 

7. Geary 2006, p. 71 , no. 26. For descriptions of th e waken, see Bate

son (1936) 1958, pp. 233-34. 

8. Kocher Schmid 1985, p. 191 , no. 84. 

9. Smidt 199oa, p. 264, no. 101 ; Beran 1998, p. 30. 

10. Kocher Schmid 1985, p. 191, no. 84 ; Beran 1998, p. 30. 

11 . Kocher Schmid 1985, p. 191 , no. 84. 

12. Ibid . 

40 . MASK (Ma i) 

New Guinea, middle Sepik region, Nyaula (Western) latmul 
people 
Late 19th-early 20th century 
Wood, paint, fish vertebrae 
H. 28 in. (71.1 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Colledion, Bequest of 
Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 
1979.206.1480 

Fig. 31. The interior of an lat
mul house in Aibom village, 
1955. Many of the family's 
possessions are stored in 
string bags hung from two 
large suspension hooks, which 
are carved in the form of 
ancestor figures. Photo: Rene 
Gardi. Museum der Kulturen 
Basel {[F}Vb 13044.1) 

The mai masks of the latmul people are among the best 

known of all New Guinea art forms. 1 The form and orna

mentation of mai masks vary considerably across the 

latmul region , but all exhibit the same oblong face and 

greatly elongated nose that extends into a mo/at-an 

archlike form that joins the nose to the chin or, in some 

examples, extends below it. 2 With its deep-set eyes, promi

nent brow ridges, and extremely narrow, strongly convex 

face, the present mask is typical of the Nyaula (Western) 

latmul.3 Worn by young men and boys, mai masks are not 

placed di redly on the face but attached to large conical 

basketry costumes (mai /age), which are worn over the 

head and upper body of the dancer (see fig . 32). 4 Covered 

with brightly colored leaves, flowers, and feathers, the cos

tumes are fringed with grass skirts that extend to the 

wearer's knees.5 Within the capacious costume the dancer 

carries a bamboo tube, also called a mai, through which 

he sings in falsetto, the tube both amplifying and trans

forming the tone of ris voice. 6 

Mai masks are carved and danced in pairs that repre

sent supernatural siblings, either an older and younger 

brother or an older and younger sister: The masks are 

often performed in groups of four, with the two brothers 

and the two sisters dancing together. 8 The identity and , at 

times, the decoration of the masks embody the dualism 

central to much of latmul cosmology, which divides many 
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phenomena into pairs of opposites (male/female, older/ 

younger, day/night) that together constitute the larger 

whole. 9 

According to oral tradition, the mai masks and bamboo 

tubes did not originate among the latmul but came from 

the mountains to the north (inhabited by the Abelam and 

Boiken peoples today) and were obtained from supernatu

ral beings captured by the latmul. The men of Kararau vil

lage gave the following account: 

[W]hen the earth had just been created and was slowly hard

ening, there were many men and many women . At that time 

we did not yet possess the bamboo tubes we call mai .... Two 

people [supernatural beings] lived near a mountain that lies 

north of our region. Their voices sounded through short bam

boo tubes. We heard it; all our ancestors heard it and wanted 

to know where the voices were coming from . They found [the 

beings] and saw the two of them . 

[The latmul assembled warriors and captured the two 

beings] .. .. They took them back home .... The two [beings] 

said "It 's all right, you can let go of us, then we 'll perform our 

[ceremonial dance] for you ." ... So the men let go of them . 

The two performed the [mai mask performance] and everyone 

watched .. .. All of us men took over the [ceremonial dance] 

of the two mai. Then the two returned. Today we still do it as 

the two did it then. The two brothers had two sisters . . .. 

Now we do [the performance] the way the four of them did 

it then .10 

Mai mask performances are lavishly staged affairs and 

begin with the erection of a fence around part of the vil

lage dancing ground, creating a compound in which the 

dancers ready themselves. Inside the compound , the men 

construct a large, raised platform with a backdrop repre

senting the mountains from which the masks originated; 

from the platform a broad ramp (weinbangge) extends over 

the wall to the ground outside.11 The men then light smol

dering fires whose smoke is said to represent the burning 

of the grasslands that lie between the latmul and the 

mountains. As the smoke clears, the brilliantly costumed 

mai maskers burst onto the platform from behind the 

backdrop and stride boldly down the ramp. 12 On reaching 

the ground, the dancers, their voices emanating from the 

bamboo tubes beneath the costumes, are met by the 

women of the vi I I age, who da nee toward the figures and 

accompany them to the dancing ground. At the climax of 

the performance the dancing mai encounter the baomi, a 

large peeled log with vines attached to the ends, which 

allow it to be lifted off the ground. As two of the masked 

figures lift the baomi, another jumps over it, briefly 

drums on the suspended trunk, and sounds a short ftute 

80 I 0 c EA NI A: ART 0 F THE PA c IF I c Is LAND s 

40 



Fig. 32. A mai mask performance in the latmul village of 
Kararau, 1979. The photo captures the climax of the dance, 
in which the central masked figure jumps over the baomi 
(a barkless log), which is raised off the ground by two other 
mai dancers. Photo: )Org Hauser, Gdttingen. From Greub 
1985, p. 27 

(kofinggu) from beneath his costume. 13 The mai then con

tinue to dance, periodically withdrawing into and emerg

ing from the men's ceremonial house, into which they 

retire at the end of the performance.14 Performed by 

young initiated men and boys, the mai dance forms the 

junior counterpart to the sacred slit-gong ceremony of the 

male elders (see cat. no. 42).15 Like the sacred slit gongs, 

mai are ultimately manifestations of the powerful super

natural beings known as waken .16 However, many aspects 

of the nature and significance of the masks and the activi

ties during the performance remain veiled in secrecy.'" 

1. Newton, Jones, and Ezra 1987, p. 23 , no. 11. 
2 . According to the latmul of Tambanum village, the mo/at repre

sents the long noselike proboscis of the sago beetle (see cat. 
no. 34 , and Bateson n.d., p. 13). 

3 H2user-Schaublin 1983, pp. 4, 8 ; Newton, Jones, and Ezra 1987, 

p. 23, no. 11. 

4. Bateson n.d., p. 11 ; Hauser-Schau bl in 1983, p. 5; Kocher Schmid 
1985, p. 183, no. 28 ; ewton , Jones. and Ezra 1987, p. 23 , no. 11 ; 
Friede 2005 , vol. 2, p. 109 , no. 67. 

5. Hauser-Schaublin 1983, pp. 5, 40. 
6. Bateson n.d., pp. 12-13 ; Kocher Schmid 1985, p. 183, no. 28. 

In addition to the masks and bamboo tubes, the term mai is used 
to refer to the small snail shells that are inlaid into a hardened 
claylike substance that is typical I applied to the edges of the 
masks (see Hauser-Schau bl in 1983, p. 29). Some authors state that 
the masks take their name from these shells {Herle and Moutu 
2004 , p. 37; Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 109, no. 67). The present work 
v.as likel once adorned in this fashion , with the clay and shells 
now lost ( ewton 1967, no. 59). 

7. Friede 2005 , vol. 2, p. 109 , no. 67 . 

8. Kocher Schmid 1985, p. 183, no. 28. 
9. Hauser-Schaublin 1983, p. 41; ewton , Jones, and Ezra 1987, p. 23, 

no. 11 . 

10. Hauser-Schau bl in 1983, pp. 16, 19 . 
11 . Bateson n.d. , pp. 11-12 ; Hauser-Schaublin 1983, pp. 30, 34. 

12. Hauser-Schaublin 1983, p. 34. 

13. Ibid. 
14. Although the mai dancers make use of the men's house during the 

performance, mai masks, unlike most other types, are not stored 
there. Instead, each pair or group of mai are the property of a par
ticular clan and are kept in the dwelling of the clan elder when 
not in use {Hauser-Schau bl in 1983, pp. 10, 16 ; Kocher Schmid 1985, 

p. 183, no. 28). 
15. Bateson n.d ., p. 11 ; Bateson (1936) 1958, p. 233; Hauser-'.>chaublin 

1983, p. 49. 
16. Bateson (1936) 1958, p. 233. 
17. Hauser-Schaublin 1983, pp. 40-41; Herle and Moutu 2004 , p. 37. 
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41 . CANOE PROW 

New Guinea, middle Sepik region, Mindimbit village, latmul 

people 

19th-early 20th century 

Wood, shell 

L. 71 /i in. (181.6 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1955 

1978.412. 705 

Crocodiles play a central role in latmul art and culture, 

where they are intimately connected with origin tradi 

tions, male initiation , clan affiliation , and , formerly, war

fare .1 According to one latmul creation account, an 

ancestral crocodile was responsible for forming the dry 

land on which humans live. In the beginning the earth 

was covered by a primordial ocean , into whose depths the 

crocodile dived . Reaching the bottom, the crocodile 

brought up a load of mud on its back. When the animal 

surfaced , the mud became an island . From this island the 

land grew and became fixed , though it still rests on the 

back of the ancestral crocodile, whose occasional move

ments are the cause of earthquakes.2 Both now and in the 

past, the prows of virtually all sizable canoes are carved , as 

here, in the form of a crocodile.3 

The scale of the present work indicates that it probably 

adorned a large war canoe. Capable of holding fifteen to 

twenty-five men, each war canoe belonged to men from a 

single lineage and had to be consecrated through a com

plex ritual dedicated to the first ancestor, Kwaguse, which 

primarily involved the nearly continuous singing of sacred 

songs over a period of several months.4 At the climax of 

the rites, the massive canoe, hewn from a single tree 

trunk, was carried into the men 's ceremonial house, and 

an area surrounding the canoe and part of the dancing 

ground was fenced off, creating an enclosure that only sen

ior male elders were permitted to enter. The younger men 
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gathered outside and pounded on the fence, armed with 

lengths of sugarcane and bamboo and with coconuts, 

which they threw over it. The young men stormed the 

fence four times, after which the founding ancestors, in 

the form of mannequins with heads made from overmod

eled skulls, appeared from behind the fence. Manipulated 

by the older men inside, the figures danced along the top 

of the fence as a sign that the community had succeeded 

in summoning the ancestors to the rites. At the conclusion 

of the ritual , the fence was ceremonially destroyed and the 

ancestral spirits entered the canoe prow, endowing it with 

supernatural power that ensured success in warfare.5 These 

large canoes were also used for trading and fishing expedi

tions.6 Although such vessels are no longer employed in war, 

contemporary latmul artists continue to carve large canoes 

for use in trading expeditions and general transportation .-

1. Forge 1971, p. 293; Dinerman 1981, p. 819. 
2. Schuster 1985, p. 22; Kocher Schmid 2004, p. 180; Appel 2005, p. 72. 
3. ewton 1967, nos. 71-73; Kocher Schmid 1985, p. 189, no. 71; Appel 

2005, p. 72. 
4. Appel 2005, pp. 71, 73-
5. Ibid ., p. 75. 
6. Dinerman 1981, p. 819. 

7. Kocher Schmid 1985, p. 189, no. 71. 



42 . SACRED SLIT GONG (Waken ) 

New Guinea, middle Sepik region, Komindimbit {Kaminimbit) 

village, latmul people 

19th century 
Wood 

L. 12 ft. 8 in. (3.9 m) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1968 

1978.412.1536 
Collected by John Pasquarelli in the early 1960s 

In many parts of New Guinea the sounds produced by 

certain types of musical instruments played during cere

monies are said to be the voices of supernatural beings. 

Among the latmul and other Sepik peoples, the most 

important musical instruments are sacred ftutes and slit 

gongs-percussion instruments carved from massive logs, 

hollowed out to create a resonating chamber with a nar

row slitlike aperture, whose edges are struck with wood 

beaters to produce a deep, sonorous tone. The ends of 

Jatmul slit gongs are typically embellished , as here, with 

ornate finials depicting totemic animals or other clan 

emblems.' Large slit gongs are a prominent feature of 

latmul men 's ceremonial houses, where the are some

tim es arranged in pairs running longitudinal I down the 

length of the earthen ftoor of the open understor of 

the structure.2 Played to accompany a variety of ritual 

performances and other events, such gongs, though used 

exclusive! by men , are readil visible and relative! 

public obiects. 

Men 's ceremonial houses, however, often house, or 

housed , groups of sacred slit drums reserved for secret cer

emonies. Believed to be a manifestation of waken, the 

most powerful of all supernatural beings, such sacred slit 
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gongs, also called waken , were kept, together with other 

sacred objects and musical instruments, in the enclosed 

upper story of the ceremonial house, concealed from the 

view of women and children .3 The present slit gong forms 

part of a complete ensemble of such sacred musical 

instruments, composed of two slit gongs and two percus

sion planks (horizontal board like objects struck to produce 

a musical tone). now in the Metropolitan 's collection . All 

four are carved in the form of supernatural catfish (recog

nizable by the three spines that project from the back of 

the head) portrayed with long, crocodile-like jaws. 

Such ensembles form , or formed , the central elements 

of an extensive secret ritual , also known as waken , per

formed only by senior male elders.4 During the rites the 

sacred slit- gong ensemble was played continuously da 

and night for periods as long as several months by relays 

of percussionists, each performer taking the moving drum 

beater from the hand of his predecessor so that the 

rhythm remained uninterrupted.5 When the slit gongs 

were being sounded , the communit had to remain silent 

and people were forbidden to argue, shout, or even break 

firewood . At the conclusion of the rites the old men, 

impersonating the waken , emerged from the ceremonial 

house and danced before the village women .6 

1. Bateson n.d., p. 3. 

2. Ib id. 

3. Bateson 1932. p. 259; Bateson 1936 1958, pp. 229, 233. 312; 

Bateson n.d .. p. 3. 

4. Bateson 1936 1958, pp. 136-3 . 233. 
5. Ibid ., p. 137, n. 1. Bateson notes that this ideal 11as not usual I) met. 

Alth ough th e sli t drums 11 ere pla ed continuous!) throu ghout the 

ce remon . th e rhythm 11 as rare l susta ined unbro ken fo r periods of 

more than two or three days ib id ... 

6. Ib id. 
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43 . PIGMENT BOWL 

New Guinea, middle Sepik region, Yentchanmangua village, 

latmul people 

19th century 

Wood, paint, fiber 
L. 10 ''i in. {26. 7 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1542 
Ex coll.: The University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology 

and Anthropology, Philadelphia; Max Bohmig, Dresden, Ger

many; collected before World War I 

44. PIGMENT BOWL 

New Guinea, middle Sepik region , latmul people 

19th century 
Wood, paint 

L. 7 in. (178 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1543 
Ex coll. : The University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology 

and Anthropology, Philadelphia ; Max Bohmig, Dresden, Ger
many; collected before World War I 

Pigment bowls-small oblong vessels that were used to 

mix and contain paint or, more rarel . other substances

were produced b a number of middle Sepik cultures.' Cre

ated in a variety of forms, these exquisite! crafted essels 

were pri marily emplo ed to hold paints used to adorn the 

human body on important occasions.2 Pigment bov Is 

were rare and treasured objects, reported! O\ ned onl 
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by senior men, who passed them down as heirlooms to 

their successors.3 Among the latmul people, pigment 

bowls were formerly used to mix the supernaturall y 

charged paint applied to the faces of warriors prior to 

combat. As the paint was being mixed , magical incanta

tions were recited , endowing the warrior with the super

natural power to vanquish his enemies.4 The bowls were 

also employed to hold the paint used to adorn the faces of 

the overmodeled skulls of ancestors and enemies.5 

Pigment bowls were carved in a diversit of forms, 

including human figures, crocodiles, turtles, pigs, fish , and 

geometric compositions.6 The recumbent human figure in 

one of the examples seen here cat. no. 43 , whose sharpl 

flexed limbs grasp the outer edges of the bowl , represents 

a spirit or ancestor. The thin , elegant! cur ed bird head 

on the second example cat. no. 44 ma depict a hornbill , 

while the small lug on the opposite end possibl repre

sents a crocodile, both of them species likel associated 

• ith the owner's clan . The figure 's chin and the bird 's beak 

in the present e am pies are attached to the rim , while the 

neck is in each case car ed free, creating a loop that ma 

have allowed the vessels to be suspended• hen not in use. 

1. Beran 1998. p. ~ 1 f\ocher Schmid 1985. p. 189. no. 66. 

2. f\ocher Schmid 1985. p. 189, no. 66. 

3 Beran 1998. p. 71 . 

4. Ibid . 

5. Ibid. 

6. See Friede 2005. \OI. 2. p. 11 5. nos. 201-6, f\elm 1966- 68. \OI. 1. 

nos. 395-409 
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45 . HEADREST (Amba ragat ) 

New Guinea, middle Sepik region, Aibom village, /atmul people 

19th century 

Wood, shell, hair, fiber, paint 

L. 24 ~ in. (61.9 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1628 

Ex coll.: Count Etienne de Ga nay; collected on the La Korrigane 

Expedition, 1934-35 

Like many Pacific peoples, the latmul use wood headrests 

as pillows on which to rest the head or neck during sleep. 

Called an amba ragat (literally, "head stool"), this work 

consists of a smooth central section that accommodates 

the user's head , flanked by carved finials. ' The central por

tion is grasped by female figures whose tense limbs and 

arched backs make them appear almost to be pulling the 

ends of the headrest in opposite directions. Possibly rep

resenting a pair of legendary sisters from oral tradition , 

the figures have eyes inlaid with shell , heads crowned 

by coiffures made from locks of human hair, and bodies 

embellished with miniature versions of personal orna

ments, including shell or fiber necklaces, bracelets, 

and anklets. 

In addition to functional examples, headrest-like 

objects, also called amba ragat, were used during male ini

tiation. As an initiate lay prone, the amba ragat was 

pressed down on the nape of his neck, forcing his head to 

the ground as a reminder to the young man to keep his 

head down when lying in ambush for an enemy. 2 

1. Bateson n.d ., pp. 19, nos. 126, 127, 21 , no. 145 ; Friede 2005 , vo l. 2 , 

p. 116 , no. 213. 

2 . Bateson n.d., p. 21 , no. 145 . 
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46 . LIME SPATULA (Tap) 

New Guinea, middle Sepik region, latmul people 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood, paint 

H. 29 ~ in. (75.9 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Anonymous Gift, Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift and Mrs. Gertrud A. 

Mellon Gift, 1963 

1978.412.821 

47. CEREMONIAL LIME CONTAINER (Band i na 

iavo) 

New Guinea, middle Sepik region, Chambri or /atmul people 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood, bamboo, fiber, paint 

H. 22 }4 in. (56.5 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1457 

As in many Western Pacific cultures, the peoples of the 

middle Sepik River use betel nut. Betel nut is the fruit of 

the areca palm, which , when chewed together with lime 

made from burnt coral or shell and the leaf of a particular 

vine, produces a mild stimulant effect. Among the latmul 

and neighboring groups, equipment for betel -nut chewing 

has become especially elaborate, and both the containers 

(iavo) used to store the powdered lime and the spatulas 

(tap) used to scoop it from the containers serve symbolic 

and religious as well as practical functions. 

During male initiation rites, ceremonial lime contain

ers (bandi na iavo) made from bamboo, such as catalogue 

number 47, were presented to the newly initiated boys by 

their maternal uncles. 1 When making their first public 

appearance following the rites, the initiates proudly dis

played the containers, together with other ornaments and 

accessories, as marks of their newly achieved status.2 The 

top of the bandi na iavo had only a small hole to allow for 

the insertion of the lime spatula , but the lower portion 

was frequently adorned with elaborate decorative wood 

carvings depicting totemic animals and other supernatural 

beings.3 (In the photograph here, cat. no. 47 has been 

inverted in order to show the carving to better advantage.) 

Some of these ornate lime containers were produced by 

the Chambri people and, to a lesser extent, by the latmul 

artists of Aibom village, both of whom specialized in the 

production of these objects, which they traded to sur

rounding communities.4 

Lime spatulas (tap) were regarded as symbols of male 

pri de and aggression .5 Like catalogue number 46, they 
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46, detail 

were often greatly elongated , with the upper portion intri

cately carved. In the past the tap of prominent warriors 

were embellished with long tassels, each of which symbol

ized an enemy slain in battle (see fig. 33).6 The lower ends 

of latmul lime sticks were carved with a series of serrated 

ridges, which allowed the spatula and container to be 

used as a noisemaker, to emphasize the emotional state of 

the owner. As a signal of their confidence or displeasure, 

latmul men rapidly thrust the lime stick in and out of the 

mouth of the container, so that the raised ridges rubbed 

against the edge of the hole, producing a harsh, grating 

noise.- This use of spatulas and lime containers as noise

makers was considered such a quintessentially male activ

ity that 1t formed a central feature of portions of the great 

ceremonial cycle known as naven, in which the customary 

gender roles were reversed. Here the women took up the 

clothing, ornaments, and accessories of men , strutting 

about and grating their lime sticks within the containers, 

taking so much pleasure in irreverently and humorously 

imitating the personalities and actions of men that they 

sometimes wore out the lime sticks with their efforts, as 

the anthropologist Gregory Bateson described: 

In [male costume) the women were ver proud of themselves. 

They walked about flaunting their feathers and grating their 

lime sticks in the boxes [lime containers], producing the loud 

Fig. 33. An lat
mul man of 
Mindimbit vil
lage in full 
dress regalia, 
ca. 1930. He 

carries an 
elaborate lime 
container 
equipped with 
an elongated 
lime stick 
adorned with 
a series of tas
sels, each of 
which repre
sents an enemy 
slain in battle. 
Photo: Gregory 
Bateson. From 
Bateson (1936) 
1958, pl. X>.IVA 

sound\\ hi ch men use to express anger, pride and assertive

ness. Indeed so great was their pleasure in this particular 

detail of ma le beha iour that the husband of one of them ... 

complained sorrowful! that his wife had \\Orn awa all the 

serrations on his lime stick so that it would no longer make a 

sound.8 

Today this older form of lime container has mostly 

been replaced by boxes made from metal or plastic. How

ever, bamboo and gourd lime containers continue to be 

produced and used in ceremonial contexts. 9 

1. Bateson 1936 1958, p. 134; Bateson n.d .. p. 23 , no. 159; Friede 
2005 , \OI. 2, p. 113, no. 189. 

2. Bateson n.d .. p. 23 , no. 159; Kocher Schmid 1985, p. 185, no. 41 . 
3. Bateson n.d., p. 23 , nos. 160-62; Kocher Schmid 1985, p. 185, 

no. 41. 
4. Bateson n.d., p. 17, nos. 89-91 ; Kocher Schmid 1985, p. 184, no. 38. 

5. \ ardwell 1971, p. 64, no. 123 ; Friede 2005 , ol. 2, p. 114, no. 194. 
6. Bateson n.d., p. 2-1. no. 170; Bateson (1936) 1958, p. 15, pl. xx1 A; 

Gilliard 1955, p. 448; Hauser-Schaublin 1983, p. 2-1 . 

7. Bateson 1936 1958, p. 151 , pl. xx 11. 
8. Ibid ., p. 15. 
9. Kocher Schmid 1985, p. 184 . no. 38. 
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48 . FLUTE STOPPER 

New Guinea, lower Sepik region, Yuat River, Biwat 

{Mundugumor) people 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood, hair 

H. 21 ~ in. (54.9 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1415 

49 . FLUTE STOPPER 

New Guinea, lower Sepik region, Yuat River, Biwat 

{Mundugumor) or neighboring peoples 

Late 19th- early 20th century 

Wood, paint, shell 

H. 8-U in. (21.3 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1556 
Ex coll.: Worthington Hammersley Southwick, New York 

In many regions of New Guinea, flutes, fashioned from 

hollow cylinders of bamboo ranging from a few inches to 

several yards in length , were among the most sacred and 

important of all ceremonial objects. Most forms were 

played in the manner of a Western flute, by blowing across 

a hole bored in the side of the instrument near the upper 

end. The tops of such side-blown flutes were often 

adorned with ornamental flute stoppers: wood figures 

carved atop peglike bases designed to be inserted into the 

upper end of the bamboo to provide a tight seal . In former 

times the most ornate sacred flutes and flute stoppers 

were those of the Biwat people, who live on the middle 

reaches of the Yuat River, a southern tributary of the 

Sepik. The role of sacred flutes among the Biwat differed 

from that of flutes among other New Guinea peoples in 

several important respects.' In most New Guinea societies 

such flutes were exclusively male objects, commissioned 

and owned by clans or other kin associations, and use of 

the flutes-or even the knowledge of their existence

was restricted to initiated men. By contrast, Biwat sacred 

flutes were owned by individual men and their existence 

was known to all. 2 The rites and initiations of which they 

formed a part were also sponsored by individuals and open 

to children of both sexes, and the flutes formed part of the 

dowries of wealthy young women when they married.3 

The classic, and most common , form of Biwat flute 

stopper consists of a stylized human image with a small , 

thin body, stooped shoulders, and a greatly enlarged head , 

often, as here (cat. no. 48), depicted with an extremely 

high , domed forehead. The margins of the chin and 
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cranium here are lined with rows of holes, which served for 

the attachment of hair and other ornaments.4 The present 

work once stood on a peglike base, now lost, which was 

inserted into the upper end of the f1ute . Although they 

depict human images, f1ute stoppers of this type formed 

part of the ornate f1utes known as ashin , which were asso

ciated with crocodi le spirits. When a man wished to make 

a new ashin f1ute, he commissioned a carver, for whom he 

had to provide food throughout the carving process, to 

create the stopper.5 A group of individuals, each contribut

ing materials to adorn the stopper figure, then assemb led 

in secret to decorate the f1ute in a ceremonial enclosure 

built on the riverbank.6 During the creation and adorn

ment of the f1ute, a water drum , its sound representing 

that of the mother crocodile, who ceremoniall y gave birth 

to the flute , was played in the enclosure. Vast quantities 

of precious ornaments of shell , feather, bone, fiber, 

and other materials were attached to the f1ute stopper, 

encrusting it so thickly that often only the eyes of the 

stopper remained visible. The body of the f1ute was com

pletely covered in cowrie shells.- Many ashin f1utes were 

so heavily embellished that they were unplayable, and 

smaller, unadorned f1utes had to be played in their stead 

on ceremonial occasions.8 

Once complete, the f1ute was ceremoniall y fed ; food 

was offered to the stopper figure, the playing hole, and 

then to the stopper again before the assembled group was 

allowed to eat.9 The f1ute, now representing the "child of 

the crocodile spirit," was then brought forth and brief1y 

displayed to the entire community before being taken to 

the house of its owner.10 Stood upright against the wall 

and carefull y sheathed in mats, the f1ute was unwrapped 

periodically to be "fed " by the initiated or to be used in 

ceremonies. 11 Ashin f1utes played a central role in the rites 

known as the crocodile initiation , during which initiates 

crawled into the mouth of a large crocodile effigy and 

their bodies were cut by its "teeth " (that is, the cutting 

implements wielded by the initiators), producing perma

nent scarification marks on the skin .12 

The smaller f1ute stopper seen here, which is also likely 

from an ashin f1ute (cat. no. 49), retains its original peglike 

base. It is crowned by a fantastic hybrid figure with a bul

bous hea d and prominent animal snout atop a robust 

male human bod y. A small lizardlike creature appears on 

th e cranium . Although the identity of the being repre

sented is unknown, the image is almost certainl y that of a 

powerful spirit. 

1. See McDowell 1991 , pp. 131-34. 

2. Ibid. , pp. 131-33. 
3. M. Mead 1934, p. 238 ; Fraser 1955, p. 18; McDowe ll 1991 , pp. 131-

33, 137; Pelrine 1996, p. 129, no. 54. 

4. Stoh r 1987, p. 322, no. 83. 

5. McDowel l 1991 , p. 137. 

6. M. Mea d 1934, p. 238 ; McDowe ll 1991, p. 137. 

7. M. Mead 1934, pp. 237-39 ; M. Mea d 1938, p. 201 ; Fraser 1955, 

p. 18; Beran 1998, p. 42 . 

8. M. Mead 1934, p. 238; Kocher Sch mid 1985, p. 203, no. 141; 

McDowell 1991 , p. 137; Pelrine 1996, p.129, no. 54-

9. McDowell 1991 , p. 138. 

10. M. Mead 1934, p. 238; Fraser 1955, p. 18; Newto n 1967, no. 47 ; 

Pelrine 1996, P- 129, no. 54. 
11. M. Mead 1934, p. 238 ; McDowell 1991 , p. 137; Pelrine 1996, p. 129 , 

no. 54. 
12. See McDowe ll 1991 , pp.134-46. Alt hough gir ls co uld parti ci pate in 

the croco di le in it iatio n, th e we re not scarified (ibid ., p. 133)_ 
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50. HAIR ORNAMENT (Manyan) 

New Guinea, lower Sepik region, Yuat River, Biwat 

{Mundugumor) people 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood, paint, fiber 

H. 15 ~ in. (40.3 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1458 
Ex coll.: Worthington Hammersley Southwick, New York 

Biwat art is particularly remarkable for the delicacy and 

virtuosity of its intimately scaled wood carving-primarily 

personal ornaments worn in the hair or attached to the 

belts and armbands of dancers. 1 Likely worn as an ele

ment of festive or ceremonial attire, this hair ornament 

has an unadorned, pinlike base, which would have been 

inserted into the wearer's coiffure. Some sources, however, 

state that such hair ornaments were intended not to adorn 

the human head but rather to be inserted among the 

ornaments that decorated the heads of flute-stopper fig

ures (see cat. no. 48).2 Many Biwat ornaments were used 

interchangeably to adorn flute stoppers or the human 

body, so it is possible that the hair ornaments served both 

functions. 3 Nonetheless, the size of the surviving hair orna

ments, often nearly as tall as the flute stoppers them

selves, suggests that they served primarily for personal 

adornment.4 

The form of Biwat hair ornaments, whose central ele

ments are encompassed within a series of concentric 

hooks, is strikingly similar to that of the larger hook 

images produced by the Yimam people of the Korewori 

River, whose headwaters lie nearby, as well as those of the 

more distant Bahinemo people (see cat. nos. 20, 24).5 The 

peoples of the Sepik are linked by an elaborate network of 

exchange in which songs, ceremonies, and ceremonial 

objects circulate widely.6 Thus, it is possible that the diminu

tive hook figures on Biwat hairpins were inspired by Yimam 

objects-such as the smaller hook figures used by Yimam 

men as hunting charms-obtained through trade. 

1. See Friede 2005 , vol. 2, pp. 104-5, nos. 143-47. 
2. Forge 1960, p. 8, fig. 5; Wardwell 1994, p. 54 , no. 13. 
3. M. Mead 1938, p. 201. 
4. Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 105, no. 147. 
5. Newton 1967, no. 48. For a discussion of the distribution of the 

"opposed-hook" tradition in the Sepik region , see Forge 1960, p. 7. 

6. See M. Mead 1934. 
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51 . MASK 

New Guinea, lower Sepik region, Yuat River, Biwat 

(Mundugumor) people 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood, paint, fiber 

H. 12 )ii in. (30.8 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

elson A Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1634 
Ex coll.: Raymond and Laura Wielgus, Chicago, Illinois, 1960-74 

In the past , Biwat carvers produced numerous forms of 

masks. Although there is almost no information on the 

specific identit and uses of individual examples, masks, 

like other forms of sculpture, appear to have portra ed the 

two major types of supernatural 

beings in Biwat cosmolog : maindjimi, 

or forest spirits, who lived in the 

woods surrounding the village, and 

saki, or water spirits, who inhabited 

rivers and other bodies of water. ' This 

mask likel represents a water or croc

odile spirit. In the village of Kam

brambo masks of this t pe appeared 

as the heads of human Ii ke tigu res v ho 

rode on the backs of gigantic effigies 

representing the "crocodile mother," 

who swallowed and later disgorged 

oung novices as part of initiation cer

emonies.2 Masks were also likel worn 

as part of other initiation rites, and 

the present work is attached to an 

armature of cane, which titted over 

the head to hold it in place.3 Be ond 

51 

their role as ceremonial regalia, some Biwat masks were 

venerated as sacred objects in their O\ n right, forming 

part of a broader category of supernaturall powerful 

items, such as flutes, which could be iewed onl b the 

initiated .4 

1. 1cDo\1ell 1991, pp. 95-96. 
2. Kaufmann 2006. pp. 106- , figs. 111.8, 111 .9, and Kaufmann . per

sonal communication , 200-. 

3. Beran 1998, p. 18. 

4. See 1. lead 1934, p. 239 and passim . 
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52. HOUSE-POST FIGURE 

New Guinea, lower Sepik region, Keram River, Kambot (Tin 

Dama) people 

19th century 

Wood, paint, fiber 

H. 96 in. (243.8 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1969 

1978.412.823 
Ex coll.: L. R. Webb, Oakland, California, 1963 

The Kambot live along the banks of the Keram River, one 

of several major tributaries whose waters feed into the 

lower reaches of the Sepik River. As in other Sepik cultures, 

the primary focus of religious life and artistic expression in 

a Kam bot village was the men 's ceremonial house, whose 

towering gables, painted with the images of founding 

ancestors, loomed over the community.' Although Kambot 

artists devoted much of their time and energy to painting 

(see cat. no. 53), they also produced compelling works of 

sculpture. 2 Carved from a single massive tree trunk and 

standing eight feet (2-4 meters) in height, this monumen

tal figure is probably the largest surviving work of Kambot 

sculpture.3 In its original state the figure was not an inde

pendent work; rather, it formed part of a massive post that 

helped to support the roof of the men 's house.4 At som e 

later date, when the men 's house for which it was origi

nally carved decayed and it became necessary to replace 

the edifice, the figure was cut from the post and preserved 

as a sacred image, tied to one of the house posts in the 

new structure and periodically repainted to refresh the 

vibrancy of its colors (see fig. 34). 

The images on Kambot house posts portray founding 

ancestors.5 This work may depict Mobul , one of the most 

important culture heroes of the Kambot, or his brother 

Goyen .6 The ancestor is shown in full ceremonial regalia , 

wearing large crescent-shaped neck ornaments of shell , 

fiber arm- and leg bands, and a row of circular shell rings 

or pigs' tusks around his waist. The head of the figure is 

particularly remarkable, for the form and configuration of 

the facial features can be interpreted as several distinct 

images. The overall form of the head may represent the 

head of a crocodile .7 It can also be interpreted as a stylized 

humanlike face whose greatly elongated eyes in turn form 

the arms of a second , smaller figure, whose head appears 

as a red ci rcu la r motif at the top and whose hands (the 

flaring nostrils of the larger face) grasp the long beaklike 

nose, which may refer through a complex series of 

metaphors to a sacred flute. 8 Such flutes were secret and 

esoteric objects, the use or even the existence of which 
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were known only to initiated men. Hence this image, 

which to the uninitiated simply depicted the face of the 

ancestor, almost certainly incorporated hidden imagery 

and deeper meanings known only to those to whom the 

figure 's true significance had been revealed . 

1. See Huppertz 1981 , pp. 87-113; Hauser-Schaublin 1989a, pp. 363-

65, 453-54 ; Ruff and Ruff 1990, p. 571, fi g. 5. 

2. Newton , Jones, and Ezra 1987, p. 20, no. 8. 

3. Ibid. 

Fig. 34. The interior of a 
Kambot men 's house showing 
the present work as it 
appeared in 1955. Cut from 
the supporting post of an 
earlier men's house, the figure 
has been tied to a house 
post in the new structure. 
The Photograph Study Collec
tion. The Department of the 
Arts of Africa, Oceania, and 
the Americas. The Metropoli
tan Museum of Art, New York 
{PSC 20075.840) 

4. Newton 1967, no. 46; Newton, Jones, and Ezra 1987, p. 20, no. 8. 

5. Kaufmann 1975, nos. 83/84. 

6. Newton , Jones, and Ezra 1987, p. 20, no. 8; see Huppertz 1981 , pas

sim. There are several variant spellings of the names of these two 

brothers (see Dennett and Dennett 1975, p. 33; Huppertz 1981 , 

p. 67). Helen Dennett (personal communication, 2002) suggests that 

the figure represents Serampam, another figure from Kam bot oral 

tradition. 

7. Christian Kaufmann , personal communication , 2007. 

8. Ibid . 
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53· PAINTING 

New Guinea, lower Sepik region, Keram River, Kambot (Tin 

Dama) people 

Mid-20th century 

Sago-palm petiole, bamboo, paint 

H. 63~ in. (161.9 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1443 

The Kambot people were, and are, accomplished painters. 

In former times, virtually all Kam bot painting was devoted 

to the embellishment of men's ceremonial houses, whose 

massive exterior gables and more intimately scaled interi

ors were adorned with paintings depicting ancestors and 

other supernatural beings. 1 Kambot men's-house gables 

were decorated primarily with a single, enormous paint

ing depicting a prominent ancestor, which appeared 

above a row of smaller paintings portraying various sub

jects; the interiors were decorated with numerous smaller 

paintings. 2 As in other Sepik cultures, the primary medium 

for Kambot painters was, and is, sago petioles, the bark

like bases of the fronds of the sago palm. To prepare the 

petiole, the frond is trimmed off and the curved base flat

tened to produce a level painting surface. As in the present 

work, artists frequently stitch several petioles together with 

lengths of fiber to create a more extensive "canvas." 3 

Both the scale and the remarkable state of preservation 

of this work indicate that it likely adorned the interior 

rather than the facade of a men's house. 4 The painting 

would have been attached to the rafters on the underside 

of the roof and might have been accompanied (as was 

sometimes the case) by delicate feather mosaics depicting 

similar images. The painting's energetically rendered fig

ures, outlined in bright white pigment, would have exuded 

an otherworldly quality when illuminated by the flickering 

light of the fire. 5 Such paintings primarily served as 

screens that separated the inner sanctum of the house 

from the remainder. 6 

Kambot paintings record and illustrate sacred history, 

depicting founding ancestors, culture heroes, spirits, and 
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totemic animals from oral tradition. 7 The present work 

shows a male ancestor in the center standing on a raised 

mound, flanked by two inverted female figures, who may 

represent his wives, one of whom stands on a similar 

mound .8 The heads of all three figures are flanked by the 

heads of crested or wattled birds, which likely represent 

the ancestors' totemic species.9 Although the painting may 

be simply a portrait of these beings, some Kam bot artists 

also created narrative scenes representing specific events 

from the lives of the beings they portray.10 The unusual 

upraised hand gesture of the male ancestor here, as well 

as the inversion of the female figures, suggests that this 

image depicts an episode from Kambot oral tradition. 

1. Shurcliff 1930, pp. 234-35; Newton 1967, no. 45; Kaufmann 1975, 
nos. 81-84; Huppertz 1981 , pp. 86-113; St6hr 1987, pp. 56-58; 

Hauser-Schaublin 1989a, pp. 363-65, 452-55; Friede 2005, vol. 2, 

p. 100, no. 116. 

2. Gathercole, Kaeppler, and ewton 1979, p. 299, no. 22.12; St6hr 

1987, p. 56; Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 100, no. 116. 

3. Dennett and Dennett 1975, p. 7; Smidt 199oa, p. 206; ewton 
2001, p. 260. 

4. A row of smaller paintings, similar in scale to this work, was typi

cally attached below the enormous ancestor image on the gable 

(see Hauser-Schau bl in 1994, p. 153, fig. 5). However, the present 

work shows no signs of fading or weathering, indicating that it was 

almost certainly displayed inside the house. 

5. Stohr 1987, pp. 56-58; Hauser-Schau bl in 1994, p. 152; Friede 2005, 
vol. 2, p. 100, no. 116; Geary 2006, p. 63 , no. 19. 

6. Newton 2001 , nos. 260-63; Christian Kaufmann, personal commu

nication , 2007. 

7. Huppertz 1981 , pp. 86-113 and passim ; Sti:ihr 1987, p. 56 ; Geary 

2006, p. 63 , no. 19. 

8. Newton 1967, no. 45; Christian Kaufmann, personal communica

tion , 2007. 

9. Ibid . 

10. Newton 2001 , p. 260. 
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54 . MALE FIGUR E 

New Guinea, lower Sepik region, Keram River 
19th century or earlier 
Wood, feathers, cowrie shells, fiber 
H. 70 in. (1n8 cm) 
Gift of Evelyn A.). Hall, 1981 
1981.415.7 

Boardlike images from which fully modeled heads and 

other features emerge to create anthropomorphic figures 

occur in a number of Sepik cultures. Collected in the 

Keram River region, this image has a long, spatulate body, 

whose form evokes, or perhaps represents, the blade of a 

large canoe paddle, from whose planar surface a face, 

arms, and phallus emerge to create a human image.' The 

original use and significance of the figure are undocu

mented . Like the majority of Sepik wood sculpture, how

ever, this work was almost certainly a religious image 

depicting a powerful spirit or ancestor, which would have 

been kept , together with similar images and other sacred 

objects, in the men 's ceremonial house of the village. 

The ornate headgear and ornaments of the figure indi

cate that it likely depicts a person or supernatural being of 

particular importance. The jawline is embellished with 

cowrie shells, precious objects that served locally as both 

ornaments and ceremonial currency.2 The head is sur

mounted by what appears to be an elaborate headdress 

trimmed with cassowary feathers enhanced with addi

tional cowrie shells. In its hands the figure grasps a long 

cylindrical object, which may represent a snake.3 Overall , 

the figure 's lavish regalia strongly suggest that it was a 

sacred image that stood within a Keram ceremonial house, 

where living men, possibly similarly attired , honored the 

ancestors and spirits. 

1. Friede 2005 , vol. 2 , p. 101 , no. 121 . A close ly related fi gure, now in 
the jolika Coll ection of New Guinea Art , at the de Young Museum, 
San Francisco, has recentl y been carbon-dated to between 1450 and 
1640 (ibid .). 

2 . Kasprus 1973, p. 52 . 

3. Christian Kaufmann , personal communication , 2007. 
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55 · FLUTE MASK 

New Guinea, lower Sepik region, Kopar people 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood, paint, fiber, seeds 

H. 18~ in. (476 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Colledion, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1410 

In the Sepik region , masks were not always made to be 

worn on the face . Many Sepik peoples created masks, or 

masklike carvings, that were never worn but served , like 

figures, as sacred images of ancestors and spirits and were 

kept in the men 's ceremonial house. 1 In many areas minia

ture masks were made to adorn sacred ftutes or to be worn 

as personal ornaments. Some middle Sepik peoples also 

produced enormous wood or basketry masks that were 

mounted on the gables of ceremonial houses (see fig. 4).2 

The present mask was created by the Kopar people, who 

live along the lower reaches of the Sepik River.3 Masks like 

this one, lacking eyeholes and with a shallow, concave 

back far too small to accommodate a human face, served 

as ornaments for sacred ftutes.4 

Masks with extremely long and thin noses occur widely 

throughout the lower Sepik region , where they are pre

dominantly depictions of powerful spirits (see cat. no. 63). 

Carvers among the Murik people state that these elon

gated noses are explicitly modeled after the beaks of 

birds. 5 These beak-shaped noses find their supreme 

expression in the Kopar masks in which the facial features 

are almost entirely condensed into an enormous spikelike 

nose, with a small oval eye on either side. 6 Some examples 

are crowned, as here, by a small bird , possibly an eagle, 

which may represent a totemic species. 7 

1. See M. Mead 1934, pp. 235-36, 239 ; Friede 2005, vol. 2, pp. 110, 

no. 172, 121 , no. 241 , 123, no. 253. 

2. Kocher Schmid 1985, pp. 183-84, nos. 33-37, 209, no. 182. 

3 Christian Kaufmann, personal communication , 2007. See Newton 

1967, no. 33; Newton and Waterfield 1995, p. 271; Kelm 1966-68, 

vol. 3, nos. 179, 180, 188. Kelm attributes one mask of this type to 

the lower Ramu River (no. 183). 

4. Peltier 1999, p. 200, no. 17. 

5. See Beier and Aris 1975, p. 21. 

6. Newton and Waterfield 1995, p. 271. 

7. Ibid . 
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56 . FIGUR E 

New Guinea, lower Sepik region, Kopar or Angoram people 

Late 19th- early 20th century 

Wood, paint 

H. 30 /j in. (775 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1969 

1978.412 -722 
Ex coll.: Wolfgang Paa/en, Paris, New York, and Mexico; 

Charles Stephen-Chauvet, France 

Created by an artist of the Kopar or Angoram people, who 

live on the banks near the mouth of the Sepik River, this 

figure almost certainly portrays a spirit. Its features are 

drawn out into a series of attenuated forms that combine 

to create a delicate openwork image, so that the figure, 

though hewn from solid wood , captures the wraithlike 

otherworldly qualities of the supernatural being it depicts. 

Images of this type were carried or worn by performers 

during dances. Attached to short lengths of bamboo, 

which still survive on some examples, the figures were 

held in the hand as dance wands or, according to one 

account, affixed to a framework that was worn on the 

dancer's back during initiation ceremonies.' 

The conical knob on the head of the present figure 

once served for the attachment of a feather headdress, 

now lost. 2 As in the masks of the same region (cat. no. 55), 

the most dominant feature of Kopar/Angoram dance fig

ures is the enormously elongated beaklike nose. The nose 

of this figure runs down the entire length of the body to 

below the feet, where it merges with the stylized head of a 

boar, on which the figure stands.3 

This figure once belonged to the Surrealist painter and 

writer Wolfgang Paa I en (1905-1959), who was perhaps 

drawn to it by its distinctive treatment of the human form. 

The tremendous virtuosity and plasticity with which artists 

from New Guinea and other regions of the Pacific 

reworked and remade the human image were greatly 

admired by the Su rrea I is ts, whose own works often i ncor

porate imagery closely inspired by Oceanic art. 

1. Newton 1967, 110. 43 ; Stahr (1971], p. 96 ; Kocher Schmid 1985, 

p. 205, 110. 154; Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 99 , no. 108. 

2. Newton , Jones, and Ezra 1987, p. 18, no. 6. 

3. Ibid . 
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57. SHIELD 

New Guinea, lower Sepik region, Kanduanum village, Angoram 
people 
Late 19th-early 20th century 
Wood, paint, fiber 
H. 64 Yi in. (163 .8 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 
Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 
1979.206.1448 

Carvers from the Angoram and Biwat peoples living in the 

area around the junction of the Yuat and Sepik rivers pro

duced a similar variety of war shield , characterized by a 

central column of three to six superimposed faces, whose 

eyes are often surrounded , as here, by bristly, upward

curving projections.1 The painted and carved designs were 

often further accented with fiber tassels attached to the 

edges of the shield or threaded through the pierced noses 

of the images. 2 In former times shields of this type were 

reportedly used in battle to protect the owner from 

spears.3 According to Beta Omang, a Biwat man from Aku

ran village, the faces on the shields depict Ra ram , a pow

erful spirit, and the bristlelike elements around the eyes 

represent spears (damvro). Another type of face with 

round eyes, which appears at the top of some shields, 

represents the ftying fox, a large species of fruit bat. 4 The 

imagery of the present Angoram shield is closely similar to 

that of the Biwat example described by Omang. 5 Although 

there is no precise information on the interpretation of 

shield imagery among the Angoram , it seems reasonable 

to suppose that the present work depicts the same, or 

similar, beings that appear on Biwat shields. Given the 

hazards and uncertainties of combat, the addition of 

such powerful spirit images to war shields may have been 

intended to afford the bearer an added measure of super

natural protection. 

1. Schmidt 1929, pp. 141, 156-58, pl. 1.2, nos. 2-4; Newton 1967, 
no. 41; Kelm 1966-68, vol. 3, no. 420; Craig in Beran and Craig 

2005, pp. 99- 100 ; Friede 2005, vol. 2, nos. 148, 149 . 

2. Schmidt 1929, p. 157; Craig in Beran and Craig 2005, p. 100. 

3. M. Mead 1938, p. 192, fig . 6. 
4. Craig in Beran and Craig 2005, p. 100. 
5. Newton attributes the present work to the Angoram village of 

Kanduanum (Newton 1967, no. 41). 
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58 . MASK 

New Guinea, lower Sepik region, Ramu or Guam River, probably 

Romkun, Breri, or lgana people 

19th century 

Wood 

H. 23 % in. (60 cm) 

Rogers Fund, 1978 

1978-7 

Masks and figures from the peoples of the middle Ramu 

and Guam rivers a re characterized by faces whose features, 

rendered in relief, are fully or partially bracketed by a 

nested series of hooklike forms.1 Some masklike carvings 

in the region were purely ceremonial objects, but the pres

ent wo rk, with pierced eyes and small holes on its periph

ery, which were likely used to secure it to a basketry 
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headdress, was almost certainly a dance mask.2 The mask 

was probably created by an artist of the Romkun , Breri , or 

lgana people, whose masking traditions are almost 

entirely undocumented. However, it shares a number of 

stylistic features, most notably the large diamond-shaped 

eyes, with the dance masks of the neighboring Komin

imung people, whose language and culture are related to 

those of the other three groups.3 Hence, it is possible that 

the dance masks of all four cultures had similar imagery 

and functions. 

Among the Kominimung, both masks and figures 

depict ancestral spirits called bwongogo, whose form is 

made visible to the human world through sculpture.4 

There are many types of both male and female bwongogo, 

and the spirits are responsible for promoting the success of 

important activities, such as gardening, hunting, fishing, 

and , formerly, warfare.5 Worn by initiated men as part of 

ritual performances, each mask depicts a particular ances

tral spirit associated with one of the village clans. 6 Women 

and children are not allowed to witness the creation of the 

masks, which are carved by the men in secluded locations 

outside the village or within the fenced-off grounds sur

rounding the men 's ceremonial house.7 However, all 

members of the community are permitted to see the per

formance of the masked dancers.8 

1. See Kelm 1966-68, vol. 3, pp. 236-37; Smidt 1975, nos. 102-4; 

Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 102, nos. 128, 129. 

2. The features that distinguish dance masks from purely ceremonial 

mask types among the Kominimung are discussed by Smidt 199od, 

p. 510. 

3. Smidt 199ob, p. 16; Smidt 199oc, pp. 79, 81. 

4. Smidt 199oc, p. 84; Smidt 199od, p. 516. 

5. Smidt 199ob. p. 28; Smidt 199oc, p. 84; Smidt 199od, p. 516. 
6. Smidt 199oc, pp. 84-85. 

7. Ibid ., p. Bo; Smidt 199od, pp. 512-15. 

8. Smidt 199od, p. 517. 

59 . FIGURE 

New Guinea, lower Sepik region, Ramu or Guam River, probably 
Breri or lgana people 

19th or early 20th century 

Wood, paint 

H. 53 in. (134.6 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Mr. and Mrs. Wallace K. Harrison Gift, 1974 

1978.412.1701 

Working in a series of re lated traditions, the artists of the 

middle Ramu and Guam rivers produce, or produced, 

simi lar types of anthro pomorphic figures with flattened 
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oval heads resembling masks and smaller, fully modeled 

bodies, whose trunks and limbs are often nearly cylindri

cal in form . Carvers from the Breri , lgana, Kominimung, 

and Romkun peoples produce both male and female 

images as well as a unique form of male figure that has 

only a single trunklike leg.' With the exception of those of 

the Kominimung, the nature and significance of these fig

ures are largely unknown . Among the Kominimung the 

figures, like masks, portray individual bwongogo, ancestral 

spirits whose powers ensure the success of agriculture, 

hunting, fishing, and other human endeavors.2 

Figures among the Kominimung are men 's sacred 

objects, kept and used within the precincts of the men 's 

ceremonial house. Some, such as the one-legged images. 

can be seen only by men, while during ceremonies others 

are briefly raised above the fence that surrounds the men 's 

house, allowing women and children to catch a glimpse of 

the bwongogo.3 Any man may produce everyday objects, 

such as betel-nut-chewing equipment and other personal 

accessories, but figures and masks are typically made by 

skilled carvers, whose artistic talents are known and recog

nized in the community.4 As women and children are not 

allowed to witness the creation of masks or figures, 

Kominimung artists work in secluded spots in the forest 

outside the village or within the men 's house compound .5 

When carving, artists often sit together in groups so they 

can talk and critique one another's work.6 Despite the 

sacred nature of the images they are producing, a light

hearted atmosphere prevails, and the carvers often gossip 

and joke with one another to relieve the monotony of 

their task.- " If we crack jokes," the carvers say, "the work is 

light; if we don 't, the work is heavy. "8 Artists, nonetheless, 

take their work seriously, seeking to perfect the form and 

adornment of their individual creations. As Pita Mangal , a 

noted Kominimung carver, observed , "A woodcarver must 

concentrate, think well and be inspired. You must think 

hard which motif you want to cut in the wood. And you 

must feel this inside, in your heart. "9 

1. See Kelm 1966-68, vol. 3, nos. 236, 237; Smidt 1975, pp. 103-4; 
Smidt 199oc, pp. 80-81 and passim ; Friede 2005, vo l. 2, p. 102, 

no. 129. 

2. Smidt 199ob, p. 28; Smidt 199oc, p. 84 ; Smidt 199od , p. 516. 

3. Smidt 199ob, p. 16; Smidt 199oc, p. 87. 

4. Smidt 199oc, p. 97. 
5. Ibid ., p. Bo; Smidt 199od , pp. 512-15. 

6. Smidt 199oc, pp. 105-6. 

7. Smidt 199ob, p. 31; Smidt 199oc, p. 105; Smidt 199od, p. 512. 

8. Smidt 199oc, p. 105. 

9. Ibid ., p. 101 , fig . 25. 

New Guinea I 101 



60. HOUSE POST 

New Guinea, lower Sepik region, lower Ramu River 
Early to mid-20th century 
Wood, fiber, shell, paint 
H. 16 ft. 2 in. (4.9 m) 
Gift of Horace W. Brock, in memory of Benjamin F. 
Dillingham II, 1999 
1999.104 
Collected by the Laurent-Anderele Expedition, 1966 

Carved from a single timber, this imposing work, more 

than sixteen feet in height, once formed one of the central 

house posts in a men's ceremonial house in the lower 

Ramu River region .1 Although house posts served as struc

tural timbers that supported the roof, some examples, 

such as the present work, were also extensively sculpted , 

their surfaces richly embellished with figures and masks 

carved in such high relief that many of them stand nearly 

free of the post itself. Among the Bosman people of the 

lower Ramu village of Bosngun, the elaborate rites sur

rounding the erection of the house posts were one of the 

climactic events in the construction of the ceremonial 

house. 

When an old men's house had decayed and needed to 

be replaced , it was demolished. Provided they were still in 

good condition , the larger elements of the old house, such 

as house posts, were often preserved and reused , and the 

other remaining materials were burnt. 2 The present work 

formed part of a ceremonial house constructed in the 

1940s. Once the previous house had been torn down and 

the materials, including any reusable elements, for the 

new one had been assembled , men from the community 

and surrounding villages constructed the outer framework 

of the walls. After the framework was erected , the ceremo

nial erection of the house posts began .3 The men and boys 

of the village first gathered to dig the holes in which the 

house posts would be set. Working with digging sticks and 

also with their bare hands, they dug the holes for the large 

central house posts first , followed by those for the smaller 

side posts. Once the holes were ready, the builders erected 

a tall fence around the building site to conceal it from the 

view of women and uninitiated children. Adorned in their 

finest dance regalia , with their bodies covered in red 

ocher and their faces colorfully painted in black, white, 

and red pigments, men from the village and surrounding 

communities gathered within the enclosure to celebrate 

witkurpag-a ceremony of singing, dancing, and feasting 

that accompanied the erection of the house posts. The cer

emony was begun by the older men, who sang a song, 

accompanied by the rhythms of hand drums and slit 
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gongs, announcing that the posts would be 

planted the following day. After the song, the 

young men performed. As the sun rose the 

next morning, the men began to place 

the side posts in their holes, followed by the 

large central house posts. Although all the 

posts might be erected in a single day, days 

or months sometimes elapsed before the 

final house post was in place and the roof 

could be built and thatched. 4 

Despite the prominence of the deco

rated post in the men 's house, there is 

virtually no information about the signifi

cance of the figures and masklike elements 

that adorned them .5 Stylistically, lower 

Ramu sculpture is part of the broader 

tradition of the lower Sepik region , which 

includes the arts of the lower reaches and 

tributaries of the Sepik and Ramu rivers, 

together with adjacent regions of the coast, 

including the Murik Lakes, and nearby 

offshore islands. Both the style and the 

imagery of the present work, consisting 

of a series of superimposed figures inter

spersed with masklike images, are strik

ingly similar to those of the house posts of 

the Murik people to the west. 6 The figures 

on Murik house posts portray the major 

ancestors, spirits, and sacred masks associ

ated with the men's house, and those of the 

lower Ramu likely depict similar subjects. 

1. See Hi:iltker 1966a, p. 29. 

2. Ibid ., pp. 20-21 . 

3. Ibid . 

4. I bid ., pp. 21-22. 

5. Ibid ., p. 36. 

6. For a closel y related Murik house post , see Craig 

1987, p. 36 . 
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61. MALE FIGURE (Malita kandimbwag or 

murup) 

New Guinea, lower Sepik region, Murik Lakes, Murik people 

19th-early 20th century 

Wood 

H. 7/5 in. (19 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1965 

1978.412.845 
Acquired from the Catholic Mission, Marienberg, Papua New 

Guinea, 1964 

Living along the Murik Lakes, a series of coastal lagoons 

near the mouth of the Sepik River, the Murik people were, 

and remain , accomplished carvers and traders. Murik 

objects, exchanged with neighboring peoples as part of 

regional trade networks, may have been widely influential 

in the development of the broader tradition of lower Sepik 

sculpture. 1 According to oral tradition , the Murik learned 

wood carving from Andena and Dibadiba , ancient culture 

heroes who descended the Sepik River in a canoe and 

taught the people both artistic and practical skills.2 The art 

of carving is passed down only in certain families. A novice 

is apprenticed to his father or uncle, although he may 

afterward learn additional skills from other master 

carvers. 3 Murik artists strive to achieve perfection in the 

symmetry and proportions of their works. Others in the 

community may express their approval or criticism of the 

carver's skills by describing a work as aretogo (beautiful) or 

moago (ugly) or by making statements such as tosiyan (it 

stands out well }.4 However, it is not the visual properties 

of the carved image but the supernatural power (maneng) 

imparted to it by the artist that is of foremost importance. 

As Morakau , a carver from Darap village active in the 

1970s, stated: "You can give power to a carving as long as 

you have the right incantations and as long as you make it 

the way you want it. Whether other people like it or not 

does not matter. "5 The carver imbues the sacred image 

with maneng through the use of magical leaves and by 

reciting specific timits (incantations) as he creates it.6 

Murik artists create works on a variety of scales. Larger 

human figures are primarily made for use as sacred 

images in the men 's ceremonial house, whereas smaller 

examples, such as the present work, are used as amulets or 

set up in personal or household shrines.7 In the past, 

Murik men often possessed bags of amulets consisting of 

small anthropomorphic and zoomorphic charms, which 

served a variety of purposes, including hunting, fishing, 

and sexual magic, depending on the nature and form of 

the charm.8 The present work may depict a male dancer, 
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his face covered by a large mask and his knees flexed for 

dancing.9 Among the Murik, dancing is a sexually charged 

activity; the beauty of the dancers is often said to be so 

visually (and supernaturally) overwhelming that it results 

in seduction or jealous fights. 10 Hence, it is conceivable 

that this work served as a love charm . The forehead is 

adorned with a motif known as mabranarogo (spider).11 

The spider is considered the perfect designer because 

of the precision and intricacy of its web, and it symbolizes 

the artistic perfection that Murik master carvers seek to 

achieve in their own work. 12 

1. Newton 1967, no. 32. 

2. Beier and Aris 1975, p. 17. 

3. Ibid. 
4. Ibid. , p. 22. 

5. Ibid . 
6. Ibid . 



7. Ibid., pp. 23-24, no. 10; Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. go, no. 46. 

8. Gathercole, Kaeppler, and Newton 1979, p. 294, no. 22.3; Friede 

2005, vol. 2, p. 89, no. 42. Htiltker describes human figures similar 

to the present one that, together with betel-nut mortars, were 

incorporated into a magic bundle on the nearby island of Kairiru 
(Holtker 1966b, pp. 26-28, 31). 

g. Kathleen Barlow, note in accession tile, dated April 29, 1993. 
10. Ibid. 

11. Ibid. The spider motif is a feature of all important masks (Beier 

and Aris 1975, p. 17), and its presence on the head of the present 

work supports the suggestion that the figure depicts a masked 
performer. 

12. Beier and Aris 1975, p. 17. 

62 . BETEL-NUT MORTAR 

New Guinea, lower Sepik region, Murik Lakes, Murik people 

19th-early 20th century 

Wood 

H. 6 in. (15.2 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1965 

1978.412.846 
Acquired from the Catholic Mission, Marienberg, Papua New 

Guinea, 1964 

One of the most widespread practices in the western 

Pacific is the use of betel nut, the fruit of the areca palm, 

which when chewed together with powdered lime and the 

leaf of a certain species of vine produces a mild stimulant 

effect. In many parts of New Guinea and Island Southeast 

Asia, the creation and ornamentation of the various acces

sories associated with betel-nut chewing constitute an 

important artistic subtradition , and carvers in the Sepik 

region devote considerable energy to the creation of lime 

containers (cat. no. 47), lime spatu las (cat. no. 46), and 

betel-nut mortars. Fundamentally practical objects, betel

nut mortars are used by the elderly who have lost their 

teeth, as an aid in the chewing of the tough , fibrous nuts. 

As the nut is chewed , the individual periodically places it , 

together with a small amount of lime, in the mortar and 

crushes it with a small pestle to release the active ingredi

ents and then places it back in the mouth. Born of neces

sity, betel-nut mortars also served as status symbols and 

were carried and used by male elders as marks of their 

secular and religious authority. ' In some areas, the mortars 

became heirlooms, typically passed down by maternal 

uncles to their nephews.2 Often adorned , as here, with 

images representing spirits, ancestors, or other powerfu I 

supernatural beings, some betel-nut mortars also had 

magical properties. 3 

The imagery of the mortars is diverse. Artists appear to 

have, or have had , considerable freedom in the choice and 

rendition of the subject matter of the central portion of 

the mortar, between the sturdy base and the shallow cup 

at the top, in which the betel nut is crushed .4 In many 

cases the cup is supported by single or multiple caryatid 

figures, which are often anthropomorphic in form .5 The 

bowl-like cup of this mortar, created by a Murik carver, is 

supported on the heads of two stylized female figures, 

which likely represent spirits.6 

1. Smidt 199oa, p. 240, no. 91; Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 88, no. 30. 
2. Friede 2005, vo l. 2, p. 88, no. 30. 

3. Htiltker 1966b, pp. 27-29, figs. 1, 2; Smidt 199oa, p. 240, no. 91. 

4. Smidt 199oa, p. 240, no. 91. 

5. Ib id. 
6. Kathleen Barlow, note in accession til e, dated April 29, 1993. 
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63. MASK (Wale or ware) 

New Guinea, lower Sepik region, coastal Boiken people 

19th century 
Wood, traces of paint 

H. 14 in. (35.6 cm) 

Rogers Fund, 1977 

1977.85 

Depicting a variety of male and female spirits, masks 

among the coastal Boiken were known as wale or ware. 1 In 

former times such masks appeared in dances held as part 

of religious ceremonies. The masks were not worn directly 

on the face; they were instead attached to a framework of 

cane, which was placed over the dancer's head and sup

ported on the shoulders. The dancer's costume 

was completed by brightly colored grass skirts 

that extended to the knees. 2 When not in use 

the masks were removed from the costumes 

and preserved in the men 's ceremonial house. 

A typical ceremonial house might contain 

twenty masks made from wood or woven 

reeds, which were preserved along with other 

sacred objects, such as flutes, bull-roarers, and 

human skulls.3 In coastal Boiken ceremonial 

houses, men reportedly stored their spears, 

used in hunting and warfare, next to the 

masks, whose supernatural power presumably 

infused the weapons, ensuring success.4 

According to coastal Boiken oral tradition , 

the first wale were made by a man named 

Pantjapong. A group of women, the story goes, 

heard the sounds of spirits who were living 

underwater, and the village men set out to dis

cover the source of the sound . After unsuccess

fully probing the waters with poles made from 

sago palms, Pantjapong decided to dive in and 

see for himself. Swimming beneath the sur

face, he came upon the spirits, who were 

wearing large masks. When he returned to the 

village, the other men asked him to carve 

masks like those he had seen , and these 

became the original wale.5 In historic times, as 

masks decayed and needed to be replaced , the 

members of the men's house commissioned 

an artist, called a duo wale nare sugo, to pro

duce a new wale. As payment, the artist was 

provided with all his meals while he worked 

and with a final feast when the commission 

was complete. The finished masks were kept 
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and reused for many years and were periodically repainted 

to refresh their colors for important ceremonies.6 Bearing 

the traces of many layers of paint, this work shows evi

dence of a long history of use. Its eyes and nose twisted 

slightly askew, the spirit gazes back at the viewer with an 

expression at once inquisitive and subtly menacing, per

haps as a reminder that the powers of the spirits are 

equivocal, able either to help or to harm. 

1. Gerstner 1952, p. 803 ; May 1990, p. 505. The term wale/ware was 

used to refer both to the mask and to the complete dance costume 

of which it formed a part (Gerstner 1952, p. 803). 

2. Gerstner 1952, pp. 803-4. 

3. Ibid., p. 803; May 1990, p. 505. 

4. Gerstner 1952, p. 806. 

5. Ibid ., pp. 808-9. 

6. Ibid ., p. 804. 
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64. MAS K {Lewa) 

New Guinea, lower Sepik region, Schouten Islands, Wogeo or 
Barn people 

19th-early 20th century 
Wood, paint 

H. 15 in. (38.1 cm) 
Purchase, Fred and Rita Richman Gift and Rogers Fund, 2001 

2001.254 
Ex coll.: john and Marsha Friede, New York 

Spirits associated with the village and the forest lie at the 

center of the artistic and ceremonial life of the peoples of 

the Schouten Islands, a small offshore archi

pelago just west of the Sepik River delta , in 

northern New Guinea. Many types of spirits 

can only be heard , their voices manifest as 

the sounds produced by sacred flutes, bull

roarers, whistles, or bamboo trumpets played 

by the village men .1 The spirits known as "vil

lage lewa," however, make themselves visible 

to the community in the form of masked 

dancers (tangbwa/) who enforce ritual prohi

bitions during the lead-up to wa/age, ceremo

nial distributions of food made by the village 

headman.2 

Some months prior to the walage, the 

headman summons the village lewa from the 

world of the spirits.3 The first to appear is a 

female lewa, portrayed by a man in a bu I ky 

costume made from women 's skirts, who 

"rises out of the sea" and walks into the 

men 's house, imitating the movements of a 

heavily pregnant woman . In the men 's house 

this female lewa "gives birth" to sons, typi

cally twins, who emerge from the house the 

following morning.4 Each headman owns a 

pair of wood masks, also called lewa, which 

represent the twin sons. 5 The two male /ewa 

perform together, each wearing a /ewa mask 

as the central element of an elaborate cos

tume embellished with shell and feather 

ornaments and worn with an enormous coni

cal headdress and bushy garments of sago

palm leaves, which conceal the performer's 

body (see fig. 35). 6 Although the /ewa spirits 

are said to be mute, each carries a shell rat

tle, whose sound accompanies his move

ments, as well as a spear. Thus arrayed , the lewa appear 

in the early morning and dance continuously until night

fall , the roles of the spirit brothers being assumed in turn 

by a series of dancers, who don the elaborate costumes 

when the preceding performers become exhausted .8 The 

conclusion of the dance is followed b a ceremonial meal , 

which signals the beginning of a prohibition on the har

vesting of all ripe coconuts in the community.9 

During the three to four months required for a suffi

cient quantity of coconuts to ripen for the walage cere

mony, the masked lewa dancers periodically reappear, 

patrolling the groves and gardens, ostensibly to enforce 

the ban but also to amuse themselves b playfully fright

ening the women and children at work in the fields.10 
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Delegations from nearby villages also visit, and pairs of 

guests are invited to don the masked costumes and per

form the lewa dance.11 Once all the coconuts necessary for 

the walage have ripened, the lewa are sent back to the 

land of the spirits, accompanied by funerary chants and 

lamentations.12 A long, narrow platform is constructed at 

the edge of the village, which serves as a metaphorical 

canoe (kat) to carry the /ewa on their homeward journey.13 

Fig. 35. A pair of masked lewa dancers performing at Go/, on 

Wogeo Island, in the Schouten Islands, 1934. The features of the 

mask on the right have been accented with white paint. Photo: 

Ian Hogbin. Historic Photograph Collection, Macleay Museum, 

University of Sydney 

The lewa proceed to the kat and dance, after which the 

masked costumes are removed and placed over cane 

frames, which serve as makeshift mannequins.'4 The /ewa 

mannequins are displayed within the canoe for two or 

three days, after which the costumes are dismantled and 

the masks returned to the headman for safekeeping until 

it is time to summon the lewa once again.15 While the lewa 

are primarily associated with the walage, the headman can 

also call upon them to appear on other occasions, such as 

the inauguration of a new men's house or trading canoe 

or the life-passage rites of his children.16 

Stripped of their ceremonial accoutrements, lewa 

masks remain powerful works of sculpture whose smoothly 
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contoured features combine to form striking images of the 

spirits they portray. The prominent nose, as here, is 

accented by a distinctive spiral ornament, modeled after 

the shell nose ornaments worn by local men. The holes 

that appear on the periphery of this mask served for the 

attachment of the elaborate dance costume.17 

1. Hogbin 1970, p. 58. 
2. Hogbin 1935, p. 334 ; Hogbin 1970, p. 58 ; Appel 2005, p. 104. The 

name tangbwal refers to the conical headdresses of the costumes, 

which are exaggerated versions of the basketry headdresses for

merly worn by initiated men {Smidt 199oa, p. 226, no. 85). 

3. Hogbin 1970, pp. 59-60. 

4. Ibid ., pp. 60- 63. 

5. I bid ., p. 63. 
6. Ibid ., p. 62; Smidt 199oa, p. 226, no. 85; see also Meyer 1995, 

vol. 1, p. 185, fig . 188. 

7. Hogbin 1970, p. 63 . 

8. Ibid ., pp. 63- 64 . 

9. Ibid ., p. 66. 
10. Ibid ., p. 65; Smidt 199oa, p. 226, no. 85. 

11 . Hogbin 1970, p. 66. 
12. Hogbin 1935, p. 334; Hogbin 1970, p. 67 ; Smidt 199oa, p. 226, no. 85. 

13. Hogbin 1970, p. 67 ; Smidt 199oa, p. 226, no. 85. 

14. Hogbin 1970, pp. 68-69. 

15. Ibid ., p. 69 ; Smidt 199oa, p. 226, no. 85. 

16. Hogbin 1970, p. 59 ; Smidt 199oa, p. 226, no. 85. 

17. Bodrogi 1959b, no. 22 ; Smidt 199oa, p. 226, no. 85. 

65. FEAST BOWL (Kelemui [?]) 

New Guinea, Admiralty Islands, probably Lou Island, Matankol 

people 

19th-early 20th century 

Wood 

W. 53 in. (134.6 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1453 

Comprising the large island of Manus and the smaller 

islands that surround it , the Admiralty Islands lie north

east of New Guinea and west of New Ireland. Home to four 

principal groups, the Manus, Matankol, Ussiai , and Paluan , 

speaking some twenty different languages, the archipelago 

gave rise to a series of art forms that, considering the eth

nic diversity of their creators, shows a marked uniformity 

in aesthetics and imagery throughout the islands.1 One 

reason for this similarity is that artists from specific peo

ples or islands appear to have specialized in the produc

tion of particular types of objects, which were traded 

throughout the archipelago.2 Much of the region's wood 

sculpture and other art forms was reportedly created by 

the Matankol peoples living on the small islands to the 

north, east, and southeast of Manus.3 Among the most 

imposing works of Admiralty Islands sculpture are the 
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enormous wood feast bowls used to serve and distribute 

large portions of food on important ceremonial occasions.4 

Such feast bowls were reported! produced almost exclu

sive! by the Matankol artists of Lou Island, who specialized 

in the manufacture of these massive serving vessels.5 

Although contemporary carvers continue to produce 

smaller types of bowls, the production of large-scale feast 

bowls had ceased by the 193os.6 

The vast hemispherical body of the feast bowl , as well 

as the four cylindrical legs that support it, was hewn from 

a single block of wood. The intricate openwork handles were 

t p1cally carved separately and affixed to the rim with fiber 

and glue made from parinarium-nut paste." When com

pleted, the bowls were painted with a deep black or black

ish brown pigment.8 Delicate and insecurely anchored to 

the bowl, the handles were too weak to serve any practical 

function and appear to have been purely decorative.9 The 

dominant motif in the handles of the feast bowls is a large 

single (a s here) or double spiral. Scholars suggest a number 

of possible inspirations for this spiral motif, including pig's 

tusks, fern fiddleheads, and the curling tails of reptiles or 

cuscus (a local marsupial).'0 According to Ben Mana, a con

temporary carver from Hus Island , the spiral motifs are 

called kolopeo, and their form is inspired by the coiled 

shell of a small species of sea snail. 11 In imagery and posi-

tion on the bowl , the handles resemble the prO\ and stern 

ornaments of Admiralty Island canoes, suggesting a possi

ble symbolic connection between feast bowls and canoes, 

both of which are closely associated, ph sicall and 

metaphorical! , with the village clans.12 Contemporar 

Admiralty Island artist Joe Nalo states that the spiral forms 

on canoe carvings and small food vessels represent clan 

insignia, and it seems probable that the spiral ornaments 

on the large feast bowl had the same fundion. '3 

1. Ohnemus 1998, pp. 4-5; ewton 1999b, p. 239. The Admiralt 

Islands are situated at the geographic crossroads of Island 1elane

sia , Micronesia, and Island Southeast Asia , leading some scholars 

to argue that Admiral!) Islands art refieds the artistic infiuence of 

all three regions (see Badner 1967; Heermann 2002, 

p. 92; Kaufmann 2002, p ... 13). 

2. ewton 1999b, p. 239. 

3. Ibid .; Heermann 2002, p. 92. 

4. e ermann 1934, p. 202: Ohnemus 1998. p. 209: e11ton 1999b, 

p. 240. 

5. Buhler 1936, pp. 19-20: ewton 1999b, pp. 239-40; Kaufmann 

2002. p. 51. 

6. See Ohnemus 1998. p. 201. 

. Badner 196 , p. 614; ewton 1999b, p. 240. 

8. 1osele 1877, p. 410; e\ermann 1934, pp. 205-6. 

9. Parkinson (1907) 1999, p. 159 ; Reichard 1933, pp. 9-10 ; e\ermann 

1934, p. 202; Ohnemus 1998. p. 206. 

10. Ohnemus 1998, p. 209; ewton 1999b, p. 240; Kaufmann 2002, p. 44. 

11. Ohnemus 1998, p. 209. 

12. Kaufmann 2002, p. 49. 

13. Ohnemus 1998, p. 209. 
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66 . WARRIOR ' S NECK ORNAMENT 

New Guinea, Admiralty Islands 
19th-early 20th century 

66 

Wood, paint, frigate-bird feathers, fiber, parinarium-nut paste 
H. 19-J--4 in. (50.2 cm) 
Gift of Gustave and Franyo Schindler, 1980 
1980.546 

Warriors in the Admiralty Islands did not only carry weapons; 

they also sought supernatural protection from the dangers 

of combat. To safeguard them during battle or when visit

ing neighboring groups whose intentions were not always 

peaceful , men wore a special form of war charm , a neck 

ornament whose powers were believed to render the wearer 

invulnerable to his enemies.1 Among the different peoples 

of the archipelago, the ornaments were known by a variety 

of names, including brangera, laluan, wage, and keindin, 

but were of two basic types. 2 The first consists, as here, of a 

stylized human head (or, more rarely, a full figure) in wood 
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adorned with a ftaring conical base made from the carefull y 

trimmed black wing feathers of the frigate bird .3 A second , 

perhaps earlier, type was made from the limb bones of 

humans or birds and ornamented in a similar manner.4 In 

the village of Batussi , on Manus Island , the wood heads 

on the charms were said to represent Pondoken, a leg

endary warrior who defeated many enemies.5 The heads 

are brightly painted in the bold red and white pigments 

characteristic of Admiralty Islands wood sculpture. The 

chip-carved white patterns on the face likely represent 

scarification marks; the earlobes are pierced and artifi

cially extended , as was the practice among men.6 

Fig. 36. A Matankol man from Rambutjo in battle dress, early 
1900s. His regalia include a warrior's neck ornament, tied to 
the back of the neck in the characteristic fashion, so that the 
feathers project horizontally. Photo: Fiilleborn, 1908-10. From 
Nevermann 1934, pl. 3 



Warriors' ornaments were worn on the back of the 

neck, secured by a thin necklace of cordage tied so tightly 

that the wood head faced directly upward and the feathers 

projected horizontally with dramatic flair (see fig. 36). 7 The 

upper surface of the head of this work is curved, probably 

so as to make it fit more comfortably in the nape of the 

wearer's neck. Although warriors' neck ornaments were 

used throughout the archipelago, there is some evidence 

that, like other art forms such as feast bowls (cat. no. 65), 

these ornaments may have been produced only by certain 

groups, such as the Matankol people, of the northern coast 

of Manus Island, from whom examples were purchased by 

their southern neighbors.a Vital to success in war, these 

ornaments were reportedly costly. 9 Warfare in the area 

ended in the early twentieth century, but contemporary 

Admiralty Islanders continue to make and wear these neck 

ornaments as part of dance regalia.' 0 

1. Ohnemus 1998, pp. 65-66. 

2. Nevermann (1934, p. 140) provides an extensive list of local names 

for warriors' neck ornaments. 

3. Ibid. , pp. 139-40; Ohnemus 1998, pp. 63-64. 

4. Moseley 18n, pp. 400, 416; Parkinson (1907) 1999, p. 162. Some 

authors suggest that bulbous bone processes that projected above 

the feather cone served as the formal prototype for the bulbous 

heads of the wood examples (see Nevermann 1934, pp. 138-40; 

Ohnemus 1998, p. 66). 

5. Ohnemus 1998, p. 65. 
6. Kaufmann 2002, p. 46. 

7. Ohnemus 1998, p. 65. 

8. Fortune 1935, p. 103. 

9. Ibid. 

10. Ohnemus 1998, p. 66, 121 , fig . 140. 

67. PENDANT OR HEAD ORNAMENT (Kapkap) 

New Guinea, Admiralty Islands, Matankol people (?) 

19th century 

Tridacna shell, turtle shell, fiber, glass bead 

Diam. 3 ~4 in. (8.3 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of Mr. and 

Mrs. John}. Klejman, 1960 

1978.412.739 
Ex coll.: Harry G. Beasley; Cranmore Ethnographical Museum, 

Chislehurst, England, 1850-70 

One of the most distinctive and widespread forms of 

Melanesian jewelry are kapkap, disk-shaped ornaments 

typically fashioned from the hard , marblelike shell of the 

giant clam overlaid with a delicate, lacelike filigree of 

carved turtle shell. ' Kapkap in various forms were created 

or used by peoples across a vast area of the southwest 

Pacific, from coastal areas of New Guinea across Island 

Melanesia as far east as the Santa Cruz archipelago, in the 

Solomon Islands (see cat. no. 104). 2 Despite the abundance 

of kapkap both in their original homelands and today in 

Western collections, there is very little information on 

either the makers and making of kapkap or the signifi

cance of their imagery.3 The designs of some Melanesian 

kapkap incorporate figural images, such as stylized birds 

and fish (see cat. no. 104). However, most, as here, employ 

purely geometric motifs. Some design elements may have 

had symbolic meanings. However, it is also conceivable 

that the elegant openwork compositions were primaril 

decorative, intended simpl to please the eye. 

Among the most prolific and accomplished kapkap 

makers were the artists of the Admiralty Islands, where the 

ornaments were known by a variety of local names, many 

of them variants of the term boembul. 4 Worn in the hair or 

suspended from the neck as pendants, kapkap in the 

Admiralties were male ornaments· on the island of Baluan 

they were reportedly worn onl by men of high status (see 

fig. 37).5 One early European observer, however, noted that 

women and girls were permitted to wear smaller exam

ples.6 Perhaps because of the enormous time and effort 

involved in their production , kapkap were reportedly the 

most valuable ornaments in the Admiralty Islands.- Within 

the archipelago the manufacture of kapkap may have 

been a specialty of the Matankol people, who live on the 

smaller islands that surround the main island of Manus.a 

The Matankol were noted for their expertise in catching 

turtles, whose shells provided the delicate openwork fili

gree, and they also had read access to the giant-clam 

shells necessary to create the underlying disks.9 
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Fig. 37- Wara Wauwu, an Usiai man from Tingou village, 1932. 
He wears a kapkap in his hair together with a variety of other 

adornments, including a wood nose ornament and sprays of 

leaves inserted into his armbands. Photo: Alfred Buhler. 

Museum der Kulturen Basel {{F}Vb 1639) 

As elsewhere in the Pacific , carving in the Admiralties 

was a men 's art form , and it is likely that the turtle-shell 

carving for kapkap was done by men .10 Before carving, the 

curved plates of the turtle shell were heated and pressed 

ftat. 11 The process of creating the complex openwork designs 

in this unforgiving medium , fragile and difficult to work, 

was one of the most exacting and technically challenging 

in all of Melanesian art. In the Admiralty Islands the 

painstaking shaping and grinding of the large clamshell 

disks might have been done by women , who were respon

sible for producing the smaller shell disks that served as 

currency. 12 Once completed , the two components were 

joined by a length of fiber cordage, which passed through 

a small hole drilled in the center of the disk, often 

secured, as here, with a glass trade bead. 13 The production 

of kapkap in the Admiralty Islands had all but ceased by 

the late 192os.14 However, heirloom examples continue to 

be worn today by dancers during performances.'5 
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1. Th ese ornaments have local names throughout their range, but 
the name kapkap (derived from one of the languages of ew 
Ire land) is almost universally used in the literature as a general 
term for these obj ects (Rose 198ob, p. 247; Ohnemus 1998, p. 54 . 

2. For a discussion of the distri bution of kapkap, see Rose 198ob, 
pp. 254-55. Some authors also note a similarity (in materials and 
technique at least) between kapkap and the uhikana headdresses of 
the Ma rqu esas Islands (see cat. no. 185, and Reichard 1933, p. 92 . 

3. Reichard 1933, p. go; Oh nemus 1998, pp. 54. 56. 
4. For discussions of th e various names for kapkap and their 

components in the Admira lti es, see Nevermann 1934, p. 134, and 

Ohnemus 1998, p. 54. 
5. Ohnemus 1998, p. 56. 
6. Parkin so n (1907) 1999, pp. 130-31. 
7. Nevermann 1934, p. 134. 
8. Rose 198ob, pp. 253-54 . 
g. Ibid., p. 254. 

10. Ohnemus 1998, p. 56. 
11. Ibid . 
12. Ibid. 
13. Nevermann 1934, p. 134 ; Ohnemus 1998, p. 56. 
14. M. Mead (1930) 1953, p. 181; Rose 198ob, p. 254. 
15. Ohnemus 1998, p. 56. 

68. ANCESTOR FIGURE {Silum or telum) 

New Guinea, north coast, Astrolabe Bay, probably Bogadjim 

village, Anjam people 

Mid- to late 19th century 

Wood, paint 

H. 37'/4 in. (94.6 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206. 1429 

Ancestors formed a central theme in the art and rel igion of 

the peoples of Astrolabe Bay, in northeastern ew Gu inea.1 

Fashioned from wood or, more rarel y, of clay, ancestor 

images were created throughout the region ; they were 

known by various forms of the name telum .2 Te/um may 

have portrayed both recent and remote ancestors.3 The 

figures appear to have been primarily associated with men 's 

ceremonial houses (see fig. 38). 4 The largest examples 

were architectural elements serving as supporting posts, 

whereas smaller freestanding figures, such as the present 

work, were propped against the inner walls.5 According to 

one early German account, the ancestors themselves 

watched over the construction of the men 's house, com

menting to one another on the builders' efforts: "As a holy 

shrine you have built the men 's house, you have carved 

the holy ancestral figures and brought them here and 

erected them in the men 's house."6 

The present figure likely originated in the village of 

Bogadjim, where ancestor images were known as silum.

Here the ancestors, through their images, were periodically 

honored with ceremonial feasts. Restricted to men, the feasts 



were occasions of both reverence and revelry. Serving as 

the temporary abodes for the spirits of the ancestors they 

represented, the images were taken from their usual posi

tions and placed amid the celebrants so that the ancestors 

could participate in the festivities. 8 Ancestor figures may 

also have played a role in male initiation ceremonies. 9 

With spare, elegant lines and minimal surface decora

tion , this work almost certainly depicts a powerful male 

ancestor. He is naked except for the insignia of his status 

and wealth. The dome-shaped form atop the head likely 

represents a spherical cap of bark cloth, a type of head

dress reserved for prominent men. 10 The curved forms on 

68 

Fig. 38. An Anjam man from Bogadjim village posing beside a 
large, freestanding ancestor figure (silum), which may have been 
temporarily removed from the men 's house for photography. The 
man wears a chest ornament made from spiral pigs' tusks, 
which is similar to the ornament portrayed on the chest of cat. 
no. 68. Photo: Bernhard Hagen, 1899. From Hagen 1899, pl. 42 

the chest represent ornaments made from spiral pigs' 

tusks, which were prestigious and valuable items through

out northeastern New Guinea. 

1. See Bodrogi 1953, pp. 91-92; Dark 1999, p. 207. The car ing of 

ancestor figures in this region appears to have ceased by 1900 

(Bodrogi 1959a, p. 46). 

2. Smidt 199oa, p. 310; Bodrogi 1953, pp. 13 , 139; Bodrogi 1959a, 

pp. 48, 52. 

3. Bodrogi 1953, p. 137. 

4. Smidt 199oa, p. 310. 

5. Bodrogi 1959a, pp. 54-55; Dark 1999, p. 207. 

6. Dempwolff 1929, pp. 232-33, quoted by Bodrogi 1953, p. 137. 

7. Although differing marked I in st le from other Astrolabe Ba 

ancestor figures. the present work is virtual I identical in st le to 

examples from Bogadjim illage (see Werner 1911 , pp. 60, fig . 41 , 

63 , fig. 44). Bodrogi states that in Bogadjim , ancestor images \\ere 

known as silum (Bodrogi 1953, p. 139). 

8. Hagen 1899, p. 267; Bodrogi 1953, p. 138; ewton 196~. no. 10. 

9. Smidt 199oa, p. 310. 

10. Bodrogi 1959a, p. 54 ; Smidt 199oa, p. 311. 
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69. MASK 

New Guinea, north coast, probably Umboi or Siassi Island 

19th century 

Wood 
H. 18 ;..a in. (46 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1972 

1978.412. 721 
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Linked by a complex maritime trade network in which art 

objects, designs, and ceremonies circulated together with 

more mundane goods, the coast and islands of northeast

ern New Guinea gave rise to a series of closely related art 

traditions, which extend from Astrolabe Bay and the 

coastal Huon Peninsula across the islands of Tami , Umboi, 

and Siassi , in the Vitiaz Strait, to parts of southern New 

Britain .1 In former times artists throughout the region cre

ated a distinctive form of wood mask depicting a stylized 

human visage with prominent, pointed ears; an elongated 

face with a long nose; and an open , toothsome mouth 

typically shown, as here, with a short, protruding tongue. 2 

Despite variations in aspects of their form , decoration , and 

identity from culture to culture, masks of this type appear 
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to have been universally associated with male initiat ion .> 

Representing powerful spirits linked with men 's secret 

societies, the masks, which women and children were 

forbidden to see, were worn by initiated men during 

circumcision ceremonies and other rites of passage for 

young boys.4 

On Umboi Island , where this work may have originated , 

as well as among the neighboring Kilenge people of New 

Britain , wood masks were sometimes worn with heavily 

padded costumes made from bark cloth or, in later times, 

Western shirts, giving the performer, and the spirit he rep

resented , a bulky and intimidating appearance (see fig. 39). 5 

Masking traditions ceased on Umboi about 1910 under the 

influence of Christian missionaries, but masks of this type 

Fig. 39. A Kilenge nausung dancer in full costume in New 

Britain, 1964. The Metropolitan 's mask (cat. no. 69}, from a 

closely related tradition, would probably have been worn with a 

decorative feather plume and heavily padded costume similar 

to the ones seen here. Photograph: Philip Dark. From Dark 1979, 

p. 149, fig. 6.13 



continued to be used among the Kilenge well into the lat

ter half of the twentieth century.6 Among the Kilenge such 

masks, known locally as nausung, were owned by the leader 

or leaders of a kin group and appeared at a ceremony 

marking the circumcision of a man 's firstborn son .- The 

men 's house may have contained numerous nausung 

masks, but only a single one was used in the ceremony, 

while the others were displayed outside the men's house 

to demonstrate the continuing association of ancestors 

and spirits with the masking tradition .8 When not in use, 

all the masks were stored in the eaves of the men 's house, 

safely out of sight of women and the uninitiated.9 

Less ornate than examples from neighboring areas, this 

work, which may once have been brightly painted , dis

pl ays the cl assic features of wood masks from the region . 

The lender, pea ked ears are shown with large circular 

openi ngs at the base, which represent artificially extended 

ea rlobes or ear ornaments, whereas the spiral forms that 

emerge from the head depict rings made from Conus 

shell-traditional valuables often worn as part of head

dresses (see fi g. 40).10 A peglike projection , only the base 

of which remains, originall y extended from the top of the 

head . Among the Kilenge such projections served for the 

attachment of decorative plumes of feathers (see fig. 39), 

which gently undulated to the dancer's movements; the 

projection on the present work was probably used for the 

sa me purpose.11 

1. See Dark 1979, pp. 131-32, 135-36; Dark 1999, pp. 206, 208 ; 

Heermann 2001 b, p. 164. 

2. Bodrogi 1953, p. 160; Dark 1979, p. 151 ; Kaufma nn 1980, fi gs. 130-

32, Dark 1999, pp. 213-14; Heerma nn 2001b, p. 165. Masks, an d 

presumably the ceremonies that accompanied th em, were t ra ded 

in the region (Dark 1974, pp. 40, 80, fi g. 94). Acco rd ing to the 
Kilenge of New Britain , fo r exa mple, their tradition of wood 

masks. known loca ll y as nausung, ori ginated on Tami Island , on 

the other sid e of the Vitiaz Strait (Dark 1999, p. 215). 

3. Dark 1979, pp. 151 - 55. 

4 Bodrog11961, p. 70 ; Newton 1967, no. 9; Dark 1999, p. 214; 

Heermann 2001 b, p. 166. 

5 Bodrog11961 , p. 70; Dark 1979, p. 149, fig. 6-13; Heermann 2001 b, 

p. 167, fig . 5. The present work was attributed by Bodrogi to the 

Um boi-Siassi regio n (letter of August 8, 1960, in the accession 

files), and its features are si milar to those of exampl es co ll ed ed 

on Umboi (see Dark 1974, pp. 40, 79, fi g. 91; Dark 1979, p. 152, 

fig . 6-16). 

6. Bodrogi 1961, p. 70 ; Dark 1999, p. 21 4. 

7 Dark 1973, pp. 56 , 65; Dark 1999, p. 212. 

8. Dark 1999, p. 214. 
9 Ibid., p. 212. 

10. Bodrogi 1961 , pp. 71 , 157, 167-69, fi g. 211 ; ewton 1967, no. 9. 

11 . Dark 1979, p. 145. 
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7 0 . CEREM ONIAL BOWL 

New Guinea, north coast, Tami Islands, Tami people 

19th-early 20th century 

Wood, traces of lime pigment 

L. 18
1
4 in. (46.4 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockef eller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockef eller, 1979 

1979.206.1767 

Up to the 1920s the Tami Islands, a group of small islets 

that lie off the eastern tip of the Huon Peninsula , were the 

most prolific and influential center of art production in 

northeastern New Guinea. 1 The arts and cultures of this 

area were, and to some extent remain , connected by a vast 

maritime trade network that links the northeastern coast 

with the islands of the Vitiaz Strait and portions of western 

New Britain. Tami objects and designs circulated widely 

throughout the region , creating a shared aesthetic so per

vasive and influential that the art of the region is often 

referred to simply as the Tami style.2 The most important 

trade item produced by the Tami were intricately carved 

hardwood bowls, which formed an essential component of 

the bridewealth gifts exchanged at marriage ceremonies 

throughout the region .3 The Tami , who often had to 

import much of their food from neighboring groups in 

exchange for trade items, maintained a jealously guarded 
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monopoly on the production of ritual bowls 

until the 192os.4 Superbly crafted and highly 

polished , Tami bowls were not intended for 

mundane use; they served instead as ceremo

nial vessels, employed for the preparation and 

distribution of food during important feasts 

and rituals.5 

The bowls were carved from a dense reddish 

or yellowish brown hardwood, today known 

generically as kwila, which was subsequently 

stained with manganese- or graphite-rich vol

canic mud and polished to produce a deep 

glossy black finish .6 The incised portions of the 

design were often accented with moistened 

lime, which was rubbed into the carved surface, 

allowed to dry, and then rubbed off the raised 

areas, leaving the incised motifs filled with a 

bright white pigment, which created a pleasing 

contrast to the dark black wood. 7 

In decorating bowls, Tami artists employed 

several different basic layouts for the images 

and design elements.8 One widespread variety 

consists, as here, of oblong oval bowls adorned 

at one or both ends with anthropomorphic 

heads with three-peaked headdresses.9 Among 

the neighboring Yabim people, on the coastal 

Huon Peninsula , such images represent benev

olent spirits (balum) and are called balum kaui 

(balum masks).10 As befits their exalted status, 

the balum are shown wearing oa balan , or tripartite men 's 

ceremonial headdresses, adorned with the brilliantly col

ored plumage of parrots, roosters, and birds of paradise.11 

The circular motifs that appear in the headband of the 

present work probably depict Conus-shell rings, prestige 

valuables that were also incorporated into the oa balan 

(see fig. 40). Primarily due to the influence of Christian 

missionaries, production of ceremonial bowls largely shifted 

from the Tami Islands to the Siassi Islands in the 1920s, 

although Tami artists continued to carve until the advent 

of the Second World War.12 Tami artists revived the tradition 

of bowl carving in the 1960s and continue to carve bowls 

for trade, although now predominantly to Western rather 

than local buyers.13 

1. Ter Keurs 1990, p. 124; Dark 1999, p. 209 ; Friede 2005 , vol. 2, 
p. 147, no. 381. 

2. Reichard 1933, p. 27; Ter Keurs 1990, pp. 114, 122. 
3. Reichard 1933, p. 27; Ter Keurs 1990, p. 214; Dark 1999, p. 210. 
4. Bodrogi 1961 , p. 99; Dark 1999 , p. 210. 
5. Ter Keurs 1990, p. 214 . 
6. Reichard 1933, pp. 27-28; Bodrogi 1961 , p. 100; Dark 1974, p. 42 , 
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Fig. 40. Alum, a man of the Yabim people, wearing an oa balan 
headdress of the type that is depicted on the head on the cere
monial bowl in cat. no. 70. His headband is accented with 
Con us-shell rings, which appear as circular motifs on the fore
head of the image on the bowl. Photo: Lajos Biro. Museum of 
Ethnography, Budapest (image 15351/a) 

no. 213; Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 147, no. 382. Kwila is the Tok Pisin 
term for the wood in the region , where it is still widely used today; 
the species is identified as Afzalea byjuga or lnstia bljuga (Bodrogi 
1961 , p. 99 ; Dark 1974, p. 42, no. 213). 

7. Bodrogi 1961, p. 101 ; Dark 1974, pp. 46-47, nos. 216, 217. 
8. For an in-depth stylistic analysis of Tami bowls, see Reichard 

1933. 
9. Ibid ., p. 42 ; Bodrogi 1961 , p. 101. 

10. Bodrogi 1961, pp. 39, 159. 
11. Ibid ., p. 159. 

12. Dark 1974, p. 42, no. 213; Ter Keurs 1990, pp. 114, 121 , 125; Dark 
1999, p. 209 ; Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 147, no. 381. The Siassi 
learned the art of bowl carving in part from Tami catechists 
who were sent as missionaries by the Lutheran Church (Ter Keurs 
1990, p. 125). 

13. Dark 1999, p. 209. 



71. SUSPENSION HOOK 

New Guinea, north coast, probably Tami Islands, Tami people 

19th century 

Wood 

H. 18 in. (45.7 cm) 

Rogers Fund, 1980 

1980.495 

Ex coll.: Rautenstrauch-Joest-Museum, Cologne, Germany; col

lected in 1902 or 1904 
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Tami Island artists produced a variety of objects in addi

tion to ceremonial bowls (cat. no. 70) for both local use 

and as trade goods in the complex exchange network that 

linked the coastal and island peoples of northeastern New 

Guinea and western New Britain . Superbly carved and dec

orated , many of these works were at once ornamental and 

utilitarian . The present work is a suspension hook adorned 

with a stylized human image rendered in the round . It 

would have been hung from the rafters of a dwelling or 

men 's ceremonial house by a cord that passed through the 

looplike projections atop the head ; valuable items were 

hung from the hooklike projections at the base, out of the 

reach of vermin . The delicacy of the loops on many Tami 

style suspension hooks suggests that the hooks were used 

to hold rel atively lightweight objects, such as string bags 

or the nets used to catch fish and wild pigs, rather than 

heavier items, such as tubers or other foodstuffs .1 The 

loops are frequently carved , as here, in the form of spiral 

pigs' tusks (yabo), which were an important prestige valu

able throughout the region. 2 In this area of northeastern 

New Guinea , yabo were obtained primarily from the Siassi 

Islands, whose people specialized in part in the time

consuming task of raising tusker pigs, whose teeth required 

eight or nine years to grow into a complete spiral. 3 

Almost certainly representing a spirit or an ancestor, 

the figure on the present work embodies the classic fea

tures of the Tami style. The figure, a complex interplay of 

angular and curved elements, is depicted with a triangular 

torso, whose form is echoed by the neckless head , set low 

between the shoulders.4 Beneath a dome-shaped head

dress crowned by the enlarged yabo , the head displays the 

characteristic pierced and artificially extended earlobes 

fashionable in the region . Arcing outward from the rigid 

triangular body, the arms are more naturalistically mod

eled and end in stylized hands resting on the lower 

abdomen . The legs, too, are shown as curving forms, with 

the feet merging into the broad crescent of the hook 

whose upturned ends held the suspended objects.5 

1. Bodrogi 1961 , p. 97; Wa rd we ll 1994, p. 88, no. 29. 

2. Bodrogi 1961, pp. 97, 167. 

3. Ibid ., pp. 166-67. 

4. Ibid ., p. 154 . 

5. I bid ., pp. 97- 98. 
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72 . CANOE - PROW ORNAMENT AND CHARM 

(Munkuris) 

New Guinea, Massim region, probably Suau Island (ornament); 

probably Morua (Wood/ark) Island (charm) 

19th-early 20th century (ornament); late 19th- early 20th 
century (charm) 

Wood, paint 

L. of ornament 47 in. (119.4 cm); H. of charm 18?,8 in. (4?3 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1972 

1978.412.709 (ornament) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1969 

1978.412.1492 (charm) 
Ex coll. (ornament): Madeline Rousseau 
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Situated off the southeastern tip of New Guinea, the Mas

sim region consists of a series of small , widely scattered 

archipelagos whose arts and cultures are linked by an 

intricate network of voyaging and trade.1 By far the most 

important trading activity in the Massim is the kula, a 

complex system of exchange relationships between indi

viduals on different islands, through which ceremonial 

valuables in the form of necklaces and armbands continu

ally circulate. 2 Success in the kula, which remains vigorous 

today, is the primary means through which an individual 

achieves wealth and renown. The participants, valuables, 

and vessels involved in the kula are surrounded by rituals, 

restrictions, and magic intended to ensure a safe voyage 

and success in obtaining the most coveted examples of the 

valuables.3 The ornate canoes created for kula voyages are 
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the most visually striking of all Massim art forms: they are 

lavishly carved and painted, and embellished with glisten

ing white cowrie shells and streamers that flutter in the 

wind. Carvers of kula canoes devote most of their efforts 

to the ornaments that adorn the prow and stern.4 In most 

cases these ornaments are identical, giving the canoe two 

"front" ends, which allows the craft to be rigged and sailed 

in either direction.5 

The canoe ornaments consist of two main components: 

a prow ornament, such as the present work, which pro

jects outward from the bow (or stern), and a splash board , 

attached transverse! behind it, which prevents water from 

splashing into the canoe as it cuts through the waves. 

Massim artists produce two basic forms of kula canoes and 

prows. Canoes with the distinctive rising-crescent-shaped 

prow ornament seen here, referred to in the Trobriand 

Islands as nagega, are produced in man parts of the 

region. 6 The present work is attributed to the southern 

Massim island of Suau.- According to Cecil Abel, a southern 

Massim man and leading authority on the region's art, 

canoes on Suau were sacred objects associated with the 

ancestors.8 An individual could create ordinar objects, 

but the adornment of canoes was a sacred activit , 

restricted to members of certain families. A single artist, 

called tau pusa pusa (the man who carves), was responsi

ble for both the supernatural and the physical crafting of 

the vessel . although he might be assisted b others in 

labor-intensive tasks. such as hollowing the hull.9 In the 

community the grace, virtuosit • and correctness with 

\ hich the carver executes the designs are both praised 

and critiqued . Of a well-car ed design onlookers might 

remark, ta'i i/oro (it 's so beautiful) or i mata ai (it eats m 

eye). terms that could be applied equal I to the admira

tion of a beautiful woman. 10 

Although the artists covered virtual! the entire prow 

ornament with ornate relief carvings, in creating the prows 

of nagega canoes the left a plain , tablike projection at the 

tip to serve for the attachment of a separate! made 

charm. 11 These charms are no longer produced toda ; 

many of them appear to have been made on the northern 

Massim island of Marua, where they were called munkuris, 
but they may have been carved in other areas as well. 12 

Attached to the tip of the prO\ • the munkuris appears to 

have served a protective function , safeguarding the ere\ 

during the hazardous ocean crossings of the kula vo -

ages. 13 The present work shows the characteristic imager 

of these charms. The base is adorned with t\ o \ hite birds, 

probably boi (reef herons)· the black forms on their wings 

represent asiwan, a type of fish, and the curving, comma-

shaped forms that spring from the tips of the beaks repre

sent the shells of the chambered nautilus (ovagoro).14 As 

described by arubutau, a chief from the Trobriand 

Islands, these charms, known there as skusabo, were also 

important symbols of the kula, and their appearance on 

the bows of visiting trading canoes required an offering 

from the hosts: "When a nagega canoe is about to land on 

a kula expedition and the people on the shore see the 

skusabo, the immediately run to bring a pig. If the don 't, 

the canoe will turn back; the skippers will sa : these peo

ple don 't know anything about kula ."'5 

1. ewton 2001 , p. 2 6. 
2. Malinowski 1922 1984 remains the classic stud and most exten

si e descri ption of the kula net\\ Ork. 

3. See 1alinowski 1922 1984, pp. 124-94, 392-463; ewton 1975, 
p. 10. 

4. ewton 19 5, pp. 8-9. 
5. Beran 1996. p. 49; ewton 2001 , p. 2 6. 
6. ewton 1975, p. 9; Beran 1980, p. 11 , no. 66; Beran 1996, p. 49 ; 

ewton 2001 , p. 276. 

ewton 196 . no. 13. 

8. Abel 19 4. p. 34. 
9. Ibid . 

10. Ibid . Similar aesthetic standards and e aluations are applied to 
canoe carvings in the Trobriands Beier 19 4, p. 36 ; Beran 1996, 

pp. 51-52 .. 
11 . e\\1on 19 5, p. 9; Beran 1980, p. 11 ; e\\1on 2001 , p. 2 6. 

12. Seligmann 1909, p. 33 ; Haddon and Hornell 1936-38 19 5, p. 251 . 
These charms were kno\\n as riri or /iii on Suau , and in the 

Trobriand Islands as skusabo Haddon and Hornell [1936-38] 1975, 

p. 251 ; arubutau 19 9, p. 41 , no. 11. 
13. Seligmann 1909, p. 33 ; e\\ton 196 . no. 14; Beran 1980, p. 11 . 

14. Seligmann 1909, pp. 33-34 ; e\\1on 1967, no. 14. 
15. arubutau 19-9, p. 41, no. 11 . 
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73 . LIME SPATULA/ CURRENCY HOLDER 

(Gabaela or ' nga ) 

New Guinea, Massim region, Louisiade Archipelago, probably 

Tagula, Misima, or Wanim Island 

19th-early 20th century 

Turtle shell 

H. 11 /4 in. {28.6 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1464 

Fashioned from turtle shell, whose mottled translucence 

enhances its beauty, this delicately crafted work from the 

Louisiade Archipe lago, in the southern Massim region , had 

a dual function. 1 In its more mundane role, it served as a 

lime spatula: the bladelike lower tip was employed to 

extract lime from a gourd container during the chewing of 

betel nut. However, the mushroom-shaped upper portion 

indicates that this work was also a gabaela, a ritual object 

used to ho ld and disp lay its owner's wealth. 2 The line of 
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small holes along the upper margin once served for the 

attachment of small disks of bright pink and orange 

Spondylus shell, which served as ritual currency.3 Created 

only in the southern Massim region , gabae/a were primar

ily made from wood.4 These currency holders were among 

the most important valuables in the region 's ceremonial 

exchange network and were traded throughout the Louisi

ade Archipelago. 5 A conspicuous and durable form of 

wealth , gabae/a were used to pay for feasts, land , canoes, 

and other items. 6 On Tagula Island, where they were 

known as 'nga, they formed part of a woman's dowry at 

marriage, and larger examples were carried by women as 

dance accessories. 7 

Along with their dual function , the imagery of gabaela 

has two different interpretations, depending on how the 

object is oriented. According to the people of Sabarl 

Island , when the gabaela is positioned , as here, with the 

blade pointing downward , it represents a highly stylized 

human face or figure: the shell disks (absent in the present 

work) represent the hair; the unadorned band below 

them, the forehead or chest; and the tips of the curved 

portion , the arms and hands. Two stylized birds' heads 

always appear on the upper portion of the shaft, and their 

eyes are said to form the eyes or testes of the human 

image, whereas the descending blade is variously identi

fied as the nose, leg, or phallus.8 However, when the 

gabae/a is positioned with the blade pointing upward, it is 

interpreted as a canoe (waga): the blade represents the 

mast (lawa lawa), the carved designs on the crescent

shaped portion are the gunwales (tanatana) of the canoe, 

and the shell disks stand for the islands among which the 

vessel sails. 9 

1. Beran 1988, pp. 48-49, no. 56. 
2. Ibid. , pp. 44-45, 48-49, no. 56; Beran 1999 , p. 222. Known in some 

places as gabaela, these objects are called gabaela (or hiyenga, for 

turtle-shell exam ples), gabaiera, or 'nga in other parts of their 

range (see Seligmann 1910, p. 515 ; Battaglia 1990, p. 128). They were 

reportedly made on the islands of Tagula , Wanim. and Misima 

(Seligmann 1910, p. 516 ; Beran 1988, pp. 45 , 49). 

3. Seligmann 1910, p. 528 ; Newton 1967, no. 18; Newton 1975, p. 5; 
Battaglia 1990, p. 128; Beran 1999, pp. 219, fig. 5, 222. 

4. Beran 1988, p. 44; Beran 1999 , p. 220. Beran suggests that turtle

shell gabaela, much rarer than their wood counterparts, were made 

in imitation of wood examples (see Beran 1988, pp. 44 , 49). 
5. Seligmann 1910, p. 515; Beran 1988, p. 49; Battaglia 1990, p. 128. 
6. Bera n 1988, p. 45. 

7. Seligmann 1910, p. 517; Newton 1967, no. 18 ; Beran 1999 , 
p. 219 , fig. 5. 

8. Beran 1988, p. 45 ; Battaglia 1990, p. 128; Beran 1999, p. 219. 
g. Battaglia 1990, p. 128. 



74 . CEREMONIAL AX 

New Guinea, northern Massim region, Morua {Wood/ark) Island 
(blade); southern Massim region {handle) 

Mid- to late 19th century 

Wood, stone, fiber 

L. 2l3/s in. {69.5 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 
Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1526 

Ex coll.: W. D. Webster, London, late 19th century 

The accumulation , exchange, and display of ceremonial 

valuables formed , and continues to form , one of the cen

tral themes in the arts and cu ltures of the Massim region . 

Many types of Massim valuables consist of exaggerated 

versions of ordinary objects-such as armbands or 

implements- which are too large, too small , too fragile, or 

too ornate for practical use.1 Ceremon ial axes, which were, 

and are, prized by all Massim peoples, are a dramatic 

example.2 These axes consisted of two components, the 

blade and the handle, which were of different origins.3 All 

the blades originated on a single island , Marua, in north

ern Massim , from which they were reportedly exported in 

rough form to Kiriwina , in the Trobriand Islands, to be 

ground and polished and then traded throughout the 

region .4 Prized and evaluated according to their size, their 

thinness, and the subtle mottling of their stone, the blades 

were by far the most valuable element of the ax. 5 The 

finest examples often had personal names. 6 Owned by 

chiefs and other prominent men , some ax blades became 

family heirlooms, which were never traded and seldom 

displayed .' Most, however, served as a permanent store of 

wealth and form of ritua l currency; they were, and are, 

exchanged to purchase commodities, such as pigs, canoes, 

or land , to settle disputes, to pay for dance performances, 

or to secure the services of religious specialists.8 On the 

southern Massim island of Sabarl , remote in space and 

time from their point of origin , ax blades are believed to 

be natural rather than manufactured, fantastic objects 

that grow like seashells in shallow estuaries where fresh 

and salt waters mingle.9 

The blades were traded from afar, but the handles, 

which were often valuable objects in their own right, were 

created locally.10 The graceful , delicately carved handle of 

the present work is from the southern Massim region , 

where ceremonial axes were often carried by women during 

dances at harvest celebrations.11 Many southern Massim 

ax handles are adorned , as here, with sinuous images of 

stylized birds. However, on Sabarl , the shape of ceremo

nial axes, known locally as tobwatobwa , represents both 
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the outward form and the vital power of the human 

body. 12 The blade is identified as the hinona (vital sub

stance) of the ax and symbolizes the right hand or repro

ductive organs, which are associated with the hinona of 

the human body. The plaited fiber around the base of the 

blade is also called the hand , and the ascending portion of 

the shaft represents the arm. The top of the ax forms the 

head ; the handgrip represents the leg, and the carved finial 

at the end of it the foot. 13 Conceived thus, as tangible images 

of the physical and spiritual power of the human body, 

ceremonial axes represented more than simple currency. 

1. Ma lino\\ ski 1934, p. 193; 1 ali n ows~ i 1922 1984, p. 89. 

2. Beran 1999, p. 220. 
3. The blades and handles 1 ere known b va rious names among 

different 1assim peoples. Blades were known in some areas as 
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benam or beku; in the Trobriand Islands the handles were called 

vale/a vaigua {Seligmann 1910, pp. 33, 517; Malinowski 1934, p. 194; 

Beran 1999, p. 221 , fig . 7). 

4. Seligmann 1910, pp. 15, 33, 517, 530-31; Malinowski 1934, pp. 189, 

195; Newton 1967, no. 16; Beran 1980, p. 14; Beran 1999, pp. 220-

21 , fig. 7; Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 155, no. 425. Although heirloom 

examples survive in the region today, the quarrying and produc

tion of ax blades ceased about 1900 {Seligmann 1910, pp. 517, 531 ; 

Beran 1980, p. 14). 

5. Seligmann 1910, p. 517; Malinowski 1934, p. 190; Newton 1975, 

p. 5; Beran 1980, p. 14. 

6. Seligmann 1910, pp. 517-18, 531-32 ; Newton 1975, p. 5; Beran 

1980, p. 14. 

7. Malinowski 1934, pp. 190, 194, 196; Newton 1975, p. 5; Friede 

2005, vol . 2, p. 155, nQ 425. 

8. Seligmann 1910, p. 518 ; Beran 1980, p. 14. 

g. Battaglia 1990, p. 134. 

10. Seligmann 1910, p. 520. 

11 . Ibid .; Malinowski (1922) 1984, p. go ; Beran 1999, p. 221, fi g. 7; 

Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 155, no. 425. Northern Massim ax handles 

are typicall y broader, bulkier, and unornamented {Friede 2005, 

vol. 2, p. 155, no. 425). 
12. Battaglia 1990, p. 133. Tobwatobwa , technicall y the term for the 

blade, is also used to refer to the entire ax (ibid .) 

13. Ibid ., pp. 132- 33. 

75. FINIAL OF A RITUAL STAFF OR LIME 

SPATULA 

New Guinea, Massim region 

19th-early 20th century 

Wood 

H. 5%, in. (13.3 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1966 

1978.412.1503 
Ex coll.: Charles G. Seligmann, Oxford, England 

Freestanding human figures are rare in Massim art. 1 

Instead, the majority of human images appear as embel

lishments on everyday objects or ritual paraphernalia. This 

diminutive female figure was originally the carved finial of 

either a large lime spatula (kena) or a ritual staff, from 

which it was later removed .2 Indispensable to the chewing 

of betel nut, Massi m Ii me spatulas (see cat. no. 73) were 

bladelike implements used to scoop a small quantity of 

lime from a gourd container and into the user's mouth .3 

Human figures are a common subject on the handles of 

lime spatulas, especially in the Trobriand Islands, in the 

northern Massim region .4 In some instances the human 

figures that adorned lime spatulas were more than simply 

decorative. According to Narubutau , a chief from the 

Trobriands, the human images on the spatulas can afford 

protection to their owners during the hazardous sea voyages 

involved in the kula exchange network (see cat. no. 72); an 
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individual with the proper magical knowledge can call a 

tokwai (spirit) into the figure on the spatula handle to 

watch over him while he sleeps.5 

Ritual staffs were produced in the Trobriand Islands, 

but they appear to have been primarily employed in the 

southern Massim region , where they were used in some 

areas for healing rites and in others for malevolent magic.6 

The tops of the staffs were typically adorned with one or 

two seated figures.7 These human images, like those on 

the lime spatulas, may have served as the temporary resid

ing places for spirits-in this case, for spirits who assisted 

the religious specialist in the rites. Delicately rendered, 

with her hands clasped in front of her chest and her head 

bowed as if in deep thought, the subject of this intimate 

work appears as if preoccupied with spiritual matters. 

However, her identity and significance remain unknown. 

1. Beran 1999, p. 222. 

2. Newton (1967, no. 17) identifies this work as a lime-spatula finial. 

However, Harry Beran (personal communication , 2005) suggests 

that the fi gure is too large for a lime spatula and instead probably 

adorned a ritual staff. 

3. Beran 1980, p. 7. 

4. Beran 1988, p. 27; Newton 1975, p. 6; Friede 2005, p. 153, no. 41 7. 

5. Beran 1988, p. 19; Beran 1996, p. 67. 

6. Beran 1996, pp. 88-89 ; Beran 1999, p. 222. 

7. Beran 1996, p. 88. 



76 . SKULL HOOK (Agiba ) 

New Guinea, Papuan Gulf region, Omati River, Pai'ia 'a village, 
Kerewa people 
19th- early 20th century 
Wood, paint 
H. 55 Vs in. (141.9 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of Nelson 
A. Rockefeller, 1969 
1978.412 .796 
Collected by Roy). Hedlund and L. R. Webb, early 1960s 

Among the Kerewa people of the western Papuan Gulf the 

most important of all sacred objects were the agiba, pow

erful wood images created for the display of human 

skulls.1 Until the early twentieth century the capture and 

display of enemy heads formed an integral element of 

religious practices throughout the Papuan Gulf, honoring 

the spirits (imunu) whose powers sustained the strength 

and fertility of the community. 2 In former times adult 

Kerewa men, like those of some other gulf peoples, lived 

in a large communal men 's house (dubu daima ), which 

could be up to two hundred yards long. The vast interior 

of the dubu daima was divided into a series of cubicles set 

along a central aisle: each cubicle belonged to a particular 

clan (gu) or subclan .3 At night the men of each clan slept 

in their cubicle, which housed their personal possessions, 

as well as the clan shrine, which contained the agiba, 

spirit boards (see cat. no. 77), and other sacred objects.4 

The centerpiece of the clan shrine, the agiba presided over 

the human skulls obtained by the members of the gu (see 

fig. 41 ), which were hung from the hooklike projections at 

the base by loops of rattan .5 The great majority of skulls 

on the agiba were those of slain enemies, although those 

of ancestors were possibly included as well. 6 

Each clan possessed at least one agiba, and there is 

some evidence that the figures occurred in pairs, possibly 

representing male and female images. 7 Only a man who 

had taken an enemy head was entitled to carve an agiba.8 

The image reportedly represented a spirit who revealed 

itself to the carver in a dream.9 This spirit would almost 

certainly have been one of the numerous imunu associ

ated with the individual clan , and possibly that of a pri

mordial clan ancestor.10 Once completed , the agiba served 

Fig. 41. Two agiba in a clan shrine in the Kerewa village of Ubuo 'o, 1961. The skulls of slain enemies, attached to the figures by loops 
of rattan, are displayed on the platform in front of the images. Photo: Roy James Hedlund. The Photograph Study Collection. The 
Department of the Arts of Africa, Oceania, and the Americas. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (PSC 1961.2.37) 
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as a collective shrine for all members of the gu, who hung 

their skull trophies from it.11 Each time a new skull was 

added, the figure was repainted by a clan elder known as 

"the father of the agiba" to reawaken its supernatural 

power. 12 As time passed, a platform was constructed below 

the hook to support the weight of the growing assemblage 

of skulls, which might number as man as sixt .13 Together, 

the agiba and the accumulated skulls stood as tangible 

symbols of the strength and vitalit of the clan. 14 

All agiba share a similar form, consisting of stylized 

anthropomorphic figures with greatly enlarged heads and 

of openwork bases with hooklike projections, over which 

the rattan loops holding the skulls were placed.15 The 

upraised arms merge with the outer border of the image, 

and the torso is adorned with a central motif representing 

the navel, as well as with geometric designs, which in 

some examples are said to portra the ribs. 16 The hook ele

ments possibly represent stylized legs but may also be a 

visual reference to the wood poles on which enem skulls 

were di pla ed during the inauguration of a new men's 

house. 1
- Kerewa artists created both male and female 

ag1ba images. The sex of the figures is not explicit! indi

cated, but male agiba were reported I larger than their 

female counterparts. 18 If so, the present v ork, which is 

l1kel the largest surviving agiba figure, was almost cer

tainly a male image.1
9 

1 Smidt 199oa, p. 328, no. 122. 
2 Newton 1961, p. 17. Bell 2006, p. 423. no. 110. 
3 Haddon 1918 pp. 1 7-78; Bea\er 1920. p. 210: e\\1on 1961, p. 1-. 

4 Welsch 2006, pp. 460. 462. 
5. Beaver 1920. p. 247: ewton 1961. p. 1 : Smidt 199oa. p. 328, no. 122; 

e\\ ton 1999c, p. 229. The Ke re\\ a also made smaller\ ersions of 

the ag1ba, knO\\ n as marabu. to displa the skulls of birds. fish. 

reptiles, and other animals Haddon 1918. p. 180: rn1on 1961, 

pp. 17-18, Smidt 199oa, p. 328. no. 122; Welsch 2006, p. 462). 

6. Newton 1961, p. 18; Smidt 199oa. p. 328, no. 122; \ elsch 2006. 

p 43 
7 ewton 1967, no. 108; Smidt 199oa. p. 331. no. 123: ewton and 

Waterfield 1995, p. 290: ewton 1999c. p. 229: Bell 2006, p. 423. 

no. 110. 
8. Haddon 1918. p. 1 8: ewton 1961, p. 18; Smidt 199oa. p. 328. 

no. 122. 

9. Bell 2006. p. 423, no. 110. 
10. Haddon 1918, p. 178; Smidt 199oa. p. 328, no. 122: Friede 2005, 

vol. 2, p. 169, no. 476. 

11. Haddon 1918. p. 178. 
12 Newton 1961, p. 18: Smidt 199oa. p. 328, no. 122. 

13. Haddon 1918. p. 178; Smidt 199oa, pp. 328. 330. no. 122: Friede 

2005. vol. 2. p. 169, no. 4 6. 

14. Bell 2006. p. 212. 
15 Haddon 1918, p. 1 8; e\\ ton 1961, p. 1 . 

16 Smidt 199oa. p. 330, no. 122. 

17 Ibid. p. 331, no. 123. 
18. e\\ton 1961, p. 17; Smidt 199oa. p. 331, no. 123; ewton 1999c, 

p. 229. 

19. ewton 1967, no. 108. 

77. SPIRIT BOARD (Gope) 

ew Guinea, Papuan Gulf region, Gibu village, Turama people 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood, paint 

H. 65~ in. (166.7 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1961 

1978.412.783 
Collected by Roy}. Hedlund, early 1960s 
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The spirit board is the signature art form of the Papuan 

Gulf. Created and used throughout the region , spirit 

boards are known by a number of different names. Among 

the Kerewa , Urama, Era , and Turama peoples of the west

ern gulf they are known as gope; the Purari of the central 

gulf call them koi, and the Elema, in the east, hohao.1 

Often carved from the side of an old canoe, each board 

was created as the dwelling place of an individual spirit 

(imunu), whose image appears upon it.2 In the past the 

imunu , the focus of virtually all art and ritual activity, 

were the primary supernatural beings throughout the gulf. 

Each imunu was associated with a specific feature of the 

landscape or a location in a river or the sea and intimately 

linked to the clan (gu) within whose lands or waters it 

dwelt.3 The adult men of each clan lived in a communal 

longhouse, divided into cubicles, in which the members of 

each particular clan or subclan slept. In each cubicle the 

men of the gu constructed a clan shrine containing the 

spirit boards, figures, and other objects, such as human 

and animal skulls (see cat. no. 76), embodying or honoring 

the various imunu associated with their clan .4 Massed 

together in the shrine, the spirit boards and other objects 

gazed down upon the living men below, the supernatural 

powers of the imunu ensuring the ongoing fertility and 

prosperity of the clan and its continuing success in war.5 

The form and imagery of spirit boards varied consider

ably from place to place, depending on local stylistic con

ventions, as well as on the ways in which the artists 

conceived the appearance of the individual spirit.6 All 

spirit boards, however, consist of oblong planklike images 

portraying the face of the imunu; sometimes other ele

ments of its body, such as the arms, torso, and , more 

rarely, the legs, are shown.7 Geometric motifs, which in 

some cases codified aspects of clan oral traditions that 

were revealed to novices during initiation , often wholly or 

partially surround the face and body.8 Besides the face, 

the other universal feature of the boards is the navel , 

which appears at the center of the board ; it is often repre

sented , as here, as a circular motif. The navel is said to be 

the element that supernaturally enlivens the board and 

likely served as the portal through which the spirit entered 

the board .9 

The present spirit board was created by the Turama 

people. Fashioned in some cases from the blades of old 

canoe paddles, Turama gape are often more subtly colored 

and carved in lower relief than those of other gulf peo

ples.10 In comparison with the more abstract spirit boards 

of other regions, Turama gope are relatively naturalistic in 

their approach , depicting the imunu, as here, as full-length 
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figures with large heads (at the upper end rather than near 

the center of the board), elongated torsos, and prominent 

legs.11 With its wide, staring eyes and toothsome mouth , 

this imposing male spirit, whose gender is clearly ind i

cated , seems to embody the preternatural qualities and 

potentially dangerous supernatural power of the imunu it 

portrays. The spiral motifs are said to represent the cap

tured heads of enemies, whose skulls were displayed 

together with the spirit boards in the clan shrine.12 

1. Bell 2006, p. 212. 

2. Wel sch 2006, pp. 6, 13-14. 

3. Ib id., pp. 6, 8. 
4. Ibid ., pp. 9, 11 ; Bell 2006, p. 212. 

5. Austen 1934, p. 5; Welsch 2006, p. 6. 

6. We lsch 2006, pp. 14, 20. 

7. Ib id., pp. 13-14. 

8. Bell 2006, p. 212. 

9. We lsch 2006, pp. 16, 19. 

10. Newton 1961 , p. 50. 
11 . Newton 1963 b, pp. 87-88 ; ewton 1967, no. 109. 

12. Newton 1967, no. 109. 

78. EHARO MA SK 

New Gu inea, Papuan Gulf region, Orokolo village, Elema people 

Early 20th century 

Bark cloth, cane, paint 

H. 29 1
7 in. (74 .9 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of 

Nelson A Rockefeller, 1972 

1978.412.725 
Collected by F. E. Williams, 1930s 

The Elema people of the eastern Papuan Gulf formerly 

practiced an elaborate cycle of masked rituals centered on 

the visitation of dangerous water spirits known as ma 

hevehe. The numerous rites of the cycle, which might 

require as many as twenty years to complete, involved the 

use of two principal types of masks, both of which were 

made from bark cloth stretched over a framework of cane 

and were brightly painted .1 These were the hevehe, enor

mous oval masks up to twenty feet (six meters) in height, 

which appeared at the climax of the cycle, and the eharo, 

smaller, more secular, comical masks, used in two of the 

ceremonies that lead up to the final emergence of the 

hevehe.2 Hevehe masks were highly sacred objects, their fear

some nature and construction surrounded by solemnity and 

secrecy. By contrast, eharo masks were described by the 

Elema as maea morava eharu (things of gladness), whose 

appearance, though an integral part of the ritual cycle, was 

intended to delight and amuse the onlookers (see fig. 42).3 



The term eharo-literally, "dance head" or "dance 

mask"-reftects the more casual and secular nature of the 

masks and their construction .4 The powerful hevehe could 

be mad e only by particular initiated men, who paid for 

the privilege, and women and children were told that the 

masks were of supernatural rather than human origin . By 

contrast, any man could make an eharo, and there was no 

pretense that the masks were anything other than manu

factured objects. 5 The forms of eharo varied greatly. Most 

portrayed aulari-the spirits and totemic species, associ

ated with individual clans. These ohen took the shape of 

conical masks with humanlike faces cro\ ned b effigies of 

totemic species such as birds, fish , insects, dogs, jellyfish , 

and even trees and mushrooms.6 Other eharo, including 

perhaps the present work, depicted spirits and characters 

drawn from local oral tradition .- Aher Western contact 

some eharo also featured imported objects such as 

lanterns, teapots, and sailing ships.8 
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Fig. 42. A pair of comic eharo dancers performing in Kerema 
village, 1931. The dancer on the left portrays a bald old man 
holding a comb, with which he attempts to groom the caplike 
shock of hair grown by a boy during his initiatory seclusion, 
represented by the other figure. Photo: F. E. Williams. National 
Archives of Australia {A6003). From Young and Clark 2001, p. 200 

Eharo masks appeared twice during the ritual cycle, 

first at a ceremony marking the construction of the high 

door in the facade of the men's ceremonial house (eravo), 

from which the towering hevehe would eventually burst 

forth, and again, in far lesser numbers and often years 

later, just prior to the emergence of hevehe. Although each 

eharo was commissioned by a resident of the men's house 

sponsoring the hevehe cycle, the masks were made and 

worn by men from neighboring communities.9 

To celebrate the construction of the new door, the 

eharo dancers, accompanied by hundreds of other visitors, 

arrived to perform in front of their hosts' eravo.' 0 The 

dancers made two visits to the house, one in the morning 

and a second in the afternoon.11 As the throng of masked 

dancers and assembled guests from each village made 

their way along the beach, they were assailed by the 

women of the village, who staged a mock attack on the 
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advancing multitude.12 As part of the attack the women 

threw shredded coconut on the masked figures to neutral

ize their seductive powers, which might otherwise prove 

irresistible.13 After a brief counterattack by the visiting 

women, the men wearing the eharo began to dance in 

earnest, either singly or in pairs, surrounded by a lively 

retinue of their wives, mothers, and daughters.14 An 

atmosphere of lightheartedness and humor prevailed , and 

the dances were often boisterous and bawdy, with the per

formers lampooning the lecherous exploits of legendary 

beings, frightening children, or manipulating the animal 

effigies to imitate the movements of totemic species, often 

with great realism. 15 At the end of the festivities some 

eharo, which had been previously purchased, were brought 

into the hosts' eravo, where they remained. Many, how

ever, were taken back home by the visiting dancers.16 A 

small number of eharo dancers later reappeared as a pre

lude to the climactic emergence of the hevehe.'7 When 

the last of the rites were completed, the hevehe and eharo 

masks were burnt and the cycle began anew.18 No longer 

practiced today, the hevehe cycle had largely ceased by the 

early 195os.19 

1. Newton 1961 , pp. 26-27; Mamiya and Sumnik 1982, p. 15. 

2. F. E. Williams 1940, p. 287; B. Brown 1970, p. 190; Smidt 199oa, 

p. 316, no. 119. The names of these two mask types differed 

among the various Elema groups (see Welsch 2006, p. 28). As the 

present work is from Orokolo village, I have adopted the Orokolo 

terms here. 

3. F. E. Williams 1940, p. 289 ; Smidt 199oa, p. 316, no. 119; Young and 

Clark 2001 , p. 200. 

4. F. E. Williams 1940, p. 289 ; Smidt 199oa, p. 316, no. 119. 

5. F. E. Williams 1940, p. 289 ; Mamiya and Sumnik 1982, p. 20; Young 

and Clark 2001 , pp. 200-201. 

6. F. E. Williams 1940, pp. 265-66, 288, 290 ; Newton 1961 , p. 27; 

Smidt 199oa, p. 316, no. 119; Young and Clark 2001 , p. 200; Welsch 

2006, p. 28. 

7. F. E. Williams 1940, p. 266; Newton 1961 , p. 27. 

8. Young and Clark 2001 , p. 201 ; Welsch 2006, p. 28. 

9. F. E. Williams 1940, p. 269 ; Smidt 199oa, p. 316, no. 119. 

10. Young and Clark 2001 , p. 203. 

11 . See F. E. Williams 1940, pp. 274-82. The account that follows is 

based on Williams's description of the eharo rites. 

12. Ibid ., p. 276. 

13. Ibid ., p. 275. 

14. Ibid ., pp. 266, 276 ; Young and Clark 2001 , p. 203. 

15. F. E. Williams 1940, pp. 276, 279; B. Brown 1970, p. 190; Mamiya 

and Sumnik 1982, p. 19; Smidt 199oa, p. 316, no. 119. 

16. F. E. Williams 1940, pp. 266, 282 ; Mamiya and Sumnik 1982, p. 20; 

Smidt 199oa, pp. 316-18, no. 119. 

17. F. E. Williams 1940, p. 287. 

18. I bid., p. 291. 

19. Mamiya and Sumnik 1982, p. 7. 



79. MALE FIGURE (Ka iai muru ) 

New Guinea, Papuan Gulf region, Gibu village, Turama people 
Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood, shell, paint, fiber 

H. 51 34 in. (131.4 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1961 

1978.412. 781 
Collected by Roy }. Hedlund, early 1960s 

Although they carved the fiat spirit boards typical of all 

Papuan Gulf peoples (cat. no. 77), the Turama people of 

the western gulf also had a well-developed tradition of 

three-dimensional sculpture.' The nature and significance 

of Turama figural carving are sparsely documented . 

Turama carvers produced both human images and animal 

figures, including crocodiles, sharks, pigs, and pigeons. 

Human images, such as the present work, reportedly rep

resented primordial clan ancestors, whose spirits dwelt in 

the forest or beneath the surface of rivers or the sea .2 The 

animal images may have depicted totemic species associ

ated with the village clans. 

In former times the carved figures appear to have been 

displayed as part of an annual cycle of initiation cere

monies known as moguru, which was practiced by the 

Turama but is best documented among the neighboring 

Kerewa .3 During the rites adolescent boys and girls were 

brought into the men 's house (darimo), which at other 

times was off-limits to female members of the community. 

Inside, the sexes were initially separated , the boys and 

girls living at opposite ends of the darimo, and for a period 

of time the members of each sex were instructed in their 

coming responsibilities as adults. As the rite progressed , 

the initiates were paired into mock marriages of husband 

and wife ; the marriages were later formalized. The women 

of the village then entered the house and a period of great 

sexual license ensued. Afterward , a live wild boar, a sym

bol of courage and determination in war, was dressed in 

the plumed headdress and shell ornaments of a warrior 

and brought into the house; male initiates were made to 

crawl over its body and bite its head , presumably in order 

to imbue themselves with the beast 's aggressive qualities. 

The carved figures were generally revealed to the initiates 

during the final night of the ceremony. Some of the figures 

were tied to the central post of the darimo, and others 

were laid on the ftoor, surrounded by the skulls of slain 

enemies (some of which were replaced with wood ver

sions; see cat. no. 8o).4 The precise significance of this dis

play, which would have been eerily illumined by firelight , 

is unknown . However, it almost certainly served to bring 

the new initiates into closer contact with the spirits 

(imunu) whose powers sustained the community. 

Standing proudly erect with his hands resting on the 

lower abdomen, this Turama male figure is dressed in the 

characteristic cache sexe of white shell worn by men and 

boys in the western gulf region. The body is adorned with 

crescent-shaped motifs, possibly representing the ribs, 

while a circular navel , a supernaturally important feature, 

through which the imunu may have entered the image, 

appears at the center of the torso.5 

1. Bell 2006, p. 213. 

2. Ibid ., pp. 212 , 214-16 , 423 , no. 112. 

3. Newton 1961 , p. 17; Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 165, no. 480. The account 
that follows is based on Newton's description of Kerewa moguru 
rites. 

4. Newton 1961 , pp. 16-17; Newton 1967, no. 110. 

5. Welsch 2006, pp. 16, 19. 
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80 . HEAD 

New Guinea, Papuan Gulf region, Wapo Creek, probably Gape 

people 

19th century 

Wood 

H. 7Ys in. (19.4 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1580 
Ex coll.: Dadi Wirz, Switzerland; colleded by Paul Wirz, 1930 

The heads of both humans and animals, such as crocodiles 

and pigs, formerly played an integral role in the art and 

religion of Papuan Gulf peoples, who considered the heads 

to be vessels of life-giving supernatural power. In the 

men's ceremonial houses, the skulls of slain enemies (and 

possibly those of ancestors), as well as of animals, were 

displayed by the men of each clan on the clan shrine, 

together with sacred carvings 

such as spirit boards (cat. no. 77) 

and other images. The carvings, 

skulls, and other sacred objects 

assembled in the shrine served 

both as a repository of super

natural power and as symbols 

of the achievements, vitality, 

and strength of the clan. 

Not all sacred heads, how

ever, required the death of an 

enemy. In a number of areas, 

artists created heads of wood 

(or, more rarely, other materi-

a Is) to act as substitutes for 

human skulls in ceremonial 

contexts. 1 Wood heads were 

made in a variety of shapes and 

sizes. 2 In contrast to the skulls, 

the wood heads show the faces 

as they would have appeared in 

I ife; the nose, ea rs, Ii ps, and 

tongue of the present work are 

all ful ly modeled. Among the 

Gope people of Wapo Creek, 

where this example originated , 

wood heads appear to have 

been used interchangeably with 

actual skulls and were carried 

during dances.3 They were also 

displayed on posts in the same 

manner as the captured enemy 
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heads, and some examples have holes drilled in the 

underside or short rods extending from the base that allow 

them to be erected in this manner.4 Among the Kiwai peo

ple to the west, wood heads were used during initiation 

rites. The head was carried by a male dancer dressed as a 

dangerous spirit, who used it to terrify the assembled male 

and female novices, swinging the head in front of them 

while informing them that it was the head of an actual 

human victim . At the conclusion of the rites, the true 

nature of this fearsome spirit and its gruesome burden 

was revealed to the initiates, who were told that the 

dancer was simply an ordinary man in disguise.5 Many of 

the enemy heads shown to Turama initiates at the end of 

their ordeal were also wood substitutions (see cat. no. 79). 6 

Although carved rather than captured , wood heads 

appear to have been endowed in some cases with powers 

equal to those of their real-life counterparts. When the 

Bo 



practice of head-hunting was abolished by Australian 

colonial authorities during the early twentieth century, 

the people of the Wapo Creek area were asked to substi

tute the skulls of crocodiles or pigs in their rites. However, 

they steadfastly refused to employ animal skulls, prefer

ring to substitute wood human heads, which presumably 

were considered to possess powers similar to those of 

actual ones.7 The number of wood heads produced for 

ritual use undoubtedly increased substantially during 

the early twentieth century as a result of enforced pacifi

cation. However, examples like the present work, which 

shows evidence of extensive use and considerable age, 

indicate that their use dates from precolonial times. 

1. Landtman 1927, p. 340; Wirz 1934a, p. 76; Newton 1961 , p. 17; 

Gathercole, Kaeppler, and ewton 1979, p. 343, no. 25.7. 

2. Wirz 1934a, p. 76. 

3. Ibid. 

4. Ibid. ; Smidt 199oa, p. 330, no. 123. 

5. Landtman 1927, p. 411; Landtman 1933, p. 77. 

6. Newton 1961 , p. 17. 

7. Wirz 1934a, p. 76. 

81. CANOE BOARD (Gope) 

New Guinea, Papuan Gulf region, Fly River, Kiwai people 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood, paint 

H. 32 /4 in. {81.9 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of Allan 

Frumkin, 1961 

1978.412.768 

The planklike canoe boards (gape) of the Kiwai people of 

Kiwai Island and adjacent areas at the mouth of the Fly 

River, at the western end of the Papuan Gulf, may be the 

origin of one of the region 's quintessential art forms-the 

planklike spirit boards also known in some areas as gape 

(see cat. no. 77). 1 In the past, Kiwai canoes were lavishly 

decorated. Brightly painted both inside and out, and deco

rated with ornaments of shell and other materials, the 

canoes were often works of art in their own right. 2 The 

prow was frequently embellished with painted eyes, which 

gazed across the waters in search of prized catches, such 

as sea turtles and dugongs.3 Rising above the painted prow 

was a shieldlike ornament, which also had a practical 

function, serving as a splash board to prevent water from 

entering the canoe as it sped through the waves.4 Kiwai 

artists created two types of prow ornaments: shield like 

examples (upa) made from basketry and the more durable 

wood gape. 5 The upa were plain , whereas the gape were 
81 
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adorned, as here, with stylized human faces surrounded 

by geometric designs. When in use, the gape were 

mounted so that the carved image faced inward . keeping a 

watchful eye over the crew (see fig . 43). 6 When in place, 

the boards were embellished with leaves, which were said 

to represent men 's dance regalia. 7 Gape appear to have 

played a protective role, safeguarding the occupants of the 

canoe and ensuring success in war and other endeavors.8 

Kiwai canoes were named after one of the totemic spirits 

of the owner or owners.9 Given this, it seems reasonable to 

suggest that the gape portrayed the totemic spirit associ

ated with the canoe. 

Removed from the canoes, gape served more broadly as 

guardians of the community. Displayed on the gables at 

either end of the men's communal longhouses (darimo ), 

the boards were believed to protect the residents from 

sickness.10 Some gape were attached directly to the wall , 

but it was preferable to hang the boards from lengths of 

fiber, allowing them to twist freely in the air in order to 

face the direction from which the disease-bearing beings 
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Fig. 43. A man from the Fly River in a 
canoe adorned with a painted prow 
board (gope). The fringe of leaves 
attached to the board is said to repre
sent men 's dance ornaments. Photo: 
Paul Wirz, 1930. The Photograph Study 
Collection. The Department of the Arts 
of Africa, Oceania, and the Americas. 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 
York (1992.417649) 

approached .11 Displayed within rather than outside the 

men 's house, the spirit boards of other Papuan Gulf peo

ples, whose form and imagery are similar to those of Kiwai 

gape, served similar protective functions, and it is possible 

to speculate that they developed from canoe boards.12 

1. Meyer 1995, vol. 1, p. 101; Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 167, no. 492. 

2. Landtman 1927, p. 212. 

3. Ibid ., p. 211. The actual eyes of hawks were also affixed to the 

prows to sharpen the canoe 's vision (ibid .). 

4. Ibid ., p. n. 
5. Ibid ., p. 210. 

6. Landtman 1933, p. 77; Newton 1961 , p. 10. 

7. Landtman 1927, p. 221. 

8. Beaver 1920, p. 142; Landtman 1933, p. 77. 

9. Landtman 1927, p. 212. 

10. Ibid ., pp. 210 , 221; Landtman 1933, p. 77; Newton 1967, no. 114. 

11 . Landtman 1927, p. 221 ; Landtman 1933, p. 77; Newton 1961, p. 10. 

12. Friede 2005, vol. 2, p. 167, no. 492. 



82 . HEAD (Ganabi ) 

New Guinea, Papuan Gulf region, Gogodala people 
Early 20th century 
Wood, paint, shell 
H. 8Yi in. (21.6 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 
Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 
1979.206.1582 
Ex coll.: Dadi Wirz, Switzerland; collected by Paul Wirz, 1930 

The art of the Gogodala people is distinguished by lively 

use of polychrome paint, in contrast to the more muted 

palette employed by other Papuan Gulf peoples. 1 In the 

past the majority of Gogodala art was concentrated in two 

principal areas: the ornamentation of canoes and prepara

tion of the ritual parapherna lia for aida, a complex cycle 

of ceremonies, culminating in male initiation , that cele

brated the supernatural heroes who established the Gogo

dala culture and way of life. 2 Among the most engaging 

creations of Gogodala artists, or sakema, were small wood 

heads (ganabi), which were typica lly intended to be 

Fig. 44. A Gogodala man wearing a ligale headdress, ca. 1920. 
A carved head (ganabiJ is attached to the base of the head
dress, and the central portion is decorated with a large geo
metric design depicting the wearer's totemic insignia (gawa 
tao). Photo: Wilfred Beaver. From Beaver 1920, facing p. 272 

attached to larger works such as wood plaques, masks, cer

emonial rattles, or canoe-prow ornaments.3 Like much of 

Gogodala figural sculpture, ganabi were generally made 

from buliya, an extremely lightweight timber similar to 

balsa wood .4 

The present work probab ly originally adorned a ligate, 

a large ceremonial dance mask worn as part of the aida 

rites (see fig. 44). Ligate consisted of large oval boards with 

a crescent-shaped opening at the base resembling a 

mouth , through which the dancer peered out during the 

performance.5 The ganabi head was attached just above 

the opening, and the central portion of the board was 

adorned with a large painted design representing the 

owner's totemic insignia (gawa tao).6 

The heads on the ligate represented ancient totemic 

ancestors or clan founders, who were shown with the 
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distinctive conical basketry hats (diba) worn by Gogodala 

men.7 Presented to a man at initiation , the diba was per

manently affixed to the top of the head with wax or resin ; 

any hair that remained exposed was carefully trimmed off. 

The diba served a protective function , as malevolent spirits 

were believed to enter the body through the hair. The caps 

were removed on ly when they had worn out and needed 

to be replaced or during mourning, when a vei 1-1 i ke head 

covering was worn instead.8 In addition to the diba, many 

ganabi wear other male accessories; the gracefully ren 

dered openwork nose of the present work was originally 

intended to accommodate a separately carved nose orna

ment.9 Having been largely discontinued by the late 1930s, 

many Gogodala art forms, including the ligate masks with 

their ganabi images, were revived during the 1970s and 

continue, to some extent, to be created and used today. 10 

1. Newton 1999c, p. 229. 

2. Crawford 1981 , pp. 245- 63. 

3. Ibid. , pp. 196, 344- 46. 

4. Newton 1961 , pp. 36-37; Crawford 1981, p. 189. 

5. Crawford 1981 , p. 190. 

6. Haddon 1916, pp. 347-48; Crawford 1981, pp. 188, 190, 203. 

7. Haddon 1916, pp. 337, 352 , pl. xx, fi g. 4; Wirz 1934 b, p. 496; 

Newton 1961 , p. 37; Crawford 1981, pp. 190, 192, 196. 

8. Crawford 1981 , p. 49 . 

9. See Wirz 1934b, pl. XLVI, nos. 3, 7. 

10. See Crawford 1981. 

83. MASK (Buk , krar, or kara ) 

Torres Strait, Mabuiag Island, Torres Strait Islander people 
Mid- to late 19th century 
Turtle shell, wood, fiber, feathers, shell 
H. 21 /2 in. (SJ.3 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 
Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1967 
1978.412.1510 
Ex coll.: Pitt-Rivers Museum, Farnham, Dorset, England 

84. MASK {Le op) 

Torres Strait, Erub Island, Torres Strait Islander people 
Mid- to late 19th century 
Turtle shell, hair, fiber 
H. 16:4i in. (41 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of Nelson 
A. Rockefeller, 1972 
1978.412. 729 

Ex coll.: Mon trose Museum, Scotland 

The un ique turtle-shell masks created by artists on the 

Torres St ra it Islands, which lie between the Cape York 
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Peninsula of Australia and the southern coast of New 

Guinea, are among the most renowned of all Oceanic art 

forms.1 The masks were fashioned using a distinctive con

struction technique in which individual plates of turtle 

she ll, heated by the mask maker and bent to the desired 

shape, were pierced with holes along the outer margins and 

then stitched together to create complex three-dimensional 

images.2 Once assembled , the masks were completed by 

the addition of hair, shell , feathers, nuts, and , occasion

ally, carved wood elements. 3 The creation of masks and 

effigies from turtle shell was a centuries-old tradition ; the 

earliest Western witness, in 1606, was the Spanish navigator 

Don Diego de Prado y Tovar, a member of the first European 

expedition to sail through the Torres Strait. Turtle-shell 

masks continued to be made until the end of the nine

teenth century, when production and use largely ceased 

under the influence of Christian missionaries and colonial 

officials.4 In recent years, however, some Torres Strait 

Islander artists have revived the tradition of mask making, 

including examples made from turtle shell. 5 

The forms and names of turtle-shell masks differed 

in the western and eastern islands of the region . In the west 

the masks were fantastic composite forms that combined 

the images or features of humans and animals (see fig. 45). 6 

They were referred to generically as buk, krar, or kara, the 

latter two terms meaning "turtle shell. " 7 In the eastern 

islands the masks consisted almost exclusively of human 

images and were called le op, a term meaning "human 

face."8 Each individual mask also had a specific name, typ

ically describing its purpose or the ceremony in which it 

featured .9 Although there is little precise information on the 

identity and function of individual examples, turtle-shell 

masks were used in similar contexts across the region . 

Torres Strait masks were integral elements of religious 

life, serving as vital components of diverse ceremonies 

that maintained the relationships and balance between 

humans and the supernatural world. 10 Turtle-shell masks 

were used in a great variety of ritual contexts, including 

male initiation rites, funerary rituals, and hunting and war 

ceremonies, as well as in a number of increase rites 

devoted to ensuring bountiful harvests and an abundance 

of animals in both land and sea. 11 Many initiation and 

funerary ceremonies centered on or culminated in dance 

performances, during which senior men, clad in turtle

shell masks and shaggy, rustling costumes of grass, reen

acted crucial events from the lives of legendary culture 

heroes, drawn from ora l tradi tion .12 Although there is no 

direct evidence, it seems reasonable to suggest that some 

of the masks portray these legendary beings.13 Many of the 
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masked performances, particularly the initiations and cer

tain funeral rites, were restricted to the men and young 

male initiates involved . However, others, including many 

increase rites, were open to the entire community.'4 When 

not in use, the masks, sacred objects in their own right, 

were placed in the care of important men and carefully 

preserved , kept in structures located at the ceremonial 

grounds (kwod) or cached in caves or other hiding places 

in remote locations, from which they were retrieved and 

reused when required .'5 As a result, some examples, though 

requiring periodic repair, may be of considerable age.16 

Attributed to Mabuiag Island , catalogue number 83 dis

plays the composite imagery typical of western Torres Strait 

masks.17 Worn over the head in the manner of a helmet, it 
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consists of a human face surrounded by delicate openwork 

filigree and crowned by the graceful image of a frigate bird , 

which appears to glide effortlessly above it.18 Masks of this 

type may have been used during funerary or increase cere

monies.19 Many masked performances in the western Torres 

Strait were centered on the exploits of the culture hero 

Kwoiam, a warrior of great strength and ferocity who came 

from Cape York in Australia and traveled across the Torres 

Strait Islands to southern New Guinea, conquering all in 

his path until he was finally slain near Mabuiag lsland.20 In 

the Torres Strait, culture heroes were often associated with 

specific animals, which served as their totemic species.21 

Thus, it is possible that the present work portrays one such 

hero and that the frigate bird represents his personal totem. 



Adorned with a lifelike coiffure and beard made from 

human hair, catalogue number 84, attributed to Erub 

Island , is a classic example of the le op masks of the east

ern Torres Strait. 22 Its ears show the distinctive piercing 

and artificial extension of the earlobes formerly practiced 

in the region .23 Modeled in the round and equipped with 

an opening on the underside just large enough to allow it 

to be slipped over the head, the mask would have com

pletely covered the performer's head and face when worn. 

Although they were in some instances used in initiation 

and , possibly, other rites, le op masks appear to have been 

employed primarily in funerary ceremonies (keber ). 24 

Throughout the Torres Strait, these ceremonies were per

formed to honor and appease the spirits of the dead, 

enabling them to travel onward to the island of the dead, 

known in the eastern strait as Boigu , which lay in the 

direction of the setting sun .25 

1. Roughly eighty Torres Strait turtle-shell masks and ef fi gies survive 

in museums and private collections today {David et al. 2004, p. 18). 

2. Haddon 1912, p. 296 ; L. Wilson 1988, p. 20; David et al. 2004, p. 19; 

Herle 2006, p. 227. The turtle shell used was that of the hawksbill 

turtle (Ertmochelys imbricata ). 
3. L. Wilson 1988, p. 20. For an extensive description of the construc

tion technique , see ibid. 

4. De Prado y Tovar 1930, p. 159, quoted in David et al . 2004, p. 20; 

Herle and Philp 2000, p. 159; Da id et al. 2004, pp. 20-21. 

5. David et al. 2004, p. 18. 

6. Herle and Philp 2000, p. 158; Herle 2006, p. 228 . 

7. Haddon 1912, p. 296; Abramovic 2002, p. 230. 

8. Haddon 1912, p. 296; Fraser (1959) 1978, p. 97 ; L. Wilson 1988, 

p. 20; Herle and Philp 2000, p. 158; Abramovic 2002, p. 230; Herle 

2006, p. 228. 

9. L. Wilson 1988, p. 20. 

10. Frase r (1959) 1978, p. 32; David et al. 2004 , p. 19. 

11 . Haddon 1904, pp. 252, 339-41; Fraser (1959) 1978, pp. 28, 30-32; 

Farr 1987, pp. 20-21; L. Wilson 1988, p. 20 ; Herle and Philp 2000, 

p. 158; Davi d et al. 2004, p. 19; Herle 2006, pp. 223, 229. 

12. Moore 1984, pp. 30-31; Moore 1989, p. 23 ; Moore 1999, p. 233. 

13. Pelrine 1996, p. 142, no. 63. 

14. Jukes 1847, vol. 1, pp. 178-79; "Haddon 1908, pp. 136-39; Haddon 

1912, p. 290 ; Fraser (1959) 1978, p. 28; Abramovic 2002, p. 230. 

15. Moore 1984, p. 32; David et al. 2004, pp. 19, 21-22. 

16. David et al. 2004 , p. 18. 

17. Frase r (1959) 1978, pp. 55-57; ewton 1967, no. 116. 

18. Haddon 1912, p. 299. 

19. Fraser (1959) 1978, p. 158; L. Wilson 1988, p. 25. 

20. Moore 1984, p. 30 ; Abramovic 2002, pp. 224-25. 

21. Moore 1984 p. 31 ; Moore 1989, p. 25; Pelrine 1996, p. 142, no. 63. 

22. Fraser (1959) 1978, p. 84; Newton 1967, no. 117 

23 . Herle 2006, p. 425, no. 117. 

24. Haddon 1908, p. 135, pl. xv111, figs. 3, 4; Haddon 1912, p. 298; 

Haddon 1935, pp. 120-21 , 198-99; Moore 1984, pp. 32, 75, no. 364; 

L. Wi lson 1988, p. 21; Moore 1999, p. 283 , no. 1; Abramovic 2002, 

pp. 232-33 ; Herle 2006, p. 425, no. 117. 

25. Moore 1984, pp. 32, 34; Moore 1989, p. 26 ; Abramovic 2002, p. 228. 

Fig. 45. A dancer in an elabora te turtle-shell mask per
forming in the sawjish dance, a secular ceremony, on 
Waiben Island, 1890s. Like most western Torres Strait 
masks, the mask depicts a composite creature, combining 
features of sawjish and crocodiles with a human face, 
which appears on the forehead. Photo: A C. Haddon. 
From Haddon 1904, pl. xv111 
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85. DUGONG HUNTING CHARM 

Western Torres Strait or lower Fly River, Papuan Gulf, Torres 

Strait Islander or Kiwai people 

19th century 

Wood 

L. 24 3A in. {61 .9 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockef eller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1961 

1978.412.769 

Many coastal and island peoples in the western Pacific 

hunt the dugong, a large marine mammal related to the 

manatee. Esteemed for the large quantity of meat it pro

vides, as well as for its fat , which is used in some areas to 

make body oil , the dugong is a prized but dangerous ani

mal. ' Dugong hunting is an uncertain and often hazardous 

activity, and in many areas magical activities and objects 

are associated with it, designed to ensure a successful out

come. Up to the close of the nineteenth century, artists 

among the peoples of the Torres Strait, as well as some of 

the Kiwai people living in adjacent areas of New Guinea 's 

southern coast, fashioned dugong hunting charms, whose 

supernatural powers aided the hunters in the capture of 

their often elusive quarry. 2 During the day, dugongs were 

hunted from canoes.3 Mounted in the bow of the canoe, 

the dugong charm was said to have the ability to attract 

the dugong or, in some cases, to be able to turn magically 

in the direction of the animals, indicating where they 

could be found. 4 

In areas where dugongs were especially abundant, the 

Torres Strait Islanders and Kiwai also hunted them from 

offshore platforms, built from slender bamboo poles sur-

138 I 0 c EA NI A : ART 0 F THE p Ac IF I c Is LAN 0 s 

85 

mounted by a narrow plank carved from the steering 

board of a canoe, on which the hunter stood .5 Constructed 

at low tide in shallow places covered by the sea grass on 

which the dugong habitually grazed , the platforms were 

used at night ; the hunter waited in the moonlight for the 

dugong, normally shy in daylight hours, to come in to 

feed .6 A single man , armed with a harpoon attached to a 

long length of rope, stood on each platform often for 

hours at a time, as other hunters sat in canoes nearby.- To 

entice the dugong within range, the dugong charm was 

suspended beneath the platform , its supernatural powers 

luring the animal to its death (see fig. 46).8 In some areas 

of the Torres Strait the backs of dugong charms were hol

lowed out and a potent mixture of magical substances, 

prepared by a religious specialist (maidelaig), placed inside 

to increase their efficacy.9 When the dugong approached 

the platform , the hunter speared it with the harpoon and , 

seizing the line, dived into the water after it, allowing 

himself to be towed by the wounded animal until he was 

rescued by the men in the canoes.'0 Among the Kiwai , 

if the hunt was successful , the men loudly sounded a shell 

trumpet as they approached the shore; the trumpet call 

indicated, in part, the number of dugongs that had 

been taken. If the hunt had failed , the men returned 

in si lence.11 

The present charm depicts the head of the dugong, rec

ognizable by its drooping, fieshy muzzle; the elongated 

openwork body ends not in a tail but with the head of a 

bird , which may represent the totemic species of the 

object 's owner. When the charm was in use, the openwork 

portions may have been adorned with leaves, feathers or 



other ornaments, possibly to increase its magical 

potency. 12 The stylized representation of the features of 

the dugong and the presence of the bird head suggest that 

this charm may be of Kiwai origin, as the dugong charms 

from the Torres Strait proper tend to be more naturalistic 

in form.13 

1. Pelrine 1996, p. 144, no. 64. 

2. L. Wilson 1988, p. 38. Landtman states that the dugong harpooning 

techniques described here originated in the Torres Strait and were 

subsequently adopted by a number of coastal Kiwai groups. Both 

practices had reportedly ceased in the Torres Strait by 1900 

(Haddon 1901 , p. 152; Landtman 1927, pp. 126-27). 

3. Landtman 1927, p. 126. 

4. Haddon 1901, p. 154; Haddon 1904, p. 338; L. Wilson 1988, p. 38. 

5. Haddon 1901, pp. 152-53; Pelrine 1996, p. 144, no. 64. 

6. Haddon 1901, p. 153; Landtman 1927, p. 125. 

Fig. 46. A hunter from 
Mabuiag Island poised 
atop a dugong-hunting 
platform with his har

poon. A coil of rope, 
attached to the harpoon 

head, rests beside him, 
and a dugong charm 

hangs beneath the plat
form at the right, to lure 

the dugong within 
range. After a photo

graph by A. C. Haddon, 
1888. From Haddon 

1901, pl. XI 

7. Landtman 1927, p. 125. 

8. Haddon 1901 , p. 153; Haddon 1904, p. 339 ; Pelrine 1996, 

p. 144, no. 64. 

9. Haddon 1901 , pp. 153-54; Haddon 1904, p. 338. In exchange for 

the services of the maidelaig, a successful dugong hunter was 

required to give him a portion of the meat. If the maidelaig did 

not receive his due, he might , on a future hunt, cause the moving 

harpoon line to wrap around the hunter's neck and strangle him 

{Haddon 1890, p. 401 ; Haddon 1901 , p. 154; Haddon 1904, p. 339). 

10. Landtman 1927, pp. 125-26. Kiwai in the 1920s stated that this 

method had been used in the past but that in more recent times 

the line was secured to the hunting platform (see ibid .). 

11 . Ibid. , p. 139. 

12. See L. Wilson 1988, p. 38. 

13. Newton 1961 , p. 41. See Haddon 1894, pl. 1v, no. 52 ; Haddon 1901 , 

pp. 153-54; Haddon 1904, pp. 337-38, pl. xvi ; Haddon 1908, 

pp. 217, 230, pl. xx, 5-8; Moore 1984, nos. 94 , 525; Meyer 1995, 

vol. 1, p. 98 , no. 83. 
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AUSTRALIA 

ustralian Aboriginal art arose in a land

scape fundamentally different from that 

of other regions of Oceania. On this 

immense continent, crisscrossed by a 

network of trade routes, it is great 

expanses of land , rather than sea , that both separate 

and link Australia 's Aboriginal peoples. When the first 

British settlers landed in Australia in 1788, its Aborig

inal peoples spoke more than two hundred separate 

languages. Descendants of nearly all these different 

peoples survive today, but fewer than one hundred 

Aboriginal languages are still spoken .1 The ancestors 

of present-day Aboriginals first arrived on Australia 's 

shores some forty thousand to sixty thousand years 

ago and went on to colonize even the most remote 

reaches of the continent. Although largely arid , Aus

tralia supports a diversity of environments, including 

savanna-like grasslands, temperate woodlands, and 

tropical rain forests. The Aboriginal peoples of all 

these areas developed distinctive artistic traditions. 

Much of Australia 's greatest art was, and is, exe

cuted di redly on the landscape. The earliest Aboriginal 

peoples possessed , or rapidly developed, diverse and 

highly sophisticated traditions of rock art-paintings 

and engravings made on the walls of rock-shelters 

(shallow cavelike overhangs of rock) and other large 

outcrops of stone. By far the most ancient of all 

Oceanic art traditions, Aboriginal rock art has been 

produced for tens of thousands of years. The earliest 

Aboriginal rock paintings may have been created some 

fifty thousand years ago, predating the Paleolithic-era 

painted caves of Europe by many millennia. 2 Still prac

ticed in some areas today, Aboriginal rock art is 

arguably the longest continuous artistic tradition in 

the world. In historical times, rock art was created for a 

variety of purposes. Some images were sacred: they 

were produced , or renewed , at supernaturally power-

Opposite: Detail, cat. no. 87 

ful sites within the landscape in order to honor ances

tral beings or increase the abundance of game; some 

types were also made in conjunction with potent forms 

of malevolent magic. Other images, such as those that 

adorned the walls of the rock-shelters in which the 

community camped , were secular; these were painted 

to commemorate a successful hunt or to instruct 

young children about aspects of the surrounding envi

ronment and sometimes simply for pleasure.3 

In addition to painting on rock, artists in the Arn

hem Land region formerly created identical paintings 

on the interior walls and ceilings of the bark-covered 

shelters that they constructed to prated themselves 

from the torrential rains of the annual wet season . The 

painted panels from such shelters were first seen and 

collected by Westerners in the nineteenth century. In 

the early decades of the twentieth century, outsiders 

increasingly began to encourage artists to create inde

pendent bark paintings for the art market, a practice 

that gave rise to Arnhem Land 's thriving contemporary 

traditions of Aboriginal bark painting (cat. no. 86).4 

Despite the vast distances that separate the Aborig

inal peoples of Australia , almost all of Aboriginal art 

and religion is united by the concept of the Dreaming 

(often previously called the Dreamtime). In a narrow 

sense, the Dreaming refers to the primordial creation 

period during which ancestral beings emerged from 

the featureless earth and traveled across its surface, 

creating both the physical features of the landscape, 

such as mountains and waterholes, and also the 

humans, plants, and animals that inhabit it. At first , 

these Dreaming beings were all in human form , and 

some, the ancestors of human beings, remained so. 

Most, however, subsequently transformed into ani

mals, plants, or other natural phenomena , the ances

tors of those that continue to sustain Aboriginal 

peoples toda . Although most of its events took place 
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in the distant past, the Dreaming is an ongoing phe

nomenon, and the creative (or destructive) power of 

Dreaming beings still lies within the landscape, 

where it can be accessed through ritual activities per

formed at specific sites. The concept of the Dreaming 

occurs throughout the continent, but religious life 

among each Aboriginal group revolves around the 

specific Dreaming beings who created their home

land. The great majority of human, animal , and plant 

images and geometric motifs that appear in Aborigi

nal art depict the beings, events, and sacred sites of 

the Dreaming, although some images are secular in 

nature. 

Many Aboriginal art forms were, and are, directly 

associated with ceremonial life.5 Among most Aborig

inal peoples, religious life is divided by gender; men 

and women each have their own sacred art forms, 

ceremonies, and Dreaming sites. These ceremonies 

often involve elaborate forms of personal adornment 

and the creation or reuse of sacred images and 

objects, whose forms were first prescribed during the 

Dreaming. Many of these art forms are ephemeral, 

created only for the brief duration of the rites, after 

which they are ritually destroyed. Others, made from 

more durable materials, are carefully concealed after 

use. The forms, imagery, and nature of many of these 

ceremonial artworks remain secret and highly sensi

tive subjects, which may not be revealed , even today. 

In addition to ceremonial objects, Aboriginal artists 

in the past devoted much of their energy to the cre

ation and adornment of functional items, such as 

shields, boomerangs, spear throwers, and carrying 

trays, that were formerly used as part of daily life (cat. 

nos. 87-89). This emphasis on practical objects resulted 

in part from necessity. Whereas other regions of 

Oceania are characterized by agricultural societies, 

Australian Aboriginal peoples in the past were hunter

gatherers. Possessing a profound and intimate knowl

edge of the landscape, each group lived and moved 

about within a well-defined homeland according to the 

local or seasonal abundance of the water, game, and 

wild plants on which they depended for food. This 
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highly mobile way of life, which required each person 

to carry all or most of his or her possessions to each 

new camp, resulted in the development of a spare and 

highly efficient ensemble of implements that, though 

eminently practical , were often exquisitely decorated. 

The designs on these objects are typically geometric, 

although figurative images occur in some areas. Some 

of these patterns may have been purely decorative, but 

many likely had important Dreaming associations. 

After more than two centuries of Western settle

ment and expansion , Aboriginal peoples today repre

sent only a small proportion of the population of the 

modern nation of Australia . However, despite the 

long and often tragic history of relations between 

Aboriginal and settler societies, the arts of Aboriginal 

Australia have endured. Although many earlier art 

forms, such as bark painting and the creation of cere

monial objects, continue, the early 1970s witnessed 

the emergence of Australia 's burgeoning contempo

rary Aboriginal art movement. Beginning in the 

remote communities of the central desert, whose 

boldly colored acrylic canvases are at times called 

"dot" paintings because of their distinctive dotted 

backgrounds, the movement quickly spread to the 

Kimberley, Queensland , and other regions, where 

artists began to produce paintings in their own dis

tinctive styles. In the major cities artists from urban 

Aboriginal communities also began to create works in 

a diversity of styles, employing the same broad range 

of artistic media as their non-Aboriginal counterparts. 

Today, the arts of Aboriginal Australia are flourishing, 

and modern Aboriginal painting is increasingly gain

ing recognition on the world stage as an important 

movement in contemporary art. 

1. I. Green 2000 , pp. 624-25. 
2. Caruana 1993, p. 7. 
3. See Layton 1992, pp. 31-86. 
4. Caruana 1993, p. 24. 
5. Almost all Aboriginal peoples today are Christian . How

ever, in many areas they continue to practice aspects of 
their indigenous ceremonial traditions, so I have used the 
present tense in the following description . 
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86 . BARK PAINTING 

Groote Eylandt, lngura people 

194os-5os 
Bark, paint 

12 x 20 111 (30.5 x 50.8 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979 206.1462 

The bark paintings of northern Australia are one of the 

continent's most distinguished art forms. Although bark 

paintings are created in other areas, the most prolific bark 

painters are the peoples of the vast region of Arnhem Land 

and the islands off its shores. Sharing techniques, pig

ments, and iconography with the region's ancient rock art 

traditions, Arnhem Land bark paintings are rendered in 

ocher and other natural pigments on canvases made from 

fibrous sheets of bark peeled from the trunks of "stringy

bark" trees.' The stark black background of the present 

painting is characteristic of mid-twentieth-century works 

by the lngura people of Groote Eylandt, a large island that 

lies off Arnhem Land 's northeastern coast. 2 

As elsewhere in Arnhem Land , the contemporary bark

painting tradition on Groote Eylandt likely had its origin in 

the paintings made on the walls and ceilings of the bark

covered shelters formerly built by the lngura to protect 

themselves from the torrential downpours of the annual 

wet season .3 In contrast to sacred forms of painting, prac

ticed in connection with ritual activities, the images 

painted in the bark shelters were spontaneous and secular, 

often made simply for pleasure or to help pass the long 

periods of enforced inactivity as the rains drenched the 

land outside.4 In some cases artists reportedly worked 

while lying on their backs, reaching up to adorn the 

underside of the low ceilings. 5 Besides their recreational 

function , the paintings in the shelters were used to teach 

children about the appearance and characteristics of the 

animals, objects, totemic designs, and other subjects they 

portrayed.6 

As the existence of Aboriginal bark painting gradual I 

became known to the wider world during the first half of 

the twentieth century, artists throughout Arnhem Land 

began to create independent works on single sheets of 

flattened bark, which were destined for the fine-art mar

ket. On Groote Eylandt the first independent bark paint

ings were produced in the 1920s and 1930s, and the 

tradition continues to the present da . The earliest exam

ples had backgrounds of var ing colors, but by the 1940s 

and 1950s virtually all lngura bark paintings were exe

cuted , as here, on solid black backgrounds. However, by 

the early 1960s lngura artists, likely inspired by the works 
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of painters from neighboring areas of eastern Arnhem 

Land , began to fi ll the backgrounds of their works with 

complex geometric designs.7 

Like their artistic precursors on the interiors of the bark 

she lters, lngura bark paintings encompass a diversity of 

subjects. Many portray humans, animals, or plants. In 

some instances these are intended as images of ordinary 

peop le or food items, but in others they represent ances

tra l bei ngs from the Dreaming (the primordial creation 

period) whose powers still endure within the landscape.8 

Other works include representations of objects, constella

tions of stars, totemic designs, and the distinctive sailing 

vesse ls of the Macassans, traders from eastern Indonesia 

who for centuries arrived annually to collect trepang (sea 

cucu mber), highly valued as a delicacy in China .9 Composi

tions range from single figures to complex scenes from 

daily life or depictions of encounters with the Macassans 

and other historical events.10 The subject of the present 

work is unknown . Apparently the bust of a fantastic crea

ture with the crested head of a bird and the neck and 

shoulders of a human, it probably represents a being from 

the Dreaming, when the ancestors of present-day birds and 

animals walked the earth in human, or humanlike, forms. 

1. Eucalyptus tetradonta (Caruana 1993, p. 24). 
2 . The black pigment in Groote Eylandt is unusual in that it is manu

factured predominantly from a loca l manga nese ox ide ra ther than 
from charcoal , as it is among other Aboriginal peopl es (Adam 1951, 

p. 166; Caruana 1993, p. 78). 

3. Adam 1951 , pp. 165, 170 ; Groger-Wurm 1978, p. 222. 
4. Adam 1951 , pp. 170-71. 

5. Ibid. , p. 171. 

6. Adam 1950, p. 189; Adam 1951 , p. 171. 

7. Adam 1950, p. 189; Sutton et al. 1988, p. 56; Caru ana 1993, pp. 78, 
81 . 

8. See Adam 1950, p. 189; Groger-Wurm 1978, p. 221 ; Caru ana 1993, 
p. 78. 

9. Adam 1950, p. 189; Adam 1951 , p. 171; Caruana 1993, p. 21. 
10. Adam 1950, p. 189; Mountford 1956, pp. 60-81; Groger-Wurm 

1978, p. 221 ; Caruana 1993, p. 78. 
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87. SHIELD 

Northeastern Queensland 

Mid- to late 19th century 

Wood, paint 

H. 30 .Yi in. (77.5 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1802 

Although much of Australia is arid , the continent has 

dense tropical rain forests, which originally covered much 

of the eastern coast of the Cape York Peninsula , in north

ern Queensland . In contrast to the more muted palette 

employed by many Aboriginal groups, rain-forest peoples 

developed an artistic tradition characterized by the use of 

boldly patterned polychrome designs, which were applied 

to the surfaces of weapons and other objects. The tradi

tion found its foremost expression in the large, brilliantly 

painted shields carried by initiated men. Up to the late 

1890s, such shields formed an indispensable element of a 

warrior's fighting equipment. 

Conflicts among the rain-forest peoples primarily took 

the form of ritualized combat between individuals or 

groups to settle outstanding disputes; large numbers of 

people often gathered for the contests, which were some

times held in association with initiation or other 

activities.1 On these occasions, a man with a grievance 

against another would challenge him to a duel , and the 

two parties would resolve the issue through single 

combat. 2 The duels were fought with a distinctive pair of 

weapons: a long bladelike hardwood club resembling a 

sword , which was brought down on the opponent in a 

sledgehammer-like manner, and the painted shield , which 

was used to absorb the force of the blows.3 During the 

fight , combatants stood facing each other and took turns 

striking, each landing a single blow on his opponent and 

then receiving one in return . The contest ended when one 

man grew exhausted and conceded or when a man 's 

shield was destroyed by his opponent, rendering him 

unable to continue.4 In less formalized fighting, the shields 

were used to parry clubs or boomerangs thrown by the 

enemy and to absorb the impact of spears.5 If a man 

became wounded , he withdrew from the battle; flagging 

warriors were often saved by older women from their 

home communities who interposed themselves between 

the warrior and his opponent, fending off further attack 

and preventing him from being seriously injured .6 Fatali

ties, as a resu lt, were ext remely rare.7 

The broad fiat shields were made from the planklike 

buttress roots of fig trees whose natural contours often 

. .. 
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Fig. 47 Kari'i and Norma, artists of the Kunggandyi people, painting a large fighting shield at Yarrabah, northern Queensland, 
1930s. Photo: Ursula Mcconnel. From McCarthy 1958, p. 26, fig. 14 

imparted a slightly eccentric oval shape to th e finished 

shield. 8 The shields were made in two sizes- larger, often 

irregular, oval forms, which often show evidence of exten

sive battle damage, and smaller ceremonial versions, pos

sibly including the present work, which are said to have 

been used in dances.9 A shield was not considered to be 

finished until it had been painted .10 Each shield was 

painted by two initiated men , who worked together in cre

ating the intricate designs, beginning at opposite ends (see 

fig. 47) . 11 The shield designs occasionally incorporate rec

ognizable images of animals or manufactured objects.12 

However, the great majority of shields are adorned with 

geometric designs that, while they appear abstract to West

ern observers, represent diverse phenomena from both 

the human and natural worlds such as implements, plants, 

fish , stars, comets, or rain bows. 13 Likely representing 

objects, species, and phenomena associated with the 

owner's homeland and Dreamings, these designs may have 

served as totemic clan insignia .14 However, no two shields 

appear precisely alike, and it is possible that the patterns 

were intended to mark the specific identity of the owner, 

allowing him to be identified by allies or opponents in 
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battle. 15 Rain -forest peopl es had largely ceased producing 

shields by the en d of the nineteenth century.16 However 

the making of shields, as aesthetic rather than functional 

objects, was briefly revived in the 1930s, and examples are 

occasionally made by artists today. 1
-

1. Lumholtz 1889, p. 125. 

2. Ibid ., p. 123; Bra shaw 1990. p. 65. 

3. Lumholtz 1889. p. 123; Khan 2000. pp. 181 - 82 ; Davies 2002, p. 76, 

pl. 85. 

.i . Lumholtz 1889, p. 123. 

5. Ibid ., p. 124. 
6. Ibid . 

7. Ibid ., p. 127; Meston 1899, pp. 10- 11; Brayshaw 1990, pp. 64-65; 

Davies 2002 . p. 76, pl. 85. 

8. Etheridge 1897, p. 158; Mcconnel 1935, p. 49 ; Brayshaw 1990, p. 63 ; 
Morphy 1998, p. 348 ; Khan 2000, pp. 181-82. 

9. Mcconnel 1935, p. 49; Khan 2000 , p. 182. 
10. Khan 2000, pp. 181-82. 

11 . Mcconnel 1935, p. 50; McCarthy 1958, pp. 24, 26, fig. 14. 

12. Morphy 1998, p. 348 ; Mcconnel 1935, p. 59, no. 1. 

13. Mcconnel 1935, pp. 50- 55 , pis. 58-61 ; Morphy 1998, pp. 348, 351. 

14. Mcconnel 1935, pp. 53- 55; McCarthy 1958, p. 25; Morphy 1998, 

pp. 348, 351 . 
15. Lumholtz 1889, p. 121 ; Khan 2000, p. 182. 

16. Davies 2002, p. 76, pl . 85. 

17. Mcconnel 1935; Morphy 1998. p. 348. 



88. BOOMERANG 

Western Kimberley region, Western Australia 
Mid- to late 19th century 
Wood, pigment 
L. 21 in. (55.6 1cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 
Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 
1979.206.1608 

An iconic s mbol of Aboriginal culture and, more broad! 

of Australia as a whole, the boomerang is the most famil

iar and widely known of all Aboriginal art forms. Although 

not used in all areas, boomerangs of arious t pes were 

created b Aboriginal peoples on most of the continent 

and served a variet of purposes. 1 The most famous type 

are the "returning" boomerangs,\ hich \ ere made in parts 

of southeastern and\ estern Australia .2 Used primaril for 

entertainment, returning boomerangs, when thro\ n out

ward, circle back to land near or to be caught b the 

th rm er.3 The ast majorit of boomerangs, hm ever, were 

nonreturning. Effective at a range of more than one hun

dred ards, boomerangs\ ere essential! high! specialized 

thrm ing sticks, intended to strike the target and fall to 

the ground. 4 In former times, boomerangs\ ere emplo ed 

primaril in hunting and\ arfare. Hurled from a distance 

with great force, boomerangs t picall served to stun or 

other. ise incapacitate pre , such as kangaroos or emus, 

allowing the hunter to catch up to the animal , which\ as 

killed\ ith spears or other weapons.5 In some areas 

boomerangs\ ere used both as projectiles and as general

purpose implements, ser ing, as needed , as kni es, ham

mers, digging sticks, or fire-making implements. Some 

forms\ ere, and continue to be, used as musical instru

ments, clapped together to pro ide rh hmical accompani

ment to song and dance performances. In some places 

large boomerangs up to four feet long, never intended to 

be thrown , \\ere emplo ed as hand held \\eapons \ hen 

fighting at close quarters.6 

The present \\Ork, \\ith its broad bod and sharp! ' 

pointed tips, sho\ s the classic form of fighting 

boomerangs from the \\estern Kimberle region.- As in 

most boomerangs, its subtle cur e follO\\S the natural 

grain of the \\Ood-a design feature that imparted added 

strength to the implement.8 Among the most ornate of 

Aboriginal boomerangs, \\estern Kimberle e amples are 

frequent! adorned , as here, \\ ith fin el incised geometric 

patterns and occasional! r \\ ith human or animal figures. 9 

Accented\\ ith red ocher, the delicate herringbone pattern 

on the present work ma ha e been pure! 1 decorative. 

Hm e er, geometric patterns in Aboriginal art often carr ' 
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deeper meanings; designs and motifs may allude to ritual 

art forms or to aspects and activities of the ancestral 

beings who formed the features of the landscape during 

the Dreaming. 

1. For an extensive survey of the forms and uses of Aboriginal 
boomerangs, see Jones 1996. 

2. Davidson 1936, p. 89 ; Black 1g64, p. 78; Massola 1g71 , p. 12g; Jones 
1gg6, p. 35. 

89. PARRYING SHIELD (Mulgani [?]) 

Lower Murray River region, South Australia 

19th century 

Wood, paint 

H. 38 /4 in. (97-2 cm) 

Gift of Paula Brown Glick, 2002 

2002.578.2 

Artists in the southeastern region of Austra I ia formerly cre

ated two distinct varieties of fighting shields, each of 

which was designed for a specific purpose. The first were 

relatively broad , pointed oval forms, which were used to 

protect the bearer from projectile weapons, such as spears, 

throwing clubs, and boomerangs, thrown by the enemy 

from a distance. The second type were narrow compact 

parrying shields, used to ward off blows from fighting 

clubs and other handheld weapons during close combat. 1 

Made from dense hardwood, southeastern Australian par

rying shields, like the present work, were typically wedge

shaped in cross section; the widest side formed the front. 

The shields were of thick wood and thus able to withstand 

the heavy impact of an opponent 's weapons. 2 

The form and ornamentation of this work are character

istic of parrying shields from the lower Murray River region , 

in South Australia , where they were known among the 

Yaraldi people as mulgani.3 As elsewhere in the southeast 
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3. Davidson 1g36, pp. go, 97; Massola 1g71 , p. 12g. In certain areas 
returning boomerangs were reportedl y used in hunting wildfowl 
although some authors state this was not the case (Massola 1g71, 

p. 130; Jones 19g6, p. 35; Barlow 1gg8, p. 8). 
4. Davidson 1g36, p. go; Jones 1gg6, p. 36. 

5. Jones1gg6, ~ 44 . 
6. Ibid ., pp. 34, 79. 
7. Davidson 1g36, pp. go-91 ; Jones 1gg6, pp. 2g, 40, 81-82. 
8. Black 1g64, p. 79 ; Jones 19g6, p. 18. 
g. McCarthy 1g58, p. 56, fig. 48 ; Black 1g64, p. 7g. 

the incised designs were likely created using specialized 

engraving tools made from opossum teeth. 4 The decora

tion of lower Murray River shields is frequently divided, as 

here, into panels separated by transverse bars or meander

ing diagonal lines.5 In this work the dividing lines are 

adorned in a rich red ocher, which forms a pleasing con

trast with the white background pattern , carved in bas

relief.6 The overall design scheme is symmetrical in 

conception but not in the execution of the precise details, 

imparting a lively movement to the composition. 7 The 

basic design elements-diamond-shaped motifs, herring

bone patterns, and undulating parallel lines-that com

bine to form the overall composition on the present work 

appear on shields throughout southeastern Australia .8 

Although there is virtually no historical information on the 

significance of the patterns, the images on southeastern 

shields may have been emblematic designs associated with 

the owner's group affiliation and Dreamings.9 

1. Black 1g64, p. 83 ; Massola 1g71 , p. 126. 
2. McCarthy 1g58, p. 1g; Massola 1g71, p. 126. 
3. Berndt , Berndt, and Stanton 19g2, pp. 11g, 164, pl. 118. 
4. Black 1964, p. 83; Benitez-Johan not and Barbier 2000, p. 232, 

no. g8. 
5. McCarthy 1g58, p. 18. 
6. Ibid ., pp. 18- 1g. 
7. I bid ., p. 1g. 
8. Ibid ., p. 17; Black 1g64, p. 83. 
g. McCarthy 1g58, p. 20. 
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ISLAND MELAN ES IA 

he region of Island Melanesia encom

passes the large and varied islands and 

archipelagoes of the southwest Pacific 

whose peoples primarily share a com

mon origin with those of New Guinea 

and Aboriginal Australia. Stretching southeastward in 

a great arc from the eastern coast of New Guinea, 

Island Melanesia comprises the islands of New Britain 

and New Ireland and the archipelagoes of the 

Solomon Islands, Vanuatu, and New Caledonia . The 

region today is divided into a number of political enti

ties. New Britain , New Ireland, and the northern 

Solomon Islands form part of Papua New Guinea. The 

central and eastern Solomons make up the inde

pendent nation of the Solomon Islands, and the great 

island chain formerly called the New Hebrides is 

today the nation of Vanuatu . New Caledonia , com

prising the large island of Grande Terre and the 

islands off its shores, is under the political authority 

of France. 

The settlement of Island Melanesia occurred in 

two distinct phases, widely separated in time. Humans 

first settled New Britain and New Ireland at least 

thirty-five thousand years ago, and by twenty-nine 

thousand years ago they had reached the northern 

Solomon Islands and likely spread relatively quickly 

to the southeastern end of the archipelago.1 However, 

the islands beyond , including the Santa Cruz group, 

Vanuatu , and New Caledonia , were first settled by 

the Lapita culture, also ancestral to the peoples of 

Polynesia , which began to expand eastward into the 

remote islands of the Pacific only some thirty-five 

hundred years ago.2 

Island Melanesia 's arts and cultures are highly 

diverse. Its peoples speak more than 250 different 

languages and practice a rich and varied array of 

artistic traditions.3 As elsewhere in Oceania , the arts 

Opposite: Detail, cat. no. 95 

of Island Melanesia are predominantly religious in 

nature, function , and imagery, portraying the myriad 

ancestors, spirits, and other supernatural beings 

whose powers sustain the world . Artists throughout 

the region produce a variety of art forms. However, 

specific themes tend to dominate the art of each of 

the primary islands and archipelagoes. 

New Britain is known in particular for the variety 

and scale of its ritual masks, which were often made 

from ephemeral materials. The Kilenge people pro

duce both wood and bark-cloth masks, a tradition 

shared with neighboring peoples in the Vitiaz Strait 

and on the northeastern coast of New Guinea (cat. 

no. 69), as well as bukumo, gigantic semicircular masks 

whose features are adorned with long, radiating 

lengths of cane. 4 In northern New Britain the Sulka 

people fashion enormous, vividly colored masks, 

headdresses, and dance wands. These are predomi

nantly made from plant pith and other highly perish

able materials, although some include more durable 

wood elements (cat. no. go). The neighboring Baining 

people create a diversity of bark-cloth masks, which 

formerly included hareiga (cat. no. 91 ), among the 

largest of all Oceanic headdresses, reaching heights of 

up to fifty feet (fifteen meters).5 

The signature art forms of New Ireland are its 

funerary sculpture. These include the distinctive chalk 

figures, or kulap, of southern New Ireland (cat. no. 96), 

created as temporary abodes for the spirits of the 

dead, as well as the spectacular openwork malagan 

carvings of the north (cat. nos. 94, 95). Among the 

most striking and technically complex of all Oceanic 

wood sculpture, the boldly polychromed malagan 

constitute a sort of visual resume, revealing the life

time achievements of the deceased in acquiring the 

rights to create the specific types of ma/agan carvings 

displayed at the final memorial ceremony. Despite the 
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enormous investment of time and labor involved in 

their production , malagan are made only for onetime 

use in the memorial ceremony, after which they are 

discarded or destroyed. 

In the past much of Solomon Island art centered on 

the creation and embellishment of ornate war and fish

ing canoes, weapons, canoe ornaments (cat. no. 100), 

and canoe houses, which formed central elements of 

male social and religious life.6 Solomon Islander artists 

are especially notable for their highly sophisticated tra

ditions of shell inlay, in which delicately carved sec

tions of mother-of-pearl or white shell are inset into 

the black-painted or darkly colored surfaces of figures, 

canoes, feast bowls, shields (cat no. 99), and other 

objects, creating a pleasing contrast. Solomon Islanders 

also create a rich variety of ornate jewelry and other 

personal ornaments in white shell , porpoise teeth , 

turtle shell , mother-of-pearl , and other materials (cat. 

nos. 103, 104). Masking traditions were largely absent 

in the Solomons, in contrast to other areas of Island 

Melanesia. They were restricted there to a small num

ber of islands at the northern end of the archipelago 

(cat. no. 97). 

The majority of Vanuatu 's sculptural traditions are, 

or were, created in connection with male religious insti

tutions, such as men 's houses, secret societies, and , 

especially, grade rituals, a hierarchical series of initia

tions each of which confers successively greater reli

gious knowledge and social prestige. Similar institutions 

exist for women in some areas, but they do not typically 

involve the production of sculpture. Vanuatu 's sculp

tural traditions are primarily confined to the northern 

and central regions of the archipelago and include 

diverse types of grade figures (cat. nos. 107, 108) and 

other images, as well as the massive vertical slit 

gongs (cat. no. 105) that loom over the village dancing 

grounds, their deep resonant rhythms accompanying 

ceremonies and other performances. The archipelago's 

numerous masking traditions are primarily associated 

with grade rites, initiation, and other ritual contexts 

and range from durable hardwood forms to more 

ephemeral creations fashioned from leaves, matted spi-
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derwebs, or a papier-mache-like material made from 

finely chopped plants (cat. no. 111). 

In the past, architectural carving was among the 

foremost art forms of the Kanak peoples of New Cale

donia . Unlike the majority of Melanesian peoples, 

Kanak communities are, or were, governed by hered

itary chiefs, who held both sacred and secular author

ity. In former ti mes, and to some extent today, the 

house of the chief was both the physical and the 

artistic center of the village, and its entrance (cat. 

no. 113), roof, and interior architectural elements were 

adorned with images of ancestors and other super

natural beings. The dramatic hardwood masks of 

northern Grande Terre (cat. no. 112) were likewise 

closely associated with the authority and funerary 

rites of chiefs. Kanak artists also had a rich tradition of 

decorative arts, including intricately engraved bamboo 

containers, whose imagery often incorporates scenes 

from both indigenous and colonial life (cat. no. 114). 

The tumultuous events of the colonial era , which 

saw the region 's archipelagoes divided and contested 

at various times by Germany, Britain, France, and Aus

tralia , accompanied by the conversion of the over

whelming majority of its peoples to Christianity, had a 

profound effect on its indigenous arts. However, many 

of Island Melanesia 's most spectacular art forms, such 

as the masking traditions of the Sulka and Baining, 

the malagan of New Ireland, and a large number of 

Vanuatu 's sculptural and masking traditions, have 

proved astoundingly resilient, enduring uninterrupted 

to the present day. In recent decades, artists across the 

region have revived or revitalized other art forms once 

largely abandoned , and in some places, including 

Vanuatu and New Caledonia, they have pioneered a 

growing contemporary art movement. 

1. Kirch 2000, p. 68 . 

2. Ibid ., p. 95. 

3. See Wurm and Hattori 1981, sheets 13-17. 

4. Dark 1979, pp. 131-32, 135-36; Dark 1999, pp. 206, 208; 
Dark 2001 , pp. 176-78. 

5. Parkinson (1907) 1999, p. 267; Corbin 1976a, pp. 48-49; 
Heermann 2001a, pp. 80, 84, n. 1. 

6. See Waite 1983a, pp. 31-34, 51-54 . 



go. HEADDRESS (Kapurei [?]) 

New Britain, Sulka people 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood, paint 

H. 43 Yi in . (110.5 cm) 
Gift of Evelyn A.). Hall, 1981 

1981.331.1 
Ex coll.: Hiltrup Mission Museum, Germany; collected 

before 1914 

In creating masks and other ceremonial paraphernalia , 

artists of the Sulka people of northeastern New Britain 

consciously seek to achieve magnificence, striving through 

the use of bold form and vivid colors to maximize the 

visual impact on the viewer. Brightly colored and ephemeral , 

Sulka ritual arts are created for onetime use in dances 

and other rites, where their fleeting beauty is believed to 

allow the audience to briefly glimpse the divine. 1 After

ward , the objects are ritually burnt or sold to outsiders. 

The present work is a headdress, originally painted in vivid 

blue, black, and reddish pigments, which have since faded 

to subtler hues; the underside is hollowed out to allow it 

to be worn on top of the head like a helmet. The head

dress portrays a praying mantis (kovio), an insect that may 

have served as a clan emblem , alert and poised as if to 

strike.2 The exact function of the work is not documented, 

but it is likely a kapurei, a type of conical headdress that 

once formed the base of a tall ceremonial dance wand 

(rei ), which was attached to the undecorated projection at 

the top and which extended as much as nine feet (three 

meters) above the mantis effigy.3 

In former times dance wands were carried by performers 

during mortuary ceremonies, known as a nek or nik.4 

Intended to capture the spirit of the deceased , the a nek 

consisted of a series of dances performed to accompany a 

sequence of six songs.5 During the ceremony there were 

two lines of performers, an outside group carrying dance 

wands and an inside group without them ; the flexible, 

brightly painted rei undulated in time to the dancers' 

movements. Separate forms of rei were made for perform

ers of each sex; the men 's wands (ha/ ) were taller than 

the women 's (kapek).6 The culmination of the ceremony 

occurred during the final dance, known as kangursin , in 

which the dead person 's spirit was lured into chasing one 

of the performers, who was said to catch it by the hand 

and lead it out of the lines of dancers, thus separating it 

permanently from the world of the living.7 Although the 

nek rites have largely ceased , contemporary Sulka artists 

continue to make and use rei and to perform the associ

ated dances as part of Christian religious observances.8 
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1. Jeudy-Ballini 2001 , p. 114. 
2. Contemporary Sulka of the Porgwan clan , of lwai village, claim 

copyright to the praying mantis as a clan emblem (Corbin 1996, 

p. 2). 
3. George Corbin , personal communication , 2006. For descriptions of 

dance-wand components , see Corbin 1990 , p. 79, and Corbin 1996, 

pp. 11 - 14. Corbin (1996, p. 24, n. 25) notes that the mantis image 
predominates among surviving examples of dance-wand bases. 

4. Corbin 1990, p. 79 ; j eudy-Ballini 2001 , p. 113. 

5. Corbin 1990, p. 79; Corbin 1996, pp. 12, 14. 
6. Corbin 1990, p. 79 ; Corbin 1996, pp. 11 - 12. 

7. Corbin 1990, p. 79 ; Corbin 1996, p. 14. 
8. See Corbin 1996 , pp. 12- 14. 

91. HEADDRESS EFFIGY (Hareiga) 

New Britain, Chachet Baining people 

Late 19th- early 20th century 
Bark cloth, bamboo, leaves, pigment 

H. 15 ft. (4.6 m) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of Nelson 

A. Rockefeller, 1969 

1978.412.1495 

Carried atop the heads of dancers, the towering hareiga 

(bark-cloth- effigy headdresses) formerly made by the Cha

chet Baining people of New Britain are the most massive 

headdresses in the Pacific. The largest examples were of 

colossal proportions, reaching heights of forty-five or fifty 

feet (fourteen to fifteen meters) and requiring twenty men 

to support and raise them above the head of a single per

former.' The enormous hareiga effigies formerly appeared 

at the climax of the Chachet Baining "day dance," known 

as hirei or sarecha, an annual rite held to celebrate the 

ripening of taro and other crops and to commemorate 

individuals who had died during the previous year (see 

fig. 48) .2 Although the hareiga were made and danced by 

men , both sexes participated in the dance, which centered 

on female activities and fertility, such as the growth and 

ripening of crops and childbearing.3 

At the climax of the performance, one or more hareiga 

entered the dance ground , carried by groups of men 

equipped with long bamboo poles.4 Each individual who 

was to dance a hareiga donned a conical headdress, called 

a sareiga, to serve as a base for the effigy. 5 The men with 

the poles then strove to erect the figure atop the dancer's 

head, using the poles to lift and support it in as close to a 

vertical position as possible. 6 Hareiga are made from light

weight materials: they consist of a framework of split 

bamboo overlaid with leaves and bark cloth constructed 

around a central bamboo pole. 7 However, the tallest exam

ples, so massive that their weight could crush the dancer, 
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were probably raised to no more than a forty-five-degree 

angle.8 When the effigy was in place, the performer 

danced briefly, after which the hareiga was lowered and 

often immediately destroyed or stripped of its bark cloth 

by the participants in the ritual. 9 The tallest hareiga were 

carried by adult men, but shorter examples, such as the 

present work, which at fifteen feet is comparatively small , 

were carried by adolescents or children , some as young as 

three years of age.10 
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Fig. 48. Two hareiga images 
appearing during a Chachet 
Baining day dance, 1908. The 
two hareiga , which are com
paratively small examples, 
would be erected atop the 
heads of dancers during the 
ceremony by groups of men 
carrying bamboo poles. 
Photo: Linden-Museum 
Stuttgart 

There is little information about the meaning and sig

nificance of hareiga. Only a handful of examples survive, 

and all of them seem to represent either humanlike 

beings, as here, or stylized animals." Some of the human

like images appear to have been created in male-female 

pairs, and the present work, whose female identity is 

clearly marked, may originally have been accompanied by 

a male counterpart. 12 Such paired effigies possibly 

depicted the original ancestral couple, Herini and his wife, 

Sichi, the legendary progenitors of the community. 13 In 

their form , however, these beings, with their tall , treelike 

bodies and bulbous, tuber-shaped heads, appear to com

bine the characteristics of humans and food-bearing 

plants, perhaps in evocation of the connection between 

the ancestral spirits and a bountiful harvest.14 The last 

recorded appearance of hareiga was in 1927.15 Although 

hareiga are no longer made today, the Chachet Baining 

day dance continues to be performed, often in association 

with Christian or national holidays and accompanied by 

other types of bark-cloth effigies and dance regalia. 16 

1. Parkinson (1907) 1999, p. 267; Corbin 1976a, p. 48 ; Heermann 

2001a, p. 80. There is some question as to the maximum heights 

of the hareiga. Earl German sources reported examples as much as 

forty-five meters (146 ft . 3 in .) tall (see Parkinson [1907] 1999, p. 267). 

However, there is some debate as to whether these accounts may 

have confused the units of measurement , substituting meters for 

feet (Heermann 2001a , p. 84 , n. 1). Several early historical photo

grap hs of Bain ing with hareiga clearly show that some examples 

were at least forty-five feet in height (Corbin 1976a, p. 49). 

2. Parkinson (1907) 1999, pp. 267-68; Corbin 1976a, p. 33; Corbin 

1979, p. 160; Corbin 1999, p. 258; Heermann 2001a , p. 79. 

3. Corbin 1976a, pp. 33, 42; Corbin 1979, p. 179. Unlike the majorit 

of Pacific cultures, in which bark cloth is a women 's art form , the 
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bark cloth used in Baining ceremonial objects was made by men 

(Parkinson [1907] 1999, p. 268; Heermann 2001a , p. 79). 

4. Corbin 1979, p. 160. 

5. Parkinson (1907) 1999, p. 267; Corbin 1979, p. 160. 

6. Corbin 1979, p. 160; Heermann 2001a , pp. 80-81 . 

7. Parkinson (1907) 1999, p. 272 ; Heermann 2001a, p. 79. 

8. Parkinson (1907) 1999, p. 267; Corbin 1979, p. 160. 

9. Parkinson (1907) 1999, pp. 266-67; Heermann 2001a , p. 81 . 

10. Parkinson (1907) 1999, pp. 267-68; Rascher 1909, pp. 194-95; 

Corbin 1976a, p. 49; Corbin 1979, p. 161 ; Heermann 2001a , p. 79. 

11 . Corbin 1976a, pp. 48, 50 , n. 1; Heermann 2001a, p. 81 . 

12. George Corbin, personal communication , 2006. See also Corbin 

1999, p. 258. 

13. Corbin 1976a, p. 48. 

14. Ibid. 

15. Heermann 2001 , pp. 81 , 84, n. 15. 

16. Corbin 1976a, p. 33 ; Corbin 1979, p. 178; Corbin 1999, pp. 258- 59. 

92 . DANCE WAND (Bair) 

New Britain, Tolai people 
Late 19th-early 20th century 
Wood, paint, feathers, shell 
L. 37 in. (94 cm) 
Gift of Frieda and Milton F. Rosenthal, 1984 
1984.523 
Collected by Heinrich Fellman between 1897 and 1911 

Adorned with the lively image of a spirit (tabalivana), this 

dance wand (bair ) was fashioned by an artist from the 

Tolai people of the Gazelle Peninsula , in New Britain. 

Today, as in the past, the Tolai create a great variety of cer

emonial paraphernalia , known collectively as pokopoko, 

which are worn or carried as an essential element of 

dances, rituals, and musical performances. ' The term bair 

refers specifically to dance wands or shields, which are car

ried in pairs by male performers during a particular dance 

known as kulau (young coconut) (fig. 49). 2 The dance may 

be performed only by men if bair are carried , but women 

may perform it without the dance wands. 3 When not in 

use, the wands are kept in a sacred house, the pal na pidik, 

together with other dance accessories.4 The name of the 

objects changes depending on their context. Stored inside 

the sacred house, the wands are known simply as pokopoko 

(ceremonial paraphernalia); they are called bair only 

when used in kulau performances.5 

In contrast to other forms of Tolai sculpture, which are 

created by carvers or specialists in malevolent magic, bair 

and other dance accessories are made, or designed, by 

tena buai, men and women who have been initiated into 

the sacred knowledge of music.6 The term buai denotes 

the sacred gift or talent, inherited from recent ancestors, 
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Fig. 49. A group of Tolai men proceeding to the dance ground, 
ca. 1900. Clad in full ceremonial regalia, the dancers carry pairs 
of dance wands, which will be used in the performance. Photo: 
Linden-Museum Stuttgart 

that enables an individual to compose music, choreograph 

dances, and design ritual paraphernalia.- The central 

images of the wands represent spirits (tabalivana), and in 

designing bair, artists draw upon a preconceived mental 

image of the spirit to be represented. 8 Although the spirit 

is the most important element of the design , the term hair 

actually refers to the saw-toothed edges (ngitngit) charac

teristic of the wands. 9 The central spirit image of hair is 

often stylized almost to the point of abstraction. However, 

at least one element of the spirit, such as its eyes or leg, 

must be rendered in a form recognizable to the spedators.10 

In the present work the spirit is shown nearly complete, 

with prominent eyes, a teardrop-shaped head , a slender 

body, and flexed legs ending in out-turned triangular feet 

with numerous delicate toes, which resemble the wand 's 

saw-toothed edges. Adorned with feathers and brightly 

painted with indigenous white, yellow, and pink pigments, 

the work also makes extensive use of washing blue, a 

cleansing agent introduced by European traders that was 

adapted by many Melanesian peoples to create a deep 

blue paint. 11 

1. To 'Liman-Turalir 2001 , p. 42. 

2. Heermann 2001a, p. 39; To'Liman-Turalir 2001 , p. 43. 

3. Heermann 2001a , p. 39 . 

4. To'Liman-Turalir 2001 , p. 43. 

5. Ibid . 

6. Heermann 2001a, p. 39. 

7. Ibid. 

8. To' Liman-Turalir 2001 , p. 43 ; Heermann 2001a, p. 39. 

9. To 'Liman-Turalir 2001 , p. 43. 

10. Heermann 2001a, p. 39. 

11. The decorative feathers are t picall y those of parrots, cockatoos, 

and domestic chickens (To'Liman-Turalir 2001 , p. 43). 
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93· MASK (Lor [?]) 

New Britain, Duke of York Islands 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood, paint, fiber 

H. 26 in. (66 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1967 

1978.412.1514 
Ex coll.: Raymond and Laura Wielgus, Chicago, Illinois 

The masks of the Duke of York Islands, which lie in Saint 

George's Channel between the larger Islands of New 

Britain and New Ireland, likely represent a local expression 
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of a broader regional masking tradition that originally 

extended from the peoples of southern New Ireland 

across the channel to the Tolai people of northern New 

Britain .1 Known among the Tolai and in southern New Ire

land by variants of the name for, which means "skull " in 

the Tolai language, the masks from this tradition com

monly feature broad white faces and prominent mouths 

that, as here, appear to be smiling. 2 In the Duke of York 

Islands and southern New Ireland, the masks are often 

crowned with vegetable fiber, likely representing hair; 

among the Tolai, some forms are worn with broad, hatlike 

headdresses surmounted by figurative carvings. 3 

93 

There is no historical information on the use of 

such masks in the Duke of York group, where the 

tradition appears to have ceased in the late nine

teenth or the early twentieth century. However, 

one can get some notion of the masks' possible 

function , and of the possible meaning of their 

imagery, by examining the masks' use among the 

Tolai , where the tradition persists.4 According to 

the Tolai writer Julie To 'Liman-Turalir, for masks 

are worn today by performers in a spirit dance 

called tambaran kakao (spirit that crawls). During 

the tambaran kakao the dancers perform a dance 

of crawling movements to the songs and rhythms of 

an all-male chorus accompanied by an ensemble 

of drums. 5 One early-twentieth-century account 

suggests that the masks were used in dances that 

honored the dead. 6 The for mask reportedly repre

sented a spirit that came to a local leader in dreams, 

during which it revealed the details of dance para

phernalia and choreography. Ambivalent in 

nature, the spirit had the power to help or to 

harm the living, depending on how it was treated ." 

1. Gunn 1997, p. 66; Corbin 1999, p. 264 

2. See Gunn 1997, p. 66. The masks are known as for or a/or 
among the Tolai {Corbin 1976b, pp. 17-18; Heermann 

2001a , pp. 37-38; To'Liman-Turalir 2001 , p. 43), and as 

/arr in southern New Ireland {Gunn 1997, pp. 66, 68). The 

term for or lorr also refers to another type of mask, for

merly worn by the Tolai , made from the frontal portion 

of a human skull overmodeled with various substances 

(see Damm 1969). Such skull masks may have been the 

original prototypes of the wood examples (see Heermann 

2001a , pp. 36-38). 

3. See Parkinson (1907) 1999, pp. 259, 297, pl. 44 ; Corbin 
1976b, pp. 19-20; Gunn 1997, pp. 66-69 ; Heermann 
2001a , pp. 37-38. 

4. See Corbin 1976b, pp. 17-18; Corbin 1999, p. 264; 
To 'Liman-Turalir 2001, p. 43. 

5. To'Liman-Turalir 2001 , p. 43 . 

6. Parkinson (1907) 1999, p. 259 ; Heermann 2001a, p. 37. 
7. Corbin 1976b, p. 18. 



94. FUNERARY CARVING (Malagan ) 

New Ireland, northern region 

Late 19th- early 20th century 

Wood, paint, opercula 

H. 8 ft . 4 in . (2.5 m) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Colledion, Gift of Nelson 
A. Rockefeller, 1972 

1978.412-712 

95 . FUNERARY CARVING (Malagan ) 

New Ireland, northern region 

Late 19th- early 20th century 

Wood, paint, opercula 

L. 34 in. {86.4 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Colledion, Bequest of 
Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1474 

Spectacular and ephemeral , the brightly painted malagan 

images of northern New Ireland are the most colorful and 

complex sculptures in the Pacific. ' The term ma/agan 

refers collectively to a complex series of ceremonies and 

the dances, chants, and visual art forms associated with 

them .2 Various rites and art forms associated with malagan 

mark many stages of an individual 's life, from birth to ini

tiation to death .3 From early infancy to revered old age, 

through inheritance, purchase, or, occasionally, supernatu

ral revelation , men and women gradually accumulate the 

rights, similar to Western copyrights, to commission spe

cific named forms of ma!agan images and to perform the 

son gs and rites associated with them .4 Men , in particular, 

compete with one another to acquire the rights to the 

greatest number of malagan , possession of which confers 

social status and prestige; they seek to obtain both the 

malagan of their own clan and those of the clan into 

which they have married .5 

Some forms of malagan are made in connection with 

the initial funerary ceremonies that take place shortly 

after the death of a member of the community. These 

include horizontal bird friezes, known as vaval or vuvil, 

such as the one seen here, which portrays a rooster clutch

ing a snake in its beak (cat. no. 95).6 Displayed atop free

standing poles at the conclusion of the initial funeral rites, 

they serve as kupkup ci malaga (restriction-breaking ma/a

gan), which signal the end of ceremonial restrictions asso

ciated with mourning.- However, the most numerous and 

spectacular forms of malagan are those created for display 

as part of the final memorial ceremony commemorating 

the deceased , which often takes place months or years 

after death .8 Because of the great expense involved , a 
94 

Island Melanesia I 159 



Fig. 50. A group of malagan images on display 

inside a specially constructed house at Medina, 

northern New Ireland, 1930. Following the memo

rial ceremony, both the house and the elaborate 

carvings would typically be destroyed or allowed 

to rot away. Photo: Felix Speiser. Museum der 

Kulturen Basel ([F}Vb 608) 
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single memorial ceremony is often held to honor several 

deceased persons.9 During the initial preparations, the 

individuals responsible for the ceremony, who hold the 

appropriate malagan rights, commission a sculptor or 

sculptors to carve examples of all the forms of malagan to 

which the deceased had acquired the rights during his or 

her lifetime.10 Although malagan are made from relatively 

soft wood , production of the intricate openwork images 

often requires several months.11 Once the carvings are 

complete, the eyes of the images are inlaid with the mot

tled opercula of marine snails, which resemble the pupil 

and iris of the human eye.12 The figures are then brightly 

painted , in white, red , black, yellow, and other colors. 

The process of painting is believed to enliven the figures, 

which serve during the memorial ceremony as temporary 

abodes for supernatural beings associated with the clan. 13 

Once they have been painted , the malagan figures are dis

played in specially constructed structures inside a fenced 

compound built for the rites (see fig. 50).14 The brilliantly 

pa inted array of malagan figures is the focus of the memo

rial ceremony, which lasts from one to three days and 

includes dances, feasting, and the sacrifice of pigs.15 The 

figures themselves effectively constitute a visual resume of 

the deceased , representing his or her lifetime achieve

ment in obtaining malagan rights. 16 The performance of 

the rites frees the living from their obligations to the dead 

and allows the spirits of the deceased to become accli

mated to the realm of the dead .17 Having served their pur

pose, the intricate malagan carvings are destroyed, 

allowed to rot, or sold to outsiders.18 

The interpretation of the imagery of malagan is inextri

cably tied to the individual name, history, and ceremonial 

context of each image. When such information is absent, as 

is the case with catalogue numbers 94 and 95, the signifi

cance of the motifs cannot be precisely determined .19 The 

human, fish , bird , mammal , and other images that appear 

in malagan portray beings associated with individual clans. 

Each of them represents a different manifestation of the 

single life-giving supernatural force that sustains the clan. 20 

As the members of the clan are an embodiment of the 

same vital force, these images symbolically represent the 

deceased .21 The large vertical malagan seen here (cat. no. 

94) depicts a human figure (maramarua) emerging from the 

mouth of a fish , an image often symbolic of death at sea. 22 

1. Newton , Jones, and Ezra 1987, pp. 38-39, no. 25. 

2. Bodrogi 1967, p. 61 ; Bodrogi 1987, p. 18; Kuchler 2002, p. 113. 

3. Gunn 1997, p. 62. 

4. I bid ., pp. 61-62. 

5. Ibid ., p. 62. 

6. Ibid ., pp. 106-7. The interpretation of the names and imagery of 

the rooster malagan given here is based on informat ion from the 

Tabar Islands (see ibid ., pp. 106-7, 110). 

7. Lincoln 1987, pp. 144, no. 41 , 146, no. 42 ; Gunn 1997, pp. 106-7, 
110. 

8. Bodrogi 1987, p. 21 ; Derion 1990- 91 , p. 184. 

9. Bodrogi 1987, p. 21 . 

10. Ibid .; Derion 1990- 91 , p. 185. 

11 . Bodrogi 1987, p. 21 ; KU ch I er 2002, p. 1. Kramer 1925 gives an 

extensi ve description of the stages of ma/agan carving. The wood 

used is variousl y identified as Alstonia scholaris (Gunn 1997, p. 54) 

or Alstonia vil/osa (Bodrogi 1987, p. 25). 

12. Bodrogi 1987, p. 21 . The eye consists of the operculum of th e 

marine snail Turbo petholatus (ibid ., p. 25). 

13. Ibid ., p. 26 ; Kuchler 2002, p. 1. 

14. Bodrogi 1987, pp. 21 - 22; Derion 1990- 91 , pp. 115, 194- 95. 

15. Derion 1990-91, pp. 196, 199. 

16. Gunn 1997, p. 63. 

17. BUhler 1933, p. 252; Bodrogi 1987, pp. 18, 21 ; Gunn 1997, p. 63. 

18. Bodrogi 1967, p. 75; Derion 1990- 91 , p. 200 ; Gunn 1997, p. 63; 

Kuchl er 2002 , p. 2. 

19. Gunn 1997, pp. 51 - 52 . 

20. Ibid ., p. 49 ; Kuchler 2002, p. 119. 

21 . Gunn 1997, p. 49. 

22 . Ibid ., p. 114. The term maramarua used for human images comes 

from th e Tabar Islands, which lie off the shore of New Ireland and 

which are said by most New lrelanders to be the ori ginal source 

of th e malagan tradition (see Derion 1990-91 , p. 186; Gunn 1997, 

pp. 52- 54 ; Kuchler 2002, p. 121). 
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96. FUNERARY FIGURE (Kulap) 

New Ireland, southern region 

Late 19th century 

Chalk, paint 

H. 19~ in . (48.9 cm) 

Gift of Evelyn A.}. Hall, 1981 

1981.331.5 
Ex coll.: Linden-Museum, Stuttgart, Germany; collected by 

Governor Rudolph van Benningsen, 1890s 

Robust in proportion but at times, as here, subtly expres

sive, kulap figures are distinctive to southern New Ireland . 

Made of a fine-grained chalklike limestone, the kulap were 

funerary carvings created to commemorate individuals 

who had recently died.1 Used throughout the region , kulap 

were reportedly produced by specialist artists from the 

Punam region of the Rossel Mountains, in the island 's 

rugged interior, where the limestone quarries were 

located. 2 Whenever a man or woman from a prosperous 

family died , a male relative journeyed to the Rossel Moun

tains, where he purchased or commissioned either a male 

or a female kulap figure, depending on the gender of the 

deceased .3 On returning home, he presented the figure in 

secret to a local leader who was responsible for the recep

tion of kulap images.4 The figure was placed , together with 

other kulap, in a memorial shrine erected inside a larger 

building, surrounded by an enclosure (see fig. 51 ). 5 Only 

men were permitted inside the enclosure, where they were 

allowed to view the images and performed dances in their 

honor, but in some instances the women gathered outside 

to lament their lost relatives.6 

Standing within the shrine, which was decorated with 

the variegated leaves of ornamental plants, the kulap 

served as temporary abodes for the spirits of the dead, 

which might otherwise wander, bringing harm or misfor

tune to the living.7 After a certain period of time had 

passed , the figures were secretly removed by the men and 

destroyed or, during the colonial period , often sold to 

Westerners.8 The practice of carving kulap was rapidly 

abandoned following the adoption of Christianity by the 

peoples of southern New Ireland in the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries, and the last examples were 

probably created about 1910.9 
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1. \\. Po11ell 1883, pp. 248--19 ; Parkinson (1907) 1999, p. 284 ; Gunn 

1997. p. 8. 

2. \\' P011ell 1883, pp. 248-49 ; Schlaginhaufen 1959, pp. 16-1-65; 

Gunn 1997, p. 78. 
3. \ . Pol\ell 1883, pp. 248-49 ; Gunn 199.,, p. -8 . 

-1 . ~\ Po1,ell 1883, p. 2-19 ; Gunn 199 , p. 8. 

5. G. Bro\\n 18- , p.1-10; \\. Pol\ell 1883. p. 2-19 ; Gunn 199-, p. -8. 

6. G. Bro11n 18- , p. 140; \\ . Po11ell 1883, p. 2-19 ; Parkinson 190-

1999, p. 28-1 . 
- \\ . P011ell 1883, p. 249 ; Gunn 199-, p. -8 . 

8 Parkinson 190 ) 1999, p. 284 : Gunn 199 , p. 8. Colleded between 

rough I\ 1870 and 1910, more than fi1e hundred kulap survi1e 

toda in Western collections (Spiegel 1979, p. 351 ; Gunn 199 , p. 78). 

9. Parkinson 190 1999, p. 284; Gunn 199 . p. 8. 

97· MASK 

Solomon Islands, collected on Bougainville Island 
Late 19th-early 20th century 
Bark cloth, wood, bamboo, paint 
H. 29 \ in. 74.3 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller 1emorial Collection, 
Purchase, elson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1967 
1978.412.1518 
8. coll.: Linden-Museum, Stuttgart, Germany; collected b 
Dr Albert Hahl between 1896 and 1914 

In contrast to other regions of 1elanesia , masks are rare in 

the Solomon Islands. The were regular! made onl in the 

Fig. 51. An 1883 engraving sho~ ing a cross section 
of a southern e1 Ireland mortuary structure. 
Two rows of kulap figures are erected within the 
smaller internal shrine, which is decorated with 
sprays of leaves. From I . Powell 1883, front is. 

northwestern portion of the archipelago, on the islands of 

issan, Buka , and Bougain ille. 1 The creation and use of 

masks in the north\ estern Solomons appear to ha e 

ceased b the earl t\ entieth centur , and there is little 

precise information on their nature. Bark-cloth masks\ ith 

broad, planklike ears similar to those of the present\ ork 

were made on issan. \ here the \ ere\ orn b men 

during har est festivals and at secret ceremonies held in 

forest clearings. 2 Similar masks were used on Buka and 

Bougainvilleas part of the initiator r·ites of men's secret 

societies.3 At once depicting and embod ing kokorra, a 

PO\ erful spirit, the masks\ ere worn b initiated men and 

\ ere intended to terrify oung male initiates during rites 

that ohen took place o er several\ eeks, as described b 

the German planter and pioneering ethnographer Richard 

Parkinson:~ 

From time to time the men meet in an isolated spot in the for

est. 11here the · clear a small area and erect small huts. This 

site is called talohu, and the 11omen are strictl forbidden to 

go there. On the talohu the masks and bark costumes are pre

pared. During the manufacture, bo1s and 1ouths must bring 

food to the ta/ohu, and sometimes also prepare it there .. .. 

The disguise is used solel as a means to exiort all kinds of 

propert). The uninitiated , in particular, are told that the spirit 

kokorra .. . hides in the costume. Then. 11hen the see the 
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presumed spirit, they hastily throw aside everything they are 

carrying at the time, and flee as rapidly as possible. Naturally, 

the men gather up the goods thrown away, and regard them 

as their property. 5 

The fearsome expression of this mask, with its promi

nent brow, wide, staring eyes, and bared teeth , may well 

have been intended to frighten initiates during such rites. 

Collected on Bougainville, it is similar in material and 

ornamentation to masks from Nissan , where it may have 

originated. 6 If so, it would likely have originally been 

embellished with a wig of human hair and worn with a 

shirtlike tunic of rough brown bark cloth , further conceal

ing the wearer's identity so as to add to the illusion that a 

spirit, rather than a man, was present at the ceremony.7 
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1. Newton , Jones, and Ezra 1987, p. 45. 

2. Krause 1907, p. 49 ; Waite 1999b, p. 278. The Nissan Islanders also 

made wood masks, but their form is not described (see Parkinson 

[1907] 1999, p. 284). 
3. Parkinson (1907) 1999, pp. 284-85 ; Waite 1999b, p. 278. 

4. Parkinson (1907) 1999, p. 285; Waite 1999b, p. 278. 

5. Parkinson (1907) 1999, p. 285. 

6. A bark-cloth mask nearly identical to the present work and now in 

the collection of the Rautenstrauch-Joest-Museum, in Cologne, 

Germany, is recorded as being of Nissan rather than Bougainville 

origin. Parkinson ([1907] 1999, p. 285, fig. 125) illustrates a Nissan 
mask whose ear planks and facial painting patterns are similar to 

those of the Metropolitan's example. 

7. Parkinson (1907) 1999, pp. 284-85. 



98 . PADDLE (Hose) 

Solomon Islands, Buka or northern Bougainville Island 
Late 19th-early 20th century 
Wood, paint 
H. 67 in. (170.2 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 
Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1966 
1978.412.1491 

The decorative arts of Nissan, Buka, and Bougainville 

islands, in the northwestern Solomons, are remarkable for 

their refined lines and strong graphic qualities. The leit

motif of northwestern Solomons art is a category of stylized 

human figures collectively called kokorra. 1 Kokorra is also 

the name of a powerful spirit associated with some men's 

secret societies and masking traditions in the region (see 

cat. no. 97), of which the carved and painted figures may 

be representations.2 Several kokorra images may appear, 

as here, in a single work, suggesting that the term refers 

to a type of spirit rather than to an individual being. The 

kokorra are typically depicted as frontal seated figures with 

ftexed limbs splayed out to the sides. Although they repre

sent supernatural beings, kokorra are shown dressed in the 

bulbous coiffures or ritual headdresses (hassebou) and ear 

ornaments worn by local men (see fig. 52).3 

The kokorra, birds, and other images that adorn pad

dles, clubs, bull-roarers, women 's dance sticks, and other 

objects are created by outlining the main figures with a 

sharp implement and removing the surrounding wood to 

produce subtly raised images in extremely low relief.4 The 

surfaces are adorned in a bold , elemental polychrome 

palette of white, red , and black. The white pigment was 

derived from ino, a species of calcareous algae, which was 

collected from the reef and rubbed directly onto the wood , 

creating a brilliant white backdrop that contrasted with the 

dark red and black pigments used on the raised designs.5 

The present canoe paddle (hose) is adorned on one side 

with three kokorra and a fourth , headless tigure. 6 Paddles of 

thi s type, with wide, lance-shaped blades tapering to a tine 

point, were reportedly employed by the crews of canoes 

on trading expeditions and head-hunting raids.- The 

decapitated figure seen here may be a reference to the 

practice, which had ceased by the early twentieth century. 

Painted paddles were reportedly used with the side with 

the most important designs facing the paddler.8 If so, the 

kokorra and other motifs perhaps afforded a measure of 

su pernatu ra I assista nee, protecting the paddle's owner 

from both physical and supernatural hazards. Many 

painted paddles from this region show little evidence of 

use, suggesting that they were ceremon ia I rather than 
98 
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98, detail 98, reverse 
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functional objects or were employed only briefly on 

1 m porta nt expeditions. 9 

1 Waite 1983a, p. 19. 
2 Parkinson (1907) 1999, p. 285 ; Waite 1983a, p. 19; Hurst 1996, p. 10; 

Waite 1999b, pp. 278, 281 , 283. The precise nature of the kokorra is 
uncertain. The anthropomorphic images often appear in groups, 
suggesting that they represent a number of different supernatural 
beings (see Waite 1999b, p. 281). 

3. Headdresses resembling the headgear of kokorra figures were 
worn by male initiates on Bougainville (see fig. 52 herein and 
Parkinson [1907) 1999, pp. 285-86), but men also styled , and often 
painted , their own hair to create a similar effect (see Waite 1983a, 
p. 115; Waite 1999b, p. 281). 

Fig. 52. Two northern Bougainville men, 
members of the Ruk-Ruk secret society, 
wearing bulbous headdresses {hassebou) 
similar in form to the headgear of kokorra , 
powerful spirits that appear widely in the 
art of the northern Solomons. The photo
graph dates from the late 19th or the early 
20th century. From Waite 1983a, p. 22 

4. Spiegel 1967, pp. 35, 39-42; Waite 1983a, p. 114; Waite 1999b, p. 279. 
5. Spiegel 1967, p. 36; Waite 1983a, pp. 19, 114, no. 60. The red pig

ment was derived from volcanic rocks rich in iron oxide, and the 
black was obtained from charcoal or volcanic ash (Blackwood 
1935, pp. 416-17; Spiegel 1967, p. 36 ; Waite 1983a, p. 114, no. 60). 

6. Parkinson (1907) 1999, p. 221. 
7. Frizzi-MUnchen 1914, pp. 31 , 33 ; Hurst 1996, p.10. 
8. Waite 1999b, p. 279. 
9. I bid ., p. 283, fig. 26. 

Island Melanesia I 167 



99. SHIELD (Grere'o [?]) 

Solomon Islands, probably New Georgia or Guadalcanal Island 

(shield); possibly Santa Isabel Island (inlay) 

Early to mid-19th century 

Fiber, parinarium-nut paste, chambered-nautilus shell, pigment 

H. 33 ~4 in. (84.5 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1972 1978.412.730 
Ex coll.: Royal Scottish Museum, Edinburgh, Scotland (1936-58); 

Alloa Society of Natural Science and Archaeology, A/loo, Scot

land (ca. 1863-1936) 

The magnificent shell-inlaid shields of the Solomon Islands 

are at once spectacular and enigmatic objects. Only about 

twenty-five such shields exist, all of which appear to have 

been created in the first half of the nineteenth century. 1 

The majority consist, as here, of ordinary fighting shields 

made from coiled basketry that have been overmodeled 

with parinarium-nut paste (a milky substance that dries to 

a hard, blackish resin) and inset with hundreds of mother

of-pearl inlays cut from chambered-nautilus shell , with the 

intervening areas painted red or black.2 Elliptical basketry 

shields were employed widely by warriors in the western 

and central Solomons, and examples have been reported 

from the islands of Guadalcanal , Nggela {Florida), Santa 

Isabel , Vella Lavella , and New Georgia (see fig. 53). 3 These 

shields, however, appear to have been manufactured by 

peoples living in the interior of Guadalcanal and New 

Georgia and then traded to neighboring groups.4 The elab

orate inlays, which required the cutting and setting of 

hundreds of individual pieces of shell , were probably exe

cuted by artists from Santa Isabel Island, where basketry 

shields were known as grere'o. 5 Santa Isabel artisans were 

specialists in shell inlay and in the nineteenth century 

worked both on their home island and, as war captives, on 

New Georgia. 6 

Although no two examples are precisely alike, the 

imagery and formal composition of the surviving inlaid 

basketry shields are remarkably similar, suggesting that 

they were created by a small group of specialists practicing 

a single, shared artistic tradition. The central image por

trays a stylized anthropomorphic figure with an oval head , 

upraised arms, and an elongated , rectangular body.7 The 

168 I 0 c EA NI A : ART 0 F THE PA c IF I c I SL AND s 

nature and significance of the figure are unknown, 

although one scholar suggests that the figure represents a 

prominent warrior. 8 Alternatively, like the canoe figure

heads of the same region (cat. no. 100), it may depict a 

protective spirit. The central figure is flanked by two shal

low crescents and stands atop a broad transverse band in 

which, as here, small human faces at times appear, possi

bly alluding to the former practice of head-hunting.9 

The upper and lower ends are adorned with elaborate 

labyrinthine designs that also often incorporate faces or 

stylized human figures.10 

The roles and functions of these ornate shields remain 

uncertain. The inlaid surfaces are extremely fragile, mak

ing it improbable that these elaborate and valuable shields 

were used in combat. Instead, they were almost certainly 

ceremonial objects carried, like the parade swords of West

ern military officers, as marks of social and martial distinc

tion .11 In 1975 the prominent Solomon Islander Reverend 

Bill Gina stated that inlaid shields were ceremonial objects 

used by chiefs when "holding court." On these occasions 

the chief sat carrying an ax in his right hand, with the 

inlaid shield placed upright at his left side.12 The great 

rarity of shell-inlaid shields in comparison with ordinary 

examples likewise suggests that they were prestige items, 

reserved for leaders or accomplished warriors, proudly 

carried as marks of their identity, wealth , and power.13 

1. Waite 1983b, p. 114; Waite 1999b, p. 277. 

2. Waite 1983b, pp. 118, 124; Waite 1999b, p. 278; Waite 2002, p. 189. 

Of the roughl y twenty-five shell -inlaid shields, about twenty are of 

coiled basketry and the remaining five are of bark (Waite 1983a, 

p. 121 , no. 16; Waite 1983b, p. 118). The basketry shields are con

structed from coiled rattan , secured with tightly wrapped bands of 

oso vine (Lydodium sp.) (Waite 1999b, p. 277). 

3. Waite 1983a, p. 121 , no. 16; Waite 1999b, p. 2n. 
4. Woodford 1926, p. 485; Stariecka and Cranstone 1974, p. 17; Waite 

1983b, p. 116; Waite 1999b, p. 2n. 
5. Waite 1983a, p. 121 , no. 16; Waite 1983b, p. 136, n. 7; Waite 2002, 

p. 188. 

6. Tippett 1967, pp. 148-50; Waite 2002, p. 189. 

7. Waite 1983b, p. 125; B. Evans 2005, p. 242. 

8. Waite 2002, p. 189. 

9. Waite 1983b, pp. 125, 129. 

10. Ibid ., p. 125. 

11 . Ibid ., p. 129; Waite 2002, p. 189. 

12. Waite 1983b, p. 136, n. 7. 

13. Ibid ., p. 129; Waite 2002, p. 189; Thomas 1995, p. 92. 
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100. CANOE FIGUREHEAD (Nguzu nguzu, musu 

musu, or toto isu) 

Solomon Islands, western or central region, possibly New 

Georgia 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood, chambered-nautilus shell, parinarium-nut paste, paint 

H. 5Yi in . (14 cm) 

Gift of Morris}. Pinto, 1976 

1976.351 

Essential to transportation , fishing, and, in former times, 

warfare and head-hunting, canoes in the western Solomon 

Islands were also an important focus of artistic expression . 

Canoes in the region ranged from small vessels designed 

to carry a single individual to massive war canoes forty to 

fifty feet (12.2 to 15.2 meters) in length and capable of hold

ing a crew of thirty-five.' Their tall , gracefully curving prows 
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and sterns were inlaid with white shell and mother-of-pea rl 

and embellished with large cowrie shells and a variety of 

figural sculpture. The centerpiece of the prows of all large, 

and many smaller, canoes was a separately carved figure

head, which was known as nguzu nguzu, musu musu, or 

toto isu, depending on the island and culture of origin. 2 

Such figureheads have been reported from the islands of 

New Georgia , Choiseul , Santa Isabel , Vella Lavella , and 

Nggela (Florida).3 The nguzu nguzu was attached to the canoe 

prow at the waterline, so that it dipped in the sea as the 

vessel rode the ocean swells (fig. 53). It reportedly served as 

a supernatural guardian , protecting the crew during the 

hazardous voyage and ensuring the success of the expedi

tion , whether for fishing or the pursuit of enemy heads. The 

most extensive historical account of the role of the figure

head is that of Lieutenant Boyle Somerville, a British naval 

officer, who described its use on the island of New Georgia 

100 

in 1893: "Low down on the 

prow above the water line 

the head and shoulders of a 

[spirit] (called Totoishu) is 

suspended ; it is so placed as 

to dip in the water in front 

of the canoe. The function of 

th is Totoishu is to keep off 

the Kesoko , or water fiends, 

which might otherwise cause 

the winds and waves to over

set the canoe, so that they 

might fall on and devour its 

crew."4 Although he ascribes 

a similar protective function 

to the figurehead , Geoffrey 

Beti , a Solomon Islander writ

ing in the 1970s, identified 

the prow image itself with 

Kesoko : "The nguzunguzu 

in front of a tomoko (war

canoe) was an image of 

Kesoko as he kept a constant 

watch without ever closing 

his eyes. In this way Kesoko 

was believed to have func

tioned as a pilot of the great 

tomoko through unknown 

waters, passages, reefs , 

and of course to look out 

for enemies to see that 

none escaped."5 



Fig. 53. A group of war canoes on Vella 
Lave/la Island, ca. 1922. The nguzu nguzu 
(figurehead) of the canoe in the foreground 
is visible at the lower left. The faces of the 
warriors are painted with patterns similar to 
those depicted in the mother-of-pearl inlays 
on the faces of the figurehead images. The 
men are armed with battle-axes and bas
ketry shields. Photo: E. A. Salisbury. From 
Beran and Craig 2005, p. 242, fig. 8.21 

Although the exact identity of the being, or beings, por

trayed in the figureheads is uncertain, the conical heads of 

the images (which often have winglike projections or are 

surmounted , as here, by a caplike form representing the 

hair), as well as their strongly prognathous jaws, were 

reportedly attributes of spirits.6 The figureheads typically 

depict a partial human figure consisting, as here, of an 

enlarged head with smaller shoulders and arms extended 

forward , with the hands raised to the chin or, in rare 

instances, clasping a smaller head or bird." The present 

work, which is relatively modest in scale, may have adorned 

a small canoe.8 Rendered with great elegance and refine

ment, the facial features are embellished with lustrous 

mother-of-pearl in lays cut from cha m bered-na uti I us shell. 

Formed of Z-shaped elements known as asepaleo or nae 

paleo, the delicate lines that surround the eyes and mark 

the jawline replicate the distinctive face-paint patterns worn 

b men on important occasions. 9 Like many nguzu nguzu, 

the figure is shown with circular ear ornaments, inserted 

through large holes in the artificially elongated earlobes. 

Such ornaments were worn by both sexes, although larger 

examples, such as those shown here, were worn by men.10 

First observed by European explorers in the mid

eighteenth century, nguzu nguzu were widely employed 

until the late 18oos.11 Their use, intimately associated with 

warfare, head-hunting, and indigenous religious beliefs, 

gradually declined during the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries owing to the pacification efforts of the 

British colonial authorities and the influence of Christian 

missionaries, although some reportedly continued to be in 

use as late as 1929.12 The nguzu nguzu image, however, 

remains important to contemporary Solomon Islanders, 

and since the archipelago achieved independence from 

Great Britain in 1978, the distinctive figureheads have 

become a prominent symbol of national identity, appear

ing on the nation 's currency. '3 

1. Somerville 1897, p. 369 ; Waite 1999a, p. 83. 

2. Waite 1999a, p. 83 ; Waite 1999b, p. 277; Waite 1983a, p. 116. 

3. Waite 1999a, p. 82 ; Waite 1990, pp. 45. fig. 5.1, 51. 

4. Somerville 189 , p. 371 ; Starzecka and Cranstone 1974, p. 42: Chick 

and Chick 1978, unpaged ; H iding 1996, pp. 76-78; Waite 1983a, 

p. 117; Waite 1999a, pp. 84 , 87 . 

5. Beti 1977. p. 40. 

6. Somerville 1897, p. 378. 

7. Waite 1990, p. 51; Waite 1999a, p. 84; Gear 2006, p. 62. Waite 

reports that among the one hundred examples that she examined , 

dating from the late eighteenth centur to 1940, onl l\\elve 

examples held heads in their hands and only l\\O held birds 

{Waite 1999a, p. 96). A few examples portray complete human 

figures (ibid. , p. 84). 

8. Nguzu nguzu typically range from ten to !went -five centimeters 

(approximatel 4 in. to 91! in.) in height Wa ite 1999a. p. 84 . 

9. Waite 1983a, p. 116; Waite 1999a, p. 87 ; Gear 2006, p. 62. 

10. Somerville 1897, p. 362. 

11 . Fleurieu 1791 , p. 94 ; Waite 1999a, p. 8-1 . 

12. Waite 1999a, pp. 83-84 , 95. 

13. I bid ., p. 96. 
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101. FISHNET FLOAT 

Solomon Islands, western region, possibly New Georgia Island 

19th-early 20th century 

Wood, paint 

H. BYe in. (21 .3 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1483 

Fishing is an essential element of daily life for all coastal 

peoples in the Solomon Islands, and both physical effort 

and supernatural intervention are needed to ensure an 

abundant catch. The Solomon Islanders employ a variety 

of fishing techniques, including hook and line, small dip 

nets, and large communal nets, which require substantial 

numbers of people to operate. Communal-net fishing is a 

male activity that was, and in some instances remains, sur-
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rounded by ritual observances designed to ensure the 

goodwill of spirits who had the power to provide, or with

hold , the fish the community sought. Large fishnets and 

their accoutrements belonged to specific individuals, usu

ally leading men within the community.1 The final catch , 

however, was divided among the participants. 

The present work is a float for a large fishing net. 

Carved from a lightweight wood painted a deep black, it 

would have been one of a series of floats that were threaded 

onto the upper margin of a large fishing net through holes 

in their bases. When the net was set, the floats bobbed on 

the surface of the water, holding up the top of the net and 

keeping it open (stone sinkers, attached to the lower mar

gin , performed a complementary function). Most fishnet 

floats were undecorated, but finely carved examples, 

depicting birds, fish , and su pernatu ra I beings, were cre

ated in a number of areas in the archipelago.2 The present 

work originated in the western Solomons, possibly on the 

island of New Georgia . Net fishing on New Georgia was 

accompanied by elaborate ceremonial observances and 

restrictions. Before setting out, the participants went to 

the community fishing shrine, where chants were recited 

to propitiate the spirits. The fishnet floats were rubbed 

with the rinds of eru and niniru (two types of seaweed) 

whose magical properties ensured that many fish would 

swim into the net. Shell rings (important ceremonial valu

ables) were presented by the members of the fishing party 

to the owner of the net, who placed them on the shrine as 

offerings to the spirits. During the expedition the leader or 

net owner was referred to as the "widow of the net" and 

had to restrict his personal adornment, wearing garments 

of undyed white bark cloth and forgoing the bright white 

face paint worn by men.3 

Although more intimate in scale, the present work 

shows striking similarities to the larger canoe figureheads 

(nguzu nguzu) of the western Solomons (cat. no. 100). The 

figure, with its enlarged head, markedly prognathous jaw, 

flexed arms, and hands clasped just beneath the chin , is 

essentially a miniature version of a nguzu nguzu image. In 

addition , both the float and the figurehead exhibit the dis

tinctive caplike coiffure and large round ear ornaments 

worn by men in the western Solomons. Like the nguzu 

nguzu, the float figure possibly depicts a powerful spirit. 

1. See Waite 1990, p. 56. 

2. For examples from the eastern Solomons, see Davenport 1971, 

pp. 418- 19; for examples from the western Solomons, see Waite 

1983a, p. 119, no. 13, and Waite 1990, p. 56, fig . 5.25. 

3. Hocart 1937, p. 35; Waite 1990, p. 56. 



102. SHELL PLAQUE {Barava ) 

Solomon Islands, western region 

19th-early 20th century 

Tridacna shell 

H. 67,s in. (17- 5 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 
Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1424 

Personal ornaments, rings, and ceremonial objects fash

ioned from the white, marblelike shell of the giant clam 

were made and prized by many Melanesian peoples.' The 

art of working giant-clam shell reached its apogee in the 

Solomon Islands. Here, using only bow drills, abrasives, 

and saws made from vines kept continuously coated with 

sand and water, artists created an astonishing diversity of 

objects from this technically challenging medium, nearly 

as hard as stone.2 The most complex clamshell objects 

were the large openwork plaques (barava) created in the 

western Solomons, notably on the islands of Choiseul , 

Vella Lavella , and New Georgia.3 

With patience and care, artists drilled and sawed the 

dense, unyielding material to produce delicate openwork 

compositions, which often , as here, have an almost lace

like lightness. The imagery of barava varies. Some plaques, 

as here, have primarily geometric designs, but others include 

stylized human figures depicted seated or in dancing pos

tures interspersed with forms resembling human faces 

wi th spiral-shaped eyes and mouths filled with minute 

teeth .4 The two spiral forms at the top of the present work 

possibly represent a pair of stylized eyes. Circular motifs, 

su ch as that seen on the base of this work, are common 

and likely represent shell rings, also made from the giant 

clam , which served as currency and prestige objects.5 

There is little historical information on the iconography 

or function of barava . Existing accounts indicate that the 

plaques were associated with burial places, placed on or 

within "skull huts" (small raised structures that housed the 

sku lls of prominent men or head-hunting victims) or on 

shrines or graves.6 The role and placement of barava may 

have varied from island to island . In the earl y 1900s, Keri , 

a Solomon Island man from Vella Lavella , reported that 

the plaques served as the doors of skull huts, whereas 

lngava , a chief from New Georgia , stated that these objects 

never served as doors but were always placed inside the 

hut, among the skulls.7 

It is uncertain whether barava were created specifically 

as funerary objects or were valuables or ceremonial 

objects that were later deposited at burial places as offer

ings. Plaques similar in size and appearance to the present 
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work at times appear as components of vovoso, powerful 

canoe charms consisting of assemblages of shell objects 

(plaques, rings, triangular objects also known as barava, 

and other items) attached to the top of a thin wood pole.8 

Before the cessation of warfare in the late nineteenth and 

earl twentieth centuries, vovoso were carried in the bows 

of war canoes during head-hunting raids to protect the 

crew and ensure a successful expedition.9 When not in use, 

the vovoso were inserted into the ground near the skull 

huts at burial places.10 This suggests that, like the inde

pendent plaques, vovoso were closely associated with the 

dead , whose spirits, properly honored , ensured the well

being of the living." 

1. The gia nt clam is Tridacna gigas. 
2. See Starzecka and Cranstone 19 4, p. 36. 

3. Waite 1999 b, p. 273. 
4. Woodfo rd 1905, p. 38 ; Starzecka and Cranstone 19 4, p. 39. 

5. Waite 1983a , p. 123, 11 0. 22. 
6. Woodford 1905, p. 38; Starzecka and Cranstone 19 4, p. 4; \ ai te 

1983a, p. 123. no. 22; Wai te 1990, pp. 57-59, 61. 

7. Woodfo rd 1905, p. 38. See also Ed ge-Partingto n and Jo ce 1904, 

p. 129. 
8. See Edge-Partington and Jo ce 1904, fi gs. 1-3 ; \ ai te 1990, p. 5 , 

fi g. 5.26. Vovoso were known in some areas as serenbule. 
9. \ oodford 1905, p. 38 ; \ aite 1990, pp. 57-58. 

10. Woodfo rd 1905, p. 38; \ aite 1990, pp. 57-58. 

11. Wa ite 1990, p. 58. 
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103. PENDANT (Ulu te or papafita ) 

Solomon Islands, eastern region, possibly Malaita Island 

19th-early 20th century 

Tridacna shell, pigment 

H. 2Y, in. (6.4 cm) 

Bequest of John B. Elliott, 1997 

1999.4n1 

Distinctive circular or elliptical ornaments, fashioned from 

giant-clam shell and engraved with delicate designs 

infilled with black pigment, were widespread in the east

ern Solomon lslands. 1 On the islands of Malaita , Mara

masike, and Ulawa such ornaments, called ulute, were 

worn by men around the neck as pendants.2 On the island 

of Santa Ana, where they were known as papafita, they 

were reported ly worn on the head or on the outer side of 

the upper arm.3 Examples have also been recorded on the 

islands of Makira {San Cristobal) and Arosi .4 

Throughout the region the ornaments share a similar 

composition, consisting of a broad central field contained 

within an outer border, at times rendered as a single line 
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or row of circles but often , as here, made up of one or 

more rings of minutely detailed geometric designs.5 The 

central composition , depicting birds, fish , cross-shaped 

motifs, or curvilinear designs, is always strictly symmetri

cal .6 The imagery and composition of the present work 

are closely similar to those of examples collected on the 

island of Malaita , from which it may have originated .7 

Like many ulute, it is decorated with stylized images of 

frigate birds.8 Depicted widely in Solomon Islands art, 

these imposing black seabirds are immediately recogniza

ble by their characteristic hooked beaks and the distinc

tive M-shaped configuration of their wings.9 Frigate birds 

were important harbingers of the annual appearance 

of immense schools of bonito, a large silvery-blue fish 

greatly prized as food .10 The arrival of the bonito, which 

churned the calm sea into a dense boiling mass when they 

encountered the schools of smaller fish on which they fed , 

was a spectacular and unpredictable event believed to be 

controlled by spirits. Visible from afar, frigate birds and 

other seabird species signaled the presence of bonito as 

they hovered over and dived into the dramatic feeding 
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frenzy, which often attracted sharks, ani

mals that were closely associated with the 

spirit world and that also frequently 

appear on ulute.11 

1. See Reichard 1933, p. 111 ; Paravicini 1940, 

pp. 158-60; Wa ite 1983a, p. 138, no. 60. 

Parkinson describes shell disks engraved with 

images of frigate birds made on the islands 

of Buka and Bougainville, in the northwestern 

Solomon Islands, but these likely constitute 

a separate tradition (Parkinson [1907] 1999, 

p. 214). 

2. Wa ite 1983a, p. 138, no. 60. 

3. Paravicini 1940, p. 158. 

4. Reichard 1933, p. 111 ; Paravicini 1940, p. 157, 
fig. 11 . 

5. See Reichard 1933, pp. 111-13. 

6. Ibid ., p. 113. 

7. See Paravicini 1940, fig. 14. 

8. Fregata sp. 
9. The present images are relatively naturalistic. 

However, the frigate bird is often reduced to a 

stylized M motif, representing its outspread 

wings (Reichard 1933, p. 111). 
10. The bonito is Sardo chilensis (Waite 1983a, p. 51 ). 

11 . Ibid ., pp. 51-52. 
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104. BREASTPLATE (Terna , tambe , or tepatu ) 

Solomon Islands, Santa Cruz Islands 

19th- early 20th century 

Tridacna shell, turtle shell, trade cloth, fiber 
Diam. 73/s in. {18.7 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1519 

Collected by P. de Folslan {?}, 1928 

Personal adornment is one of the most important modes 

of artistic expression in the Santa Cruz Islands, a remote 

archipelago that lies between the eastern Solomon Islands 

and northern Vanuatu. For major dance festivals, men don 

elaborate and costly ensembles of ceremonial attire con

sisting of ornate dance skirts, plumed head ornaments, 

and lavish arrays of ceremonial jewelry (see fig. 54).1 Once 

among the most highly prized forms of Santa Cruz jewelry, 

these spectacular circular breastplates were known in 

the various local dialects as tema, tambe, or tepatu. 2 Com

prising a large disk made from giant-clam shell with a dark 

openwork overlay of turtle shell , which creates a pleasing 

contrast, tema represent a local variant of the kap kap, a 

form of ornament found widely in Melanesia (see cat. no. 

67).3 On Santa Cruz each element was produced by a sep

arate craftsman .4 The delicate overlay, known as mambu, 

was made from the richly mottled , translucent outer 

plates of the shell of the hawksbill turtle. 5 Cut from the 

massive shell of the giant clam, the disk was laborious/ 

ground until perfectly smooth and round. 6 o adhesives or 

pegs were used in constructing the ornament. Rather, the 

two components were joined by a length of cordage, which 

was secured to the overlay and passed through a hole 
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Fig. 54. A dancer from Mbanua village, on Ndende Island, in the 

Santa Cruz group, in full ceremonial regalia, late 1960s. His 

elaborate ensemble includes a large breastplate (tema) and a 

mother-of-pearl nose ornament (ne lo}, as well as a dance skirt 

(napanesa) and feathered head plumes. Photo: Gerd Koch, 

1966-67- From Koch 1971, p. 112, pl. 16 

drilled in the center of the disk, extending to form a part of 

the cord from which the ornament was worn. 7 

The imagery on the tema often appears abstract to 

Western observers. However, it is drawn from the natural 

world. The term tema also referred to the moon, which 

reportedly was symbolically represented by the round, 
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white disk.8 The delicate geometric forms of the turtle

shell overlays incorporated elegantly stylized images of 

frigate birds, dolphins, sharks, and bonito (a large food 

fish), all species important to Santa Cruz culture and reli

gion .9 The lower portion of the overlay on this work 

depicts a frigate bird , reduced to the verge of abstraction : 

the bird 's forked tail appears at the base, as an inverted Y, 

and the larger M-shaped form surmounting it represents 

the characteristic configuration of the bird 's wings. Above 

the frigate bird three pairs of arching forms, which likely 

represent sharks or dolphins, as indicated by their triangu

lar dorsal fins and forked tails, converge on the center line. 

Masters of design, the artists of Santa Cruz were able to 

portray the birds and marine animals that surround them 

while simultaneously incorporating them into a spare geo

metric composition of the utmost elegance and refinement. 

1. See Koch 1971, p. 108, fig . 83. 
2. Ibid., pp. 116-17, figs. 91 , 92. According to Koch , the breastplates 

were second in importance only to the elaborate openwork nose 
ornaments of mother-of-pearl that also formed part of the 
dancer's attire (ibid. , p. 116). 

3. Waite 1983a, p. 140, nos. 67, 68; Waite 1999b, p. 268. However, in 
contrast to the concentric circles and lacelike radial patterns of the 
overlays of other Melanesian kap kap , the designs of the tema are 
bilaterally symmetrical (Waite 1983a, p. 140). 

4. Beasley 1939, p. 27; Starzecka and Cranstone 1974, p. 36. 
5. Koch 1971, p. 116. 
6. See Starzecka and Cranstone 1974, p. 36. 
7. Beasley 1939, p. 27. 
8. Coombe 1911 , p. 175; Beasley 1939, p. 28 ; Koch 1971 , p. 116. 
9. Koch 1971, p. 116; Starzecka and Cranstone 1974, p. 36; Sti:ihr 1987, 

p. 249 ; Heermann and Menter 1990, p. 142, no. 29. 

105. SLIT GONG (Atingting kon) 

Commissioned by Tain Mal, carved by Tin Mweleun 

Vanuatu, Ambrym Island, Fania village 

Mid- to late 1960s 

Wood, paint 

H. 14 ft . (4.3 m) 

Rogers Fund, 1975 

1975.93 
Collected by George W. Staempff i, ca. 1971 

Created on Ambrym, Malakula, and neighboring islands, 

the massive vertical slit gongs of central Vanuatu are 

among the largest musical instruments on earth. In their 

basic form , slit gongs are hollowed, or partially hollowed , 

cylinders of wood with a narrow longitudinal opening, or 

slit, whose edges are struck to produce a deep, sonorous 

tone.1 When stood on the village dancing ground, the gongs 

tower over the percussionists who, seated or standing, 
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strike the lip of the gong with clublike softwood mallets.2 

In many villages a number of gongs, constituting a sort of 

informal orchestra , stand on the dancing ground . These 

gong orchestras are played at all major social and religious 

events, such as grade initiations, funerals, and dances. 

When several gongs are played simultaneously, rhythms of 

immense variety and complexity can be produced by the 

carefully coordinated actions of multiple percussionists. 

In the rugged , mountainous terrain of many of the islands, 

slit gongs were, and in some cases still are, also used to 

communicate between villages. Under proper atmospheric 

conditions, their sound can carry for miles through the 

surrounding forest and, in rare instances, across the water 

to neighboring islands.3 A complex series of local "gong 

languages," consisting of a system of beats and pauses, 

enables highly specific messages to be sent rapidly to dis

tant locations. 4 

This slit gong comes from Fania village, in northern 

Ambrym Island , where the instruments are known as 

atingting kon. It is carved in the form of a stylized ancestor 

image, with the face (hweten atinting) gazing down at the 

viewer. The most prominent features are the large disk

shaped eyes, adorned with spiral designs in red , white, 

and green paint, representing the morning star (metan gal
ga/ ). The eyes sit above a prominent, pierced nose through 

which sprays of leaves were once inserted as ornaments 

(see fig. 55). The face is surrounded by rows of concentric 

tooth like projections, representing the hair (hingiye), and 

small arms and spiral motifs depicting sacred pigs' tusks 

appear on either side. 5 The long vertical slit represents the 

mouth (tute), from which the ancestor's "voice" emerges as 

sound whenever the gong is played. 6 

The Metropolitan 's slit gong is exceptional in that , 

unlike the vast majority of Pacific scu lptures, it was cre

ated by persons whose indentities are known. As in many 

Pacific societies, conceptions of authorship in works of 

art in northern Ambrym differ from those of the West. 

Although the names of the carver or carvers who fashion 

a particular work are remembered , the northern Ambrymese 

recognize the individual who commissions the work (rather 

than the person or persons who make it) as its creator.7 

This atingting kon was commissioned in the mid- to late 

1960s by Chief Ta in Mal , then the highest-ranking man in 

Fania village. It was carved by Tin Mweleun, an accom

plished carver of slit-gong faces, who lived and worked 

in a nearby village. 8 Although identified as the sole 

carver, he would likely have been assisted in the more 

labor-intensive parts of the project, such as the rough 

shaping and hollowing of the gong, which is carved from 
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the trunk of a breadfruit tree. Tin Mweleun was active dur

ing the 1960s and carved several large slit gongs in north

ern Ambrym during this period .9 According to Tain Mal 's 

sons, Chief Etul Ngalgal Mweleun and James Tainmal , Tin 

Mweleun used magic in order to carve the face quickly and 

correctly : he squeezed various supernaturally powerful 

leaves into the water of a drinking coconut and drank the 

liquid , and he applied leaves to his eyes in order to make 

his vision "clear." Once completed, the gong was trans

ported to Fania , where it was erected on one of the danc

ing grounds (ranhara).' 0 

1. The slit gongs are also commonly referred to as "slit drums." In 

musicological classification, the gongs, which are hollow cylinders 

struck with an external clapper, are technically bells (Ken Moore, 

personal communication, 1998). For the distribution of slit gongs, 
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Fig. 55. Chief Etul Nga/gal Mweleun, the 
highest-ranking man in Fania village, 
northern Ambrym, standing in full ceremo
nial dress with two of the large slit gongs 
(atingting kon) erected on one of the vil
lage dancing grounds (ranhara), 2001. 

The Metropolitan 's slit gong (cat. no. 105) 

originally stood on a nearby dancing ground 
in the same village, and its imagery is vir
tually identical to that of the gongs seen 
here. Photo: Eric Kjellgren 

see Crowe 1996, pp. 145, 147; Pataud-Celerier 1997, pp. 56-57. 
2. Kjellgren 2005b, p. 120. 

3. Kirk Huffman , personal communication , 1998. 

4. Deacon (1934) 1970, pp. 499-503; Paton 1979, p. 60. 
5. Some sources identify the projections forming the "hair" as teeth 

(watur) (Guiart 1956, p. 334; Pataud-Celerier 1997, p. 59). 
6. Except where otherwise noted , the information on slit-gong 

iconography presented here was collected in Fania village in 2001 

by the author from James Tainmal , whose father, Tain Mal , com

missioned the Metropolitan 's gong (see Kjellgren 2005b, pp. 126-

27). Additional information on Ambrym slit gongs was provided by 

Kirk Huffman (personal communication, 2003). 

7. Kj ellgren 2005b, p. 118. 

8. An individual's name changes throughout life based on the level 

he or she has achieved in northern Ambrym 's complex system of 

maghe, or grade initiations (Huffman 1999, p. 288). Thus, the 

names Tain Mal and Tin Mweleun are those of the grade titles 

these two men bore rather than their birth names. 

9. Kirk Huffman , personal communication , 2003. 

10. Kjellgren 2005b, pp. 124-26. 



106. PLATTER (Siye kon) 

Vanuatu, Ambrym Island 

19th-early 20th century 

Wood 

H. 33 }'.j in. (85.7 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1515 
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Although employed for the preparation and serving of 

food , wood plates and platters in central and northern 

Vanuatu were far more than utilitarian objects. Typical I 

used only on special occasions or for the preparation of 

certain foods, large wood vessels, especial I elaborate! 

carved examples like the one seen here, were restricted to 

high-ranking, or at least initiated, men and ser ed ass m

bols and accoutrements of sacred and secular authorit .' 

This massive footed platter was carved on the island of 

Ambrym. Its ornately carved underside, shown here, indi

cates that it is a siye kon (sacred plate), a tangible symbol 

of the diner or diners' power, prestige, and rank in the 

island 's complex system of maghe (grade initiations). 2 

When in use. it would have been placed horizontal! , with 

the postlike projections that form the "eyes' of the two 

stylized faces serving as legs.3 The upper surface fiat and 

undecorated , was used for the preparation and serving of 

na/ot, a pudd ing- like food made, on Ambrym , from 

cooked breadfruit pounded into a thick paste.4 

Under the elaborate ceremonial restrictions of the 

maghe system, men of each rank were expected to eat 

apart, seated around a separate sacred fire. Thus, ever 

group of men of equal rank had a separate siye kon on 

which they prepared and ate their nalot.5 The highest

ranking men, who often had no peers, were frequently 

required to prepare and eat their nalot in solitary splen

dor, each man using a separate platter appropriate to his 

status.6 When not in use the platters were hung from the 

walls to display their richly carved undersides.- On Ambr m, 

the most elaborate examples typically portray stylized 

faces, possibly representing ancestral spirits. 

1. Huffman 2005, pp. 21~ . 219, 229. 

2. Kirk Huffman , personal communication , 1998. See also Huffman 

1996b, p. 226, and Huffman 2005, p. 219. 

3. Huffman 2005, p. 216, fig . 2. 

4. Ibid ., p. 214. The term nalot comes from Bislama (the English-based 

lingua franca of anuatu). Similar to the Hawa iian term poi, it 
refers to the method of preparing the food (pounding) rather than 

to the specific ingredients (ibid.) 

5. Ibid ., p. 219. 

6. Ibid. , pp. 219-20. 

7. Speiser (1923) 1990. p. 391. For an illustration . see Huffman 2005, 

pp. 212-14. 
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107. GRADE FIGURE {Maghe ne hivir 

or maghe ne naun) 

Vanuatu, northern Ambrym Island 
Early to mid-20th century 
Fern wood, earth, paint 
H. 9 ft. 1 in. (2-7 m) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of 
Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1972 
1978.412 .735 

Much of the art of the islands of central and northern Van

uatu is created in association with grade rituals.1 Although 

the form and number of the rites vary from island to island, 

and even from village to village, grade rituals always consist 

of a hierarchical series of initiations each of which confers 

a successively higher rank, or "grade," on the individual , 

which brings with it greater social prestige and esoteric reli

gious knowledge.2 With few exceptions, social status in this 

region is not inherited but depends on an individual 's suc

cess in the grade system . Each successive ritual requires 

increasingly greater effort and expense in organizing the 

resources, commissioning the artworks, assembling and dis

tributing the wealth (mainly in the form of sacred tusker 

pigs) , and obtaining the consent of the higher-ranking indi

viduals involved to stage each grade initiation.3 In most 

areas there are grade rituals for both men and women , but 

each sex practices a separate series of rites. Each elevation 

of grade increases an individual 's political and religious 

authority in life and , more important, ensures him or her of 

an equivalent status in the world of the dead. In some areas 

those who have attained the highest grades are considered 

to be literally the "living dead," already holding the status of 

ancestors before their earthly demise.4 

Carved from fern wood , the dense, fibrous "trunk" of the 

tree fern , composed of a mass of aerial roots surrounding 

a central woody core, this figure comes from the northern 

region of Ambrym Island. Fern-wood figures in northern 

Ambrym are created exclusively in association with the ini

tiation rites of the men 's grade system known asfangkon 

(sacred fire). 5 In all there are about a dozenfangkon grades, 

and organizing and assembling the resources necessary for 

each initiation ceremony often require years of planning. 6 

Fern-wood figures of various sizes and forms must be com

missioned for a number of grade initiation rites (maghe) at 

different levels in thefangkon system. During the rites, the 

figures serve as the temporary abodes for the spirits associ

ated with the specific grade.7 Figures of the present type, 

which portrays a full, standing male figure with the hands 

resting on the lower abdomen, are associated with the 

grades of maghe ne hivir or maghe ne naun.8 
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Each fern-wood figure is created for one-time use as 

part of a specific maghe rite.9 As part of the preparations 

for the ceremony the initiate commissions the figure from 

the carver, who is paid for his services in pigs. Once the 

carving is complete, the porous surface of the fern wood is 

covered with a mixture of earth or volcanic ash mixed with 

a binder to create a smooth surface for painting.10 The fig

ure is brightly painted in black, white, green, red , and 

other colors, with a combination of vegetable and mineral 

pigments, and is then erected on the village dancing 

Fig. 56. The climax of a 
maghe ne sakaran grade 
ceremony in Ola/ village, in 
northern Ambrym, 2001 . 

The two men being initiated 
dance in triumph on a plat
form erected above a fern
wood grade figure {here 
hidden by shadow). As the 
initiates perform, the dancers 
assembled below pelt them 
with fruit . Although associ
ated with a different grade 
rite, cat. no. 107 would origi
nally have been used and dis
played in the same manner. 
The large slit gongs, played 
during the ceremony, are 
visible at the right. Photo: 
Eric Kjellgren 

ground (ranhara) beneath a raised platform constructed 

from wood and bamboo." At the climax of the grade ritual 

the initiate or initiates ascend to the platform , where they 

dance in triumph while the dancers assembled below 

ritually pelt them with various projectiles (see fig. 56).12 

At the conclusion of the ceremony the figure is left on the 

dancing ground , its supernatural powers gradual! wan

ing as it slowly disintegrates. 13 Collected soon after it 

was used , the present figure still retains portions of its 

original paint. 
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1. Huffman 1999, p. 290. 
2. For general accounts of grade rites in northern and central Vanuatu , 

see Speiser (1923) 1990, pp. 342-72; Bonnemaison 1996, pp. 200-

211; Huffman 1999, pp. 288-91 . 

3. Huffmann 1999, p. 288. 
4. See Deacon 1934, quoted in Guidieri and Pellizzi 1981, p. 17. 

5. For detailed accounts of thefangkon in northern Ambrym , see 

Guiart 1951 and Muller 1971. 
6. Muller (1971, p. 66) states that there are thirteen grades in Fania, 

whereas Paton (1979, pp. 21-22) states that there are roughly a 

dozen . During interviews conducted by the author in 2001 with 

James Tainmal , one of the highest-ranking men in the village, 

he stated that there were fourteen steps but that there were actu

ally eighteen if an individual wanted to reach the highest rank 

(Kjellgren 2005b, p. 129, n. 4). 
7. Kirk Huffman, personal communication , 1998. 

8. Guiart 1951, p. 46; Kirk Huffman, personal communication , 1998. 

9. Muller 1971 , p. 73-
10. Guiart 1951 , p. 47; Muller 1971, p. 72. 

11 . Guiart 1951 , pp. 27-28, 47; Muller 1971, pp. 66, 72; Huffman 1999, 

p. 287. 

12. Guiart 1951 , pp. 42, 46. 
13. Muller 1971, p. 73; Kirk Huffman, personal communication , 1998. 

108. GRADE FIGURE 

Vanuatu, Banks Islands, probably Gaua Island 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Fern wood 

H. 8 ft. 8 in. (2.6 m) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of 

Nelson A Rockefeller, 1972 

1978.412.715 

The sculpture of the Banks Islands, in northern Vanuatu , 

reflects an aesthetic markedly different from that of the 

islands to the south. Banks Islands sculptors working in 

fern wood , a medium employed by many of their southern 

counterparts, created thin graceful images whose elon

gated bodies and lithe limbs contrast with the robust 

brooding forms of the fern-wood sculptures of Ambrym 

and Malakula islands (cat. nos. 107, 109). Fern-wood 

images in the Banks Islands appear to have been created 

primarily as grade figures (see cat. no. 107). In the past, 

male figures similar to the present work adorned the 

facades of dwellings and ceremonial houses, where they 

almost certainly portrayed powerful ancestors. ' One early

twentieth-century photograph shows a closely related fig

ure, positioned beneath the central roof beam of a house, 

flanked by paintings and other fern-wood effigies repre

senting stylized faces (see fig . 57) . Prominent men also 

commissioned a variety of fern-wood images, including 

male and female figures, as well as paintings to adorn the 

facades of their dwellings. Costly to commission and erect, 

the figures served as symbols of an individual's wealth and 
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Fig. 57- The front of a ceremonial house on Gaua, in the Banks Islands, 1908. A large, carved male figure, similar to cat. no. 108, 

stands at the center of the ornate facade, flanked by paintings and other fern-wood sculptures. Photo: Felix Speiser. Museum der 
Kulturen Basel {{F}Vb 1908} 

achievement in the complex system of grade initiations 

known locally as suque.2 

In creating the bodies of their figures, Banks Islands 

sculptors frequently cut away virtually all the fibrous aerial 

roots surrounding the tree fern 's stem to reveal the wood

like inner core, which forms the polelike base and torso of 

the present work.3 The head and limbs, carved from the 

fibrous outer layer, emerge from the attenuated body as 

lithe, graceful forms, giving the work an almost wraith like 

quality. The facial features are rendered as rectilinear 

geometric shapes; their rigid angularity contrasts with the 

curvilinear features of Ambrymese fern-wood images (cat. 

no. 107). The face is crowned by a peaked triangular form , 

probably representing a headdress whose form indicated 

the ancestor's suque rank. 4 

1. See Speiser (1923) 1990, p. 353 , pl. 89. 

2. ibid ., pp. 353-54. For extensive descriptions of the suque rit es, see 

Codrington 1891 and Vienne 1984. 

3. Guiart 1949, p. 69. 

4. Speiser (1923) 1990, p. 353. 
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109 . GABLE ORNAMENT (P'na ret ) 

Vanuatu, Malakula Island, Big Nambas people 

Mid-20th century 

Fern wood 

H. 41 in. (104.1 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1584 

As in much of Melanesia , the center of ma le social and 

religious life among the Big Nambas people of northwest

ern Malakula is, or was, the amet, or men 's house. In for

mer times, each vi llage had one or more amel, which 

served as meeting places and for the storage of ancestral 

skulls, magic stones, and other sacred objects.' The facade 

of the amel was triangular, consisting of a single gable 

supported by a centra l ridgepole ; the steeply sloping sides 

of the thatched roof extended all the way to the ground . 

The peak of the gable was surmounted by the p'naret, an 

imposing gable ornament carved from fern wood and 

attached to the end of the ridgepole. 2 Depicting the visage 

of the founding ancestor of the amel, the p'naret was posi

tioned horizontally, allowing the ancestor to gaze down at 

the entrance.3 As each man entered or left, he was scruti

nized by the watching ancestor, who could inflict supernat

ural punishment on individuals who were unauthorized to 

enter or who had committed breaches of customary law. 

Each p'naret portrays a specific founding ancestor. The 

imagery, however, is highly conventionalized , depicting 

the rugged facial features as a series of deeply modeled 

forms, which at times appear almost abstract. In the pres

ent work the upper and lower portions of the face are 
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compressed , whereas the central portion is greatly 

enlarged , with a ridgelike nose flanked by large triangular 

nostrils. Large protruding cheekbones, often mistaken for 

eyes by Western observers, appear above the nostrils, and 

the eyes are reduced to small lozenge shapes incorporated 

into the prominent brow ridge. The back of the head , 

invisible from the ground , was typically adorned with a 

stylized animal, reportedly representing a dog or lizard .4 

P'naret were commissioned from specialist artists 

belonging to a single clan , whose members were set apart 

in that they did not participate in the elaborate system of 

grade initiations practiced by other men.5 The sculptor was 

paid for his services with a tusker pig, considered the most 

sacred and valuable animal throughout Vanuatu .6 

1. Except where otherwise indicated , the account of the p 'naret pre

sented here is based on information provided b Kirk Huffman 

(personal communication, 1998). 

2. The p 'naret is ohen referred to by the alternate spelling ponarat 

(Smidt 199oa, p. 362, no. 135; Co iffier 1996, p. 222). 

3. Kirk Huffman , personal communication , 1998; Smidt 199oa, p. 362, 

no. 135. 

4. Smidt 199oa, p. 362, no. 135. 

5. Ibid . 

6. Ibid. 
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110. SPEAR FORESHAFT 

Vanuatu, northwestern Malakula Island, Big Nambas people 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood, bamboo, fiber 

H. 1918 in . (48.6 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1414 

In former times chiefs of the Big Nambas people of north

western Malakula possessed a specialized category of 

spears that served as fearsome vehicles of retribution . 

Measuring some nine to ten feet (roughly three meters) in 

length , these spears consisted of a long bamboo shaft sur

mounted by a carved wood foreshaft adorned with glower

ing bifacial heads representing powerful ancestors.1 

Tipped with points of human bone (a powerful and dan

gerous material), inserted into a slot in the projection 

extending from the top of the head, and secured in place 

with lengths of cordage, the spears combined physical and 

supernatural components to create a formidable weapon . 

Owned by chiefs, these spears were used primarily by 

maho, a class of professional assassins in the employ of 

individual chiefs, who sent them to kill their enemies in 

order to avenge insults, infractions of customary law, or 

deaths caused by warfare or malevolent magic. The spears 

rapidly fell into disuse in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries with the advent of Western firearms. 

During this period , the carved foreshafts were frequently 

sold to Western collectors. However, prior to these transac

tions the Big Nam bas typically removed the most powerful 

component, the bone point, and preserved it within the 

community, where many remain today. 

The deeply modeled angular features of the heads on 

Big Nam bas spears take the human face to the Ii m its of 

abstraction. In the present work the central feature is the 

nose, with a narrow bridge and ftaring winglike nostrils, 

whose form is echoed by the prominent brow. A bandlike, 

slightly smiling mouth composed of thin , nested curves 

appears below the nose, its form mirrored in the long, 

bladelike chin . A thin conical projection , which once held 

the bone spear point, extends from the top of the head, 

and a small portion of the original bamboo shaft, tightly 

lashed to the wood portion with fiber, appears at the base. 

1. The account of Big Nambas spears presented here is derived from 

Kirk Huffman (personal communication , 1998). 
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111. HELMET MASK (Ternes mbalmbal) 

Vanuatu, southwestern Malakula Island 

Mid-20th century 

Wood, vegetable fiber, paint, pig tusks, glass, metal 

H. 26 in. {66 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1697 

Worn over the head like a helmet, this fragile and dra

matic mask was created in the southwestern region of 

Malakula. Like many forms of ni-Yanuatu sculpture, masks 

of this type were among the complex ritual paraphernalia 

associated with the men 's grade societies, a series of suc

cessive ceremonial initiations, or "grades," through which 

the individual passes in order to achieve progressively 

greater religious and social status. Each grade rite involves 

elaborate ceremonial protocols, the sacrifice of substantial 

numbers of pigs, and , frequently, the commissioning and 

use of specific forms of ceremonial headgear, sculpture, 

and architecture. 1 The peoples of southwestern Malakula 

practice two parallel types of grade societies-Nimangki 

and Nalawan .2 Masks, referred to collectively as temes 

mbalmbal, are associated specifically with Nalawan cere

monies.3 Serving as temporary homes for the spirits of 

recently departed ancestors, temes mbalmbal are worn 

by initiated men during one of the climactic stages of 

the rites.4 

Although the mask is of a type connected exclusively 

with male ritual activities, the main subject of the present 

work is a woman. The large central face, which concealed 

that of the wearer, depicts Nevimbumbaau , a powerful 

female being who appears widely in local oral tradition 

and, paradoxically, created or is associated with a number 

of the fundamental elements of men 's grade rites, which 

today are forbidden to women. 5 Although her face appears 

placid, two sharp boars' tusks sprout from the sides of her 

mouth. Similar tusks flank the mouths of important beings 

throughout southwestern Malakula sculpture and also 

appear, at times, on the overmodeled skulls of important 

deceased individuals.6 Their presence indicates that the 

subject is, or has become, an idealized being combining 
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the finest qualities of the two most important and sacred 

entities in ni-Yanuatu culture, humans and tusker pigs.7 

A smaller, tuskless, male figure , possibly representing 

Nevimbumbaau's husband , Ambat Molondr, sits astride 

her massive head.8 Like many sculptures in the region , the 

mask is constructed using a technique similar to papier

mache in which a solid core (in this instance consisting of 

fern wood and fiber) is overmodeled with a paste made 

from finely chopped plant materials.9 Once hardened, the 

surface is painted using a combination of local pigments. 

This work also includes paint made from washing blue (an 

early form of clothes whitener introduced by European 

traders), a substance used in many parts of Melanesia to 

create a deep cobalt blue paint. Nevimbumbaau's eyes are 

also made from trade goods, a hexagonal metal nut and a 

green glass marble. In the remote interior of southwestern 

Malakula, which had little sustained contact with the West 

until the last quarter of the twentieth century, such items 

would , until comparatively recently, have been rare and 

valuable objects. 10 

1. For extensive accounts of the grade rites of southern Malakula 

peoples, see Deacon 1934, pp. 270-4n and Guidieri and Pellizzi 

1981. 

2. Deacon 1934, p. 384; Guidieri and Pellizzi 1981 , p. 15. 

3. Deacon 1934, pp. 385, 386, n. 1. 

4. Ibid ., pp. 387, 425-26. 

5. Ibid. , pp. 626-28; Newton, Jones, and Ezra 1987, pp. 48-49, no. 33. 

6. Layard 1942, pp. 268-69. 

7. Ibid. ; Kirk Huffman , personal communication , 1998. 

8. See Deacon 1934, p. 627; Newton , Jones, and Ezra 1987, pp. 48-49, 

no. 33 . 

9. Huffman 1996a, p. 21. 

10. Numerous groups living in the interior of southwestern Malakula 

re located to the coast and converted to Christianity only in the late 

1980s and continue to maintain many of their original religious 

beliefs and rituals (Huffman 1996b, p. 285). 
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112. MASK (Dagak) 

New Caledonia, Grande Terre Island, northern region, Kanak 

peoples 

Mid- to late 19th century 

Wood 

H. 20.Y,, in. (52.7 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Mary R. Morgan Gift; Bequest of Nelson A. Rockefeller and 

Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, by exchange, 1983 

198].17 
Ex coll. : Madeline Rousseau 

The peoples of New Caledonia , who today refer to them

selves as Kanak and their homeland as Kanaky, formerly 

created several types of masks. Produced throughout the 

main island of Grande Terre (with the exception of the 

southeastern tip) as well as on the neighboring Loyalty 

Islands, Kanak masks occur in a number of regional styles.' 

With its deeply sculpted features and prominent bulbous 

nose, this work embodies the classical style of mid- to late

nineteenth-century masks from the northern region of 

Grande Terre. 2 As in all Kanak masks, the eyes of this work, 

while prominent, are not pierced ; the wearer instead 

looked out through the mouth , which is shown in an 

aggressive toothsome grin .3 In the northern region , masks 

were often carved from dense hardwoods, in some cases 

houp, a majestic tree symbolic of chiefs and chiefty power.4 

The wood masks were originally worn as the centerpieces 

of elaborate costumes that concealed the wearer's identity 

(fig. 58). When the mask was in use, the triangular portion 

above the eyebrows seen in this work would have been 

covered by an elaborate headdress consisting of a broad 

band of plaited fiber surmounted by a globular wig of 

hair, cut from the heads of mourners as part of the funer

ary rituals for prominent chiefs.5 A beard of hair or fiber 

would have been attached through the holes in the chin , 

and the dancer would have worn a fiber cloak adorned 

with the black and brown feathers of the notou, a large 

dove, which covered the body down to the knees.6 

Kanak masking traditions largely ceased by the late 

nineteenth century, primarily owing to the inftuence of 

Christian missionaries, and little firsthand information sur

vives regarding their imagery and significance.7 In northern 

Grande Terre the general term for a mask was typically one 

of several variants of the word dagak (meaning, roughly, 

"birdman"), and a number of surviving examples have 

curving beaklike noses that suggest avian imagery.8 In 

addition each mask bore an individual name, often that of 

a powerful spirit, the lord of the undersea land of the 

dead.9 The uses of masks likely varied to some extent from 
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region to region .10 In the north they appear to have been 

closely associated with the lives and authority of chiefs.11 

In the Tuoho area , masks were reportedly made and 

owned by a group of men, descendants of the founding 

settlers of the land, who selected the chief and allowed 

him to use the mask, which he wore at important gather

ings that involved the exchange of large numbers of cere

monial gifts.12 Clad in the full mask and costume, the chief 



was armed with a spear and often with other weapons 

such as clubs, with which he threatened and lunged at the 

surrounding crowd.13 

The masks were also used in mourning rites for departed 

chiefs, where the masked dancers appeared as ceremonial 

substitutes for the deceased.14 Mme Khowibwangem, a 

Kanak woman from Werap village in the Hienghene area, 

gave one of the only eyewitness accounts of a masked 

dancer who appeared as part of the ritual that marked 

the end of the formal mourning for a local chief. The 

mask was kept in a small remote hut, where the dancer 

dressed in secret, emerging feet first through the low door, 

with his masked visage appearing last. During the cere

mony the dancer strutted back and forth along both sides 

of the pile of ceremonial gifts amassed for the occasion, 

threatening the assembled multitude with a spear and 

pursuing and striking both children and adults.15 This and 

other accounts indicate that masked performers typically 

enjoyed great license, being able to ftout the normal con

ventions and rules of society when dressed in their 

extraordinary attire.16 

1. Kasarherou 1990, p. 143 ; McKesson 1990, p. 88. 
2. Kasarherou 1993, p. 30. The earliest masks collected in northern 

Fig. 58. A posed photograph 
depiding a pair of masked 
dancers threatening onlook
ers with spears as they per
form in front of a chief's 
house, probably on the north
eastern coast of Grande 
Terre, New Caledonia, in the 
late 19th century. The dancers 
appear in full costume, the 
wood face masks completed 
by the addition of elaborate 
headdresses, beards, and 
feathered cloaks, which con
ceal the wearers' bodies. 
From Kasarherou 1993, p. 14 

Grande Terre had relatively fiat features, similar to those of masks 
from the central and southern regions of the island. The more 
fully modeled type, seen here, with large projecting noses appears 
to have developed about 1850 (ibid .) . 

3. Kasarherou 1990, p. 143; Kasarherou 1993, pp. 17, 21. 
4. Bensa 1983, p. 68; Kasarherou 1993, pp. 18, 45. Kasarherou identi

fies houp as Montrouziera sp. (Kasarherou 1993, p. 18). 

5. Leenhardt 1954, p. 17; Kasarherou 1990, p. 143 ; Kasarherou 1993, 
p. 43. 

6. Bensa 1983, p. 68; Newton, Jones, and Ezra 1987, p. 48 , no. 32; 

Kasarherou 1990, p. 143; Kasarherou 1993 , p. 30. Kasarherou 
(1990, p. 149, no. 56; 1993, p. 30) identifies the notou as Ducula 
goliath. 

7. Kasarherou 1990, p. 150; Kasarherou 1993, p. 17, D'Alleva 1998, p. go. 
In northern Grande Terre, where the Metropolitan 's work origi
nated , the general term for a mask was formed from two words, 
do (a general term for a bird) and ak or ac (a root word referring to 
a human being). The precise form of the term , however, differed 
among the local languages, and there are many variants, such as 
dagac, degec, dangak, and dongo (see Kasarherou 1993 , pp. 42, 68). 

8. Kasarherou 1990, p. 148; Kasarherou 1993, p. 42; 1cKesson 1990, 
p. 88. 

g. Kasarherou 1990, pp. 148, 150; Kasarherou 1993, p. 45. 
10. Kasarherou 1993, p. 40. 
11 . Leenhardt 1954, p. 17; Guiart 1966, p. 150; Kasarherou 1990, p. 150; 

Kasa rherou 1993, p. 45. 
12. Bensa 1983, p. 68; Kasarherou 1993, p. 45 . 
13. Bensa 1983, p. 68. 
14. Leenhardt 1954, p. 17; Bensa 1983, p. 68 ; Kasarherou 1993, p. 47. 

15. Kasarherou 1993, pp. 39- 40. 
16. Sarasin 1929 , p. 239 ; McKesson 1990, p. 88 ; Kasarherou 1993, 

p. 40. 
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113. DOOR BOARDS (J ovo or tale ) 

New Caledonia, Grande Terre Island, northern region, Kanak 

peoples 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood, paint 

H.: left 76 in. (193 cm), right 75Y, in. (191.Bcm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1758, 1979.206.1759 

Architectural carvings were one of the primary forms of 

artistic expression for the Kanak peoples of New Caledo

nia. In the past, and to some extent today, the house of 

the chief was both the physical and the metaphorical cen

ter of every Kanak village. Symbols of secular and sacred 

power, chiefs' houses were circular, with towering conical 

roofs, crowned with carved finials, that were visible from 

afar. The entrances and interior architectural elements of 

chiefs' houses were richly embellished with sculpture. 1 
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Much of the carving centered on the single entrance to the 

house. Adorned with a carved sill and lintel , the doorway 

was flanked by two massive door boards, known asjovo or 

tale, carved in deep relief (see fig. 59). 2 Ornamental rather 

than structural, door boards were carved separately and 

lashed to the massive supporting posts on either side of 

the entrance with lengths of fiber that passed through 

large holes, visible at the top of the present examples.3 

The bases of the door boards were embedded in the 

ground and frequently, as here, were eventually lost or 

became severely weathered .4 

Almost all surviving Kanak door boards depict human 

images, which have short, broad heads and rectangular 

bodies adorned with geometric designs.5 The facial fea

tures are highly stylized and typically dominated, as here, 

by massive noses with broad , flaring nostrils. The small 

lozenge-shaped eyes are set beneath a heavy brow crowned 

by a horizontal stripe, here painted white, representing a 



headband of plaited palm fronds. 6 Carved in pairs, the 

door boards portray recently deceased ind iv id ua Is of both 

sexes who, at death , have become ancestors.- According to 

one account the paired door boards represent husbands 

and wives.8 The imagery is highly conventionalized, depict

ing the deceased with the head exposed and the body 

wrapped in mats, whose plaited fibers are shown as geomet

ric motifs.9 The geometric patterns have alternatively been 

interpreted as stylized representations of the rib cage.' 0 

Associated with the powerful spirits of the dead, the 

creation of door boards was a supernaturally dangerous 

undertaking. The depths of the forests where the massive 

trees from which the boards were carved grew were also 

the final resting places of the dead, whose spirits lurked 

nearby." Virtually the only individuals who could safely 

enter this realm were specially trained mourners who 

transported and watched over the dead and had the nec

essary knowledge to protect themselves from harm.12 

When commissioned to create a new set of door boards, 

the carver ventured into the forest and selected the tree 

accompanied by the mourners, who were responsible for 

cutting and carrying the wood to village. '3 Some scholars 

suggest that the transportation of the timber from the 

place of the dead to the place of the living symbolized the 

return to the community of the deceased whose images 

were subsequently carved on the door boards.14 The jour

ney of the dead to the forest and their return in the 

form of ancestor images is reflected in an incantation 

recited to the dead at the conclusion of the mourning 

rites : "Return now to the home of your maternal parents 

in the forest. Leave us. We loved you. We have made 

your portrait. "'5 

1. See Bou la 199oa, pp. 102-27, and Bou la 199ob. 

2. Sarasin 1929, p. 140; Bou la 199oa, p. 119. 

3. Boulay 199oa, p. 119. 

4. Ibid .; Bou la 199ob, p. 109. 

5. Boula 199oa, p. 119. 

6. Leenhardt 1937, pp. 98-99; Bou la 199oa, p. 119; 

Boula 199ob, p. 109; Kaufmann 1997, p. 230. Guiart 

identities the band specifically as the cord of a 

'"sling" wrapped about the head (Guiart 1953, p. 252). 

7. Guiart 1953, pp. 16, 22. 

8. Kaufmann 1997, p. 230. 

9. Boula 199oa, p. 126; Kaufmann 1997, p. 230. 
10. Kaufmann 199 , p. 230. The form of these geometric 

designs was distinctive to each region (Boula 199oa, 

p. 119; Bou la 199ob, p. 109). The designs on the 

present works-concentric herringbone motifs sur

rounding a central four-pointed ··star"-a re charac

teristic of examples from the northern region of 

Grande Terre (Sarasin 1929, p.141; Kaufmann 199 , 

p. 230; see Bou la 199oa, pp. 120, no. 42, 124, 

no. 46). 

11. Kaufmann 1997, p. 230. The preferred wood was 

houp (Montrouziera caulijlora) (Bou la 199oa, p. 119; 

Kaufmann 1997, p. 230). Since the boards were cut 

from a single plank , often obtained from a hollm 

tree, the largest door boards required a tree more 

than 6 ~, feet (2 meters) in diameter (Bou la 199oa, 

p. 125; Bou la 199ob, p. 110). 

12. Boulay 199oa, p. 126. 

13. Leenhardt 1937, pp. 33-35, and 1947, p. 233, cited in 

Boula 199oa, p. 126. 

14. Boula 199oa, p. 126. 

15. Leenhardt 1932, p. 229, cited in Bou la 199oa, p. 126; 

Guiart 1953, p. 16. 

Fig. 59. A chief's house in Pombia village, in northern Grande Terre, New 
Caledonia, 1911. The entrance is flanked by a pair of door boards depicting 
important ancestors, and the roof is crowned by an elaborately carved wood 
finial. Photo: A. B. Lewis. The Field Museum, Chicago (image CSA38152) 
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114. ENGRAVED BAMBOO CONTAINER 

(Kare u ta) 

New Caledonia, Kanak peoples 

Mid- to late 19th century 

Bamboo 

H. 45Yi in. (115.6 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of 

Mr. and Mrs. Robert W. Campbell, 1969 

1978.412 .1555 
Ex coll.: Robert W. Campbell (ca. 1964-69); Oregon Museum 

of Science and Industry, Portland; City of Portland Free 

Museum, Oregon 

Featuring lively compositions depicting both foreign and 

indigenous subjects, the engraved bamboo containers, 

known as kare u ta, of New Caledonia exhibit an anima

tion and spontaneity that contrast with the staid dignity of 

the region 's wood sculpture. Supernatural rather than 

mundane objects, kare u ta appear to have functioned pri

marily as containers for potent blends of magical plants 

whose powers protected the bearer from harm. 1 They may 

also have served as symbols of authority. When a male 

member of the community achieved the status of elder he 

was presented with a bamboo container during an investi

ture ceremony known as ka-kela-pa-iale (to hold the baton) 

and later carried the container as a mark of distinction.2 

As described in oral tradition , bamboo containers were 

also reportedly used by young men when courting: the 

abundance and perfection of the container's engraved 

designs gave the suitor an added air of distinction.3 

Fashioned from lengths of bamboo, whose nodes typi 

cally divide the overall composition into distinct vignettes, 

kare u ta were reportedly carved by a hereditary group of 

master engravers, who used stone, crustacean shell , and , 

later, metal blades to create intricate geometric and figu

rative compositions of great delicacy and precision .4 Artists 

fasted before beginning their work, in which they were 

believed to be assisted by ancestral spirits who revealed 

the designs to the engraver and guided his hand .5 In some 

cases more than one engraver is said to have worked on a 

single container.6 The engraved motifs were rubbed with a 

dark pigment prepared from burnt candlenuts, soot, or 

soil , to make the designs stand out boldly against the 

golden yellow of the bamboo.7 First recorded by European 

observers in the late eighteenth century, the art of bam

boo engraving appears to have formed part of New Cale

donia 's indigenous artistic traditions. However, all of the 

surviving kare u ta were collected between 1850 and 1920.8 

The images on the kare u ta appear to have been 

closely tied to New Caledonia 's rich oral literature, serving 
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as both illustrations and memory aids to speakers in story

telling or when recounting the achievements and misfor

tunes of the ancestors.9 Both figural compositions, such as 

those on the present work, and geometric patterns likely 

recorded episodes from specific narratives, but with one 

exception, their precise meanings have been lost.10 Figura

tive kare u ta frequently portray scenes of ceremonial or 

daily life in Kanak villages. 11 However, in the majority of 

cases their imagery shows direct evidence of Western con

tact. The engraved designs incorporate depictions of 

objects, such as knives, axes, and guns, that were intro

duced from the West as well as images of Europeans 

engaged in a variety of activities.12 New Caledonia was 

annexed by France in 1853 and remains under French 

political authority. The upper section of the present work 

depicts a military encampment from the early colonial 

period, including a group of foot soldiers, one with a 

French ftag ftying from his bayonet, being mustered by a 

bugler, under the gaze of a mounted officer. The subject 

of the central portion , by contrast, is entirely indigenous, 

showing a group of Kanak people engaged in fishing. 

In the lower section Europeans and Kanak intermingle, in 

some cases peaceably, in others apparently engaged in 

combat. 

1. Guiart 1953, p.13; Boulay 1993, p. 13; Burns 2002 , p. 19. 
2. Luquet 1926, pp. 24-25. The ceremony was also known as ba-ou

/ait (for the elders) (i bid .). 
3. Guiart 1953, p. 13; Boulay 1993, p. 19. 
4. Meta is 1979, p. 3, cited in Burns 2002 , p. 4; Bou la 1993, 

p. 13. 
5. Burns 2002, p. 4. 
6. Ibid., p. 5. 
7. Luquet 1926, p. 26 ; Boulay 1993, p. 13. 
8. Boulay 1993, pp. 24, 27. 
9. Sarasin 1929, p. 53; Lobsiger-Dellenbach and Lobsiger-Dellenbach 

1966, p. 81; Boulay 1993, pp. 17-18 ; Burns 2002 , p. 1. 

10. See Boulay 1993, pp. 20-22. 
11. See ibid ., pp. 36-62, 72-74. 

12. Ibid .. p. 24 ; Burns 2002, p. 5. 
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ISLAND SOU T H EAST AS I A 

he densely packed archipelagoes of Island 

Southeast Asia stretch in a broad , sweep

ing crescent off the coast of the Asian 

mainland, from the Andaman and Nico

bar islands in the west, across the islands 

of Indonesia , northward to the Philippines and Tai

wan, and eastward to the western tip of New Guinea . 

Today, the region embraces all or portions of the 

modern nations of Indonesia, the Philippines, Taiwan, 

Brunei, Timor-Leste (East Timar), Malaysia , and India. 

Throughout prehistory, these archipelagoes served as 

the route by which the peoples of the Asian mainland 

reached and moved on to colonize the islands of the 

Pacific. Island Southeast Asia 's first human settlers, 

also the ancestors of present-day Melanesians and Aus

tralian Aboriginals, arrived some fifty to sixty thou

sand years ago, and their descendants still live in 

remote areas of the region today. The vast majority of 

the region's peoples, however, are descended from 

settlers from a second great era of migration . Begin

ning about 3000 B.c. , peoples sharing a common 

ancestry with the contemporary populations of main

land Southeast Asia started to move into the region , 

supplanting or mixing with its earlier inhabitants and 

ultimately expanding eastward to colonize portions 

of Island Melanesia and the regions of Micronesia 

and Polynesia. 1 

Since remote prehistory, Island Southeast Asia 's 

peoples have practiced a diversity of indigenous artis

tic traditions. However, in contrast to the compara

tive isolation of other regions of Oceania , Island 

Southeast Asia-whose archipelagoes, rich in spices 

and other commodities, lie along ancient maritime 

trade routes connecting Asia with the broader world

has been a crossroads of cultures, religions, and artis

tic traditions for millennia. Chinese artists fashioned 

decorative objects and jewelry from rhinoceros horn 

Opposite: Detail, cat. no. 136 

and hornbill ivory from Borneo, while Borneo's own 

nobility assembled vast collections of Chinese ceram

ics, often transported hundreds of miles into the 

island 's densely forested interior. 2 Cloves, which until 

colonial times grew only on the fabled spice islands 

of what is today Maluku , in eastern Indonesia, were 

known to the ancient Romans.3 More than a thou

sand years later, the race to discover and control the 

sources of Indonesia 's spices drove much of the early 

European exploration of the Pacific. For centuries, 

successive waves of religious beliefs and political 

regimes, from Asia , the Middle East, and , subsequently, 

Europe, have passed through greater or lesser por

tions of the region , as first Hinduism and Buddhism, 

and finally Islam and Christianity, have been adopted 

by inhabitants. Today the vast majority of Island 

Southeast Asia 's peoples are Islamic or Christian 

and the preponderance of its art forms ultimately 

descended from introduced religious and artistic tra

ditions. However, the region 's archipelagoes are also 

home to a diverse array of ethnic groups who main

tain , or until recently maintained , their indigenous 

religions and artistic traditions, which ohen display 

marked affinities with those of indigenous peoples in 

neighboring regions of Oceania as well as on the 

Southeast Asian mainland . While drawing largely on 

local aesthetics, the regions indigenous sculptors, 

weavers, and other artists have also readily adopted , 

and adapted , foreign imagery from sources as varied 

as bronze objects from the Dong Son culture of Viet

nam, Indian trade cloths, and European coats of arms, 

masterfully reinterpreting and incorporating them in 

their own compositions. 

Island Southeast Asia 's indigenous peoples create 

or created , freestanding works in wood , stone and , in 

some areas, cast metal and often have highly devel

oped traditions of architectural sculpture. The subject 
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matter is typically religious in nature, representing 

deities, ancestors, spirits, and other supernatural 

beings. Ancestors, whether remote or recent , play an 

especially prominent role in religious and artistic tra

ditions across the region. Many of the animals that 

appear in the region 's art are fantastic composite crea

tures, which often served as supernatural guardians, 

such as the singa of the Batak (cat. nos. 117, 119) and 

the fearsome heads that adorned the seats of Ono 

Niha nobles (cat. no. 123) . 

Island Southeast Asia 's indigenous sculptors often 

live in isolated enclaves separated by hundreds, even 

thousands, of miles. However, in form and imagery 

their works often exhibit remarkable similarities 

across the region , suggesting that many of these tra

ditions share a common artistic ancestry. Human 

figures, for instance, are frequently depicted in a dis

tinctive seated or crouching position , with the legs 

drawn close to the body and the hands or forearms 

resting on the knees or raised to the chin . Such images 

appear throughout Island Southeast Asia , from Sumatra 

in the west, to Borneo, Maluku , the Philippines, and 

the western tip of New Guinea , as well as in some areas 

of the Southeast Asian mainland (see cat. nos. 122, 134, 

146, 147, 151 ). 

Island Southeast Asia is particularly renowned for 

the richness and variety of its textile traditions. Cre

ated by women and used by both sexes, textiles are, 

or were, created by virtually all the peoples of the 

region. Textiles play immensely varied roles, from 

everyday clothing to sumptuous festive garments, or 

as prized ceremonial trade cloths exchanged at mar

riage and other rites. Monumental textiles are used to 

demarcate sacred spaces, or serve as lavish symbols 

of wealth , prestige, and power. From the swaddling 

cloths that welcome infants into this world to the 

shrouds that enfold the dead , ceremonial textiles are 

an intrinsic part of life and death in many Island 

Southeast Asian societies. 

Island Southeast Asia is virtually the only region of 

Oceania to have any extensive metalworking tradi

tions.4 Working in gold, silver, iron , and a variety of 
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copper alloys, metalsmiths in the region primarily 

specialize in the creation of personal ornaments and 

implements, such as jewelry and weapons, although 

they also, more rarely, create metal sculpture (cat. no. 

120). Often believed to be imbued with potent super

natural power, gold ornaments, such as the delicate 

mamuli pendants of Sumba (cat. no. 142), serve in many 

societies as resplendent and enduring emblems of the 

wealth and social status of families and clans and are 

passed down for generations as heirlooms. These pre

cious and powerful objects often remain secreted , 

together with ceremonial textiles and other valu

ables, within the confines of the family or clan treas

ury, from which they are removed and displayed only 

on important occasions. 

As a region with a long history of foreign contact 

and , in places, foreign conquest, Island Southeast 

Asia in some ways experienced a lesser impact on its 

indigenous arts under Western colonialism than did 

other parts of Oceania . However, although the colo

nial powers allowed adherents of mainstream Asian 

religions to continue their religious practices, they 

actively sought to convert to Christianity those peo

ples who followed local indigenous religious practices. 

Today, the region 's indigenous peoples are predomi

nantly Christian, although some groups are Islamic. As 

a result, many of the region 's sculptural traditions, inti

mately connected with the earlier indigenous religious 

practices, have been abandoned or adapted for exter

nal markets. Although increasingly supplanted by the 

ready availability of commercial cloth , many of Island 

Southeast Asia 's indigenous textile traditions, now inte

grated into Christian and Islamic contexts remain cen

tral to ceremonial life and have continued unabated. 

Others have been revived or revitalized. The region 's 

metalsmiths also remain active in producing jewelry 

and other works. As in former times, Island Southeast 

Asia 's indigenous sculptors, weavers, and metalsmiths 

produce objects for local use. However, many of their 

works are destined for the Western art market, contin

uing the region 's longstanding tradition of trade with 

peoples from across the world. 



1. See Kirch 2000, pp. 91-93. 
2. Cammann 1951; V. King 1993, p. 106. 
3. Pliny, Natural History , bk. 12, chap. 7; Miller 1969, 

pp. 47-51. 
4. The only other area of Oceania where metalwork was prac

ticed before Western contact was a small number of com
munities at the westernmost tip of New Guinea , which 
like ly learned the technique from eastern Indonesian 
metalsmiths. 

115 . PUPPET HEAD (Si gale-gale) 

Indonesia, Sumatra, Toba Batak people 
Late 19th-early 20th century 
Wood, brass, lead alloy, water-buffalo horn, pigment 
H. 11 Y.i in. (28. 6 cm) 
Gift of Fred and Rita Richman, 1987 
1987-453.6 

116 . PUPPET (Si gale-gale) 

Indonesia, Sumatra, Toba Batak people 
Late 19th-early 20th century 
Wood, cloth, metal, pigment 
H. 21Yi in. (54.6 cm) 
Gift of Fred and Rita Richman, 1988 
1988.143.47 

The Batak people of the highlands of northern Sumatra 

work in virtually every medium , producing an enormous 

diversity of art forms, from monumental wood and stone 

sculptures to delicately carved ritual objects, metalwork, 

and textiles.' Perhaps the most distinctive Batak art form 

are the animated puppets known as si gale-gale, which are 

unique to the Toba Batak, one of six Batak subgroups. 2 

Among the most complex puppets in the world , si gale-gale 

are equipped with movable heads, bodies, and complex 

jointed limbs fashioned from wood and controlled by a 

complex system of internal strings and levers that allows 

the puppets to move in a lifelike manner.3 The puppets 

were mounted on the front end of a long, fiat box through 

which the strings passed , allowing the puppeteer, who sat 

behind the box, to manipulate the puppet from some dis

tance, giving the illusion that the figure was self-animated 

(see fig. 6o).4 Nearly lifesize, the main si gale-gale figure was 

at times accompanied by a second , smaller figure, of which 

catalogue number 116 may be an example.5 

Si gale-gale probably originated during the mid

nineteenth century, and the figures formerly played a spe

cific and poignant role in the funeral ceremonies of the Toba 

Batak.6 Ancestors had, and in many respects continue to 

have, a central place in Batak religion. 7 When an individ

ual died , his or her living soul , or tondi, became an ances

tral spirit, or begu, which , if his or her descendants 

performed the funeral rites correctly, enjoyed after death 

the same social prominence and wealth that he or she had 

when living. For a person to die childless, or to outlive his 

or her children , however, was a great tragedy, as without a 

child to perform the proper ceremonies his or her begu 

would be granted only an insignificant position in the 

spirit world. 8 This situation posed a threat to the commu

nity as well , since discontented begu could take vengeance 

on the living, bringing sickness or misfortune.9 For high

ranking individuals who died without issue, the Toba 

Batak created and used a si gale-gale as a substitute child 

to perform the necessary funeral rites for the deceased .10 

The puppets were either male or female, according to the 

gender of the dead .11 Deftly manipulated by the pup

peteer, the si gale-gale could gesture, dance, and even 

weep for its departed parent. 12 Today the puppets are no 

longer used for funerary purposes, but si gale-gale per

formances are still held as part of local cultural events or 

to entertain foreign visitors. 13 

With refined facial features, whose form may reflect the 

influence of Hindu-Javanese sculpture, the Metropolitan's 

si gale-gale head (catalogue number 115) is among the 

finest examples of its type and originally formed part of 

a near-lifesize puppet. 14 Analysis of the work reveals it to 

be a masterpiece of engineering as well as sculpture. It 

retains an elaborate internal mechanism controlled by 

strings (not visible in the accompanying photograph) that 

permitted the figure to extend a tablike tongue of wood. 

Flexible pockets of rubber, positioned behind each eye, 

originally held damp moss or wet sponges, which , when 

squeezed by another internal mechanism activated by the 

puppeteer, allowed the figure to weep for its departed 

parent.15 The expressive eyebrows are inlaid with water

buffalo horn ; the eyes are made from a lead-antimony 

alloy, and the pupils of resin ; and in the ears are the dis

tinctive brass ornaments known as sitepal.16 As such ear 

ornaments were worn by both sexes, it is uncertain whether 

the present head represents a man or a woman .1-

The smaller, complete puppet (catalogue number 116) 

is unequivocally male. It may have been an independent si 

gale-gale but is more likely an example of a second , more 

diminutive type of puppet that occasionally accompanied 

a larger si gale-gale figure (see fig. 60). Although it is now 

stripped of its adornments, the puppet when in use would 

have been dressed , like the lifesize si gale-gale, in the 

headcloth and garments appropriate to its gender.18 
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1. For a survey of Batak art forms, see Si beth 1991 . 

2. Ibid ., p. 79. 

3. Ibid. 
4. Feldman 1994, p. 29, figs. 21 , 22. 

5. Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 63 , no. 28. 
6. Sibeth 1991 , p. 79. The figures are first mentioned in European 

accounts in the late nineteenth century (Tichelman 1950, p. 8; 

Sibeth 1991 , p. 79). 
7. Although virtuall y all contemporary Batak are either Christian or 

Muslim, they continue to practice many ceremonies and other 
aspects of their earlier indigenous religions (Sibeth 1991 , p. 76 ; 

Taylor and Aragon 1991 , p. 97). 

8. Sibeth 1991 , p. 79. 
9. Ibid ., p. 67; Taylor and Aragon 1991 , p. 117; Capistrano-Baker 1994, 

p. 60, no. 27 . 
10. Si beth 1991 , p. 79; Taylor and Aragon 1991 , p. 109; Capistrano-Baker 

1994, p. 60 , no. 27. Some authors state that the puppet represents 
the deceased rather than the child (see Rodgers 1985, p. 321 , no. 
20). However, given , in particular, the ability of many si gale-gale 
to weep, it seems evident that it is the child who is depicted . 
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Fig. 60. A si gale-gale puppet belonging to 
Gajoes Roemahorbo, a Toba Batak raja 

(noble) from Garogo, in the Samosir region, 
performing in the 1930s. The hand of the 
puppeteer, holding the strings that control 
the puppet, is just visible at the far left of 
the image. The Metropolitan 's si gale-gale 

head (cat. no. 115) once formed part of a 
puppet similar to the larger example seen 
here. The complete puppet (cat. no. 116) is 
an example of a smaller type of si gale

gale, likely similar to the one that appears 
in front of the larger puppet in the photo. 
Photo: V. Coenraad-Uhlig. From Tichelman 
1939, pl. x 

11 . Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 60 , no. 27. A female example, collected 
by T. Adam in 1910- 12, is illustrated in Budaya Indonesia 1987, 

p. 267. 
12. Si beth 1991 , p. 79; Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 60 , no. 27; Feldman 

1994, p. 29 , fi gs. 21 , 22. 
13. Sibeth 1991 , p. 79; Taylor and Aragon 1991 , p. 109. 

14. Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 60, no. 27. 
15. Postulated during an earlier analysis (ibid .}, the existence of these 

features was confirmed and documented in 2006 by Amy Jones, 
Assistant Conservator in the Department of Objects Conservation at 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, as the puppet head was being con
served prior to installation in the Museum's new Oceanic galleries. 

16. Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 60, no. 27. There is some disagreement 
about the proper name for these ornaments: Si beth states that 
ornaments of this type were called sitepal or duri-duri, but Rodgers 
says they were known in the North Samosir area as simanjomak 
and elsewhere simply as ating-ating (earrings) (Si beth 1991 , p. 174, 

no. 235; Rodgers 1985, p. 321 , nos. 19, 20). 
17. Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 60 , no. 27. 
18. Ibid ., p. 63, no. 28. 
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117. POWDER HORN (Pa rpanggalahan ) 

Indonesia, Sumatra, Taha Batak people 

19th-early 20th century 

Water-buffalo horn, wood, metal 

L. 7''4 in. (18.4 cm) 
Gift of Fred and Rita Richman, 1988 

1988.143.139 

The Batak were quick to adopt many foreign goods and 

practices, including the use of gunpowder and firearms, 

both of which were likely in loca l use before the sixteenth 

century.' By the time the first Europeans described the 

Batak region , in the eighteenth century, the arts of shoot

ing and shooting magic were already highly developed. 

The books of ritual knowledge (see cat. no. 118) used by 

Batak datu (religious specialists) frequently contain both 

practical instructions on the use of the Batak's muzzle

loading flintlock guns and also rituals and magical formulas 

designed to supernatura lly enhance the effectiveness and 

accuracy of these cumbersome weapons.2 Although the 

guns were originally acquired through trade, gunpowder 

was manufactured from locally obtained sulfur and char

coal , combined with other compounds. 3 The efficacy of 

Batak gunpowder was further enhanced by the addition of 

shredded leaves collected during thunderstorms and herbs 

that had been harvested during earthquakes, which were 

believed to impart to the mixture the destructive powers 

of these potent natural phenomena.4 Gunpowder was typi

cally stored in large gourds, which were kept in the house.5 

However, high-ranking men carried a personal supply of 
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gunpowder in a carved powder horn , called a parpang

galahan , which was worn suspended around the neck on a 

cord or brass chain .6 The powder in the horns was used to 

charge the pan of the flintlock mechanism and was ignited 

by the flint as the trigger was pulled , causing the bamboo 

"cartridge" in the gun containing the bullet to fire.-

At once practical and symbolic objects, parpanggalahan 

were often intricately adorned to reflect the wealth and 

status of their owner. Although rendered on an intimate 

scale, the ornate surfaces of these powder horns evoke the 

elaborate designs and horror vacui typical of Batak archi

tectural carving.8 The surface of the present work is 

enveloped in ornate curvilinear designs that often extend 

beyond the body of the horn as decorative projections. 

These motifs flank a central , horned face, from which the 

object was originally suspended by a chain or cord fas

tened around the top or passed through the holes that 

appear in the curve of the horns. The face is that of a 

singa, a fantastic composite creature, combining the fea

tures of water buffalo, dragons, and other animals, which 

symbolized the owner's power and prestige and served as 

a su pernatu ra I protector. 9 

1. Kozak 1991, p. 106. 

2. Ibid . 

3. Capi strano-Baker 1994, p. 68, no. 32. 

4. Brenner 1894, p. 290, cited in Capi strano- Baker 1994, p. 68, no. 32. 

5. Giglio Ii 1893, p. 122. cited in Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 68, no. 32. 

6. Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 68, no. 32. 

7. Sibeth 1991, p. 158. 

8. Barbi er and ewton 1988, p. 222. 

9. Cap istrano-Baker 1994, p. 68, no. 32. 
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118. BOOK OF RITUAL KNOWLEDGE 

(Pustaha) 

Indonesia, Sumatra, Toba Batak people 
19th-early 20th century 
Wood, bast, resin ink, fiber 
H. 7V,, in. (19.7 cm) 
Gift of Fred and Rita Richman, 1988 
1988.143.133 

The Batak are one of only a handful of Pacific peoples who 

possessed a written language prior to Western contact. 1 

Ultimately derived from an Indian prototype, writing was 

introduced to the region centuries ago through contact 

with the Hindu kingdoms of Java or Sumatra , or perhaps 

directly by traders from lndia .2 Batak cosmology shows 

evidence of Hindu influences and Batak texts and religious 

terminology contain numerous words of Sanskrit origin.3 

Batak writing was understood and used solely by male reli

gious specialists, called datu in the Toba Batak language, 

and was primarily used to record hadatuon, the sacred 

knowledge and magical formulas required by the datu in 

performing rituals.4 The most powerful religious figures in 

Batak culture, datu were second in rank only to the village 

headman.5 In former times each datu possessed a book, 

known as a pushtaha, which contained the esoteric reli

gious knowledge and ritual instructions passed down to 

him by his predecessors.6 

The texts of the pushtaha were written on a single 

broad strip of paperlike bast, made from the inner bark of 

the alim tree treated with a rice-flour paste.7 Once the 

strip had been trimmed to the desired width, it was folded 

like an accordion to create individual "pages" for the texts; 
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the ends of the strip were attached to wood panels, which 

served as book covers.8 The texts were recorded in a resin

based ink and were read in columns from the top to the 

bottom of the page and from left to right.9 They were writ

ten continuously, without any punctuation or space 

between words.10 Many pushtaha are also extensively illus

trated with images of supernatural beings, ritual parapher

nalia , and related subjects. 11 

Rather than containing a fixed series of texts, pushtaha 

served essentially as notebooks in which , during his 

apprenticeship, the datu (or at times his teacher or a pro

fessional scribe) wrote down the information he thought 

necessary to correctly perform his duties.12 As a result , the 

books are somewhat idiosyncratic; although the texts they 

contain can be translated , they assume a prior familiarity 

with the subject matter that often makes them difficult to 

interpret precisely.13 Pushtaha are typically divided into 

several sections, each of which covers a specific topic. The 

opening pages generally record the names of the succes

sion of datu, often going back many generations, through 

whom the knowledge has been transmitted , ending with 

the individual who owned the book.14 The sections that 

follow are roughly divided by subject into benevolent 

magic, malevolent magic, ceremonial procedures, medi

cine and curing, and divination .15 They can contain 

instructions on subjects as diverse as the manufacture of 

amulets, the use of firearms, the preparation of medicines, 

and recipes for malevolent curries to be fed to creditors.16 

Reportedly of Toba Batak origin , the Metropolitan's 

pushtaha is as yet untranslated and its exact contents 

remain uncertain . Its profuse illustrations depict fantastic 

creatures that almost certainly represent supernatural 



rather than earthly beings. The front cover, like that of a 

number of pushtaha and other ritual paraphernalia , is 

adorned with the image of a lizard.17 This likely represents 

Boraspati Ni Tano, an agricultural deity associated with 

fertility who is manifest on earth in the form of a lizard.18 

Similar lizard images adorn the doors of Batak rice grana

ries. Because of their close association with Boraspati Ni 

Tano, lizards were presented with ceremonial offerings of 

rice, and killing them was strictly forbidden. 19 

1. Beyond the islands of western Indonesia, whose local scripts all 

derive from mainland Asian prototypes, the peoples of the Pacific 

had no written languages, with the sole exception of Rapa Nui 

{Easter Island), which developed an indigenous symbolic system 

whose precise nature and meaning remain uncertain (see Kjellgren 

2001 , p~76-78 , nos.48-5~. 

2. Kozak 1991, p. 100; Sibeth 1991 , p. 64; Taylor and Aragon 1991 , 

p. 108. Although each of the six Batak groups had its own alphabet, 

the texts are typically recorded in an archaic dialed of the Toba 

Batak language {Kozak 1991, pp. 102-3). 

3. Si beth 1991 , p. 64 ; Taylor and Aragon 1991 , p. 108. 

4. Kozok 1991 , pp. 100, 103; Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 57, no. 25. 

5. Taylor and Aragon 1991 , p. 113. 

6. Kozak 1991 , p. 103; Taylor and Aragon 1991 , p.117. The Balak term 

pushtaha is derived from the Sanskrit word pushtaka, meaning 

"book" or " manuscript" (Liebert 1976, pp. 231-32, cited in Taylor 

and Aragon 1991 , p. 109). 
7. The description of the manufacture of pushtaha given here is 

derived from Kozok 1991 , p. 102. Kozak identifies the alim as 

Aquilaria malaccensis (ibid .). 

8. Ibid . 

9. Ibid . 

10. Ibid . 

11. Ibid. ; Voorhoeve 1979-80, p. 63 ; Voorhoeve n.d. 

12. Voorhoeve 1979-80, p. 65 ; Kozak 1991 , pp. 100, 103; Taylor and 

Aragon 1991, p. 117. 

13. Kozak 1991 , p. 103. 

14. Voorhoeve 1979-80, p. 65. 
15. Manik 1973; Voorhoeve 1979-80, p. 65; Kozak 1991 , p. 103. 

16. Kozak 1991 , pp. 103, 106; Voorhoeve n.d ., p. [2]. 

17. See Voorhoeve n.d., pp. [1-2]; Si beth 1991, p. 66. 

18. Si beth 1991 , p. 66 ; Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 57, no. 25. 

19. Si beth 1991 , p. 66; Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 57, no. 25. 
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119 . CONTAINER FOR MAGICAL 

SUBSTANCES (Perm inangken [?]) 

Indonesia, Sumatra, Toba Batak people 
19th-early 20th century 
Wood, Chinese trade ceramic 
H. 13Yi in. (34.3 cm) 
Gift of Fred and Rita Richman, 1988 
1988.124.2a,b 

206 I OCEANIA : ART OF THE PACIFIC ISLANDS 

Before the widespread conver

sion of the Batak people to 

Christianity or Islam in the late 

nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, the pri

mary religious figures in their 

society were the male religious 

specialists known as datu . 

Together with his pushtaha 

(book of sacred knowledge; cat. 

no. 118) and ritual staff (cat. no. 

121), vessels containing magical 

substances formed an indispen

sable element of the datu's 

ritual paraphernalia .1 Such 

containers were fashioned from 

a variety of materials, such as 

horn , bamboo, and metal. Often, 

as here, they were made from 

Chinese trade ceramics. These 

objects were primarily used to 

hold pukpuk, the most potent 

supernatural substance in the 

datu's magical arsenal , which 

was most commonly derived 

from the body of a ritually slain 

human victim whose captured 

spirit (pangulubalang) served 

the datu as a supernatural 

helper.2 However, the instruc

tions for preparing pukpuk 

recorded in some pushtaha 

indicate that animals rather 

than humans could be used .3 

Endowed with powerful magi

cal properties, which could be 

harnessed for either protective or 

119 malevolent purposes, pukpuk 

was used to supernaturally 

enliven ritual objects, such as staffs and certain types of 

human images. The pukpuk was applied to the object 's 

surface or inserted into specially made holes that were 

later plugged with wood pegs to seal the power within. 4 

The materials and ornamentation of Batak containers 

reflect the enormous power and value of the substances 

they contained .5 The present work consists of a wood 

stopper, carved by a Batak artist, fitted to a seventeenth

or early-eighteenth-century green-glazed kendi, or water 

pot, from Fukien Province, in China .6 Traded extensively 



throughout Island Southeast Asia, ceramics from China, 

Vietnam, Thailand, and Japan were highly prized by 

many of the region's indigenous peoples.7 

The stopper depicts a human figure mounted on a 

horselike singa, a mythical creature associated with the 

nobility.8 Equestrian images in Batak art are linked with 

social prestige and supernatural power, and horses or 

horselike creatures often serve as mounts for supernatural 

beings and prominent ancestors.9 The present singa com

bines the head and neck of a horse, the horns of a water 

buffalo, and the legless body and tail of a bird or naga 

(serpent-dragon), and serves as a fearsome supernatural 

protector for its noble rider. 10 The ornate curvilinear 

designs that adorn the body may be purely ornamental , or 

perhaps they are intended to evoke the reptilian scales of 

the naga. In contrast to the ornate surface of his mount, 

the body of the rider is unadorned except for a small 

waistba nd and a headcloth , which flows gracefully back 

from his face as if blown backward by the wind created b 

the velocity of his supernatural steed. The rider may repre

sent the datu to whom the container belonged .11 If so, it is 

possible to speculate that the small human face that gazes 

back at the rider from the apex of the singa's horns repre

sents the datu's pangulubalang (spirit helper). 

1. These containers are also common I referred to as guri-guri or 
buli-buli, but sources differ as to the form of container associated 
\\ith these names (see Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 4 , no. 20 , n. 1 .. 

Sibeth (1991, pp. 140. 143) uses the term perminangken to refer 
genericall to containers of the form seen here. and I ha\e 
adopted his term. 

2. Si beth 1991 , pp. 18, 136, 138-45; Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 4 , 
no. 20. 

3 Although it also mentions humans. a recipe translated b oorhoe\ e 
lists numerous animal species that can be used in preparingpukpuk 
1 see Barbier and ewton 1988, p. 226, pl. 17). Kozak 11991, p. 106 
also notes that many pukpuk recipes include no mention of the 
use of a human victim. 

4. Feldman , personal communication, 1993; Capistrano-Baker 1994, 
p. 47, no. 20. Often left untrimmed , such pegs, or the pukpuk holes 
the once filled , are frequent! seen in Balak \\Ood sculpture. 

5. Feldman 1994, p. 33 , no. 4. 
6. Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 47, no. 20. The origin and date of the 

vessel were identified in consultation with James C. Y. \ att, 
Brooke Russell Astor Chairman in the Department of Asian Art, The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art (ibid., p. 48, n. 6). 

7. Ibid., p. 47, no. 20. 
8. Ta lor and Aragon 1991 , p. 100; Capistrano-Baker 1994 , p. 47, 

no. 20. 

g. Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 47, no. 20. 

10. Ibid ., pp. 47, 54 nos. 20 , 24 . 
11. Feldman 1994, p. 33, no. 4; Barbier and ewton 1988, pp. 60-63, 

226. 

120. FINIAL FROM A RITUAL STAFF 

(Tungkot malehat) 

Indonesia, Sumatra, Toba Batak people 

19th-early 20th century 

Copper alloy, resin 

H. 41
'1 in. (11 .4 cm) 

Gift of Fred and Rita Richman, 1988 

1988.143.141 

121. RITUAL STAFF (Tunggal panaluan) 

Indonesia, Sumatra, Toba Batak people 

19th-early 20th century 

Wood, fiber, hair 

H. 71 in (180.3 cm) 

Gift of Fred and Rita Richman, 1988 

1988.124.1 
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Batak datu (religious special

ists) frequently employed 

ritual staffs when perform

ing ceremonies. These staffs 

were of two types, the 

larger tunggal panaluan 

and the smaller, composite 

staffs known as tungkot 
malehat. Accounts of the 

use of tunggal panaluan 

indicate that the datu 
entered into a trance and 

danced and performed rites 

while holding the staff, 

whose supernatural pow

ers aided him in curing, 

divination , benevolent 

and malevolent magic, and 

other ritual procedures. 1 

The tungkot malehat were 

likely employed in a simi

lar manner. 

Carved from a single 

piece of wood , the tunggal 
panaluan depict a sequence 

of human and zoomorphic 

figures positioned one atop 

the other. The two figures 

at the top depict the leg

endary twins Si Adji Donda 

Hatahutan and his sister, Si 

Tapi Radja Na Uasan, to 

whose incestuous relation-

121 ship the origin and imagery 

of the tunggal panaluan can be traced . According to oral 

tradition , when the relationship was discovered the sister 

was sent away. Her brother soon found her and the two 

fled to the forest , where they encountered a tree known as 

pio-pio-tang-guhan, hung with ripe fruit. As Si Adji Donda 

Hatahutan climbed the tree to pick fruit for his sister, he 

was transformed into a wood image, which merged with 

the tree. His sister, following after him, met the same fate. 

Seeing that the twins had been entrapped , a succession of 

datu and animals attempted to rescue them. As they 

climbed , they, too, merged with the tree, below the ill

fated twins. The supernaturally charged tree was later cut 

down, becoming the first tunggal panaluan.2 

In catalogue number 121 , the brother, Si Adji Donda 

Hatahutan, stands proudly atop the staff, his head clad in 
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an elaborate turban surmounted by a plume of hair. His 

hands rest on his sister's head, and the two figures stand 

on a mythical elephant-like creature. A series of human 

figures and fantastic animals appears below, their sinuous 

bodies contorted into a variety of positions. 

In contrast to the tunggal panaluan , the tungkot male
hat were composite objects consisting of a shaft of wood 

or bamboo, often adorned with metal bands or incised 

with magical designs, surmounted by a separately created 

finial depicting a single human figure (fig. 61 ).3 The identity 

of the solitary human image, carved from wood or, occasion

all y, as here, cast from a brasslike alloy of copper, is uncer

tain .4 Both tunggal panaluan and tungkot malehat were 

reportedly made by the datu himsel f.5 However, it seems 

probable that the metal finials of tungkot malehat were 

produced by artisans who specialized in metal casting. 

A masterpiece of Batak metalwork, the present staff 

fin ia l (cat. no. 120) depicts a seated figure, clad in an 

elaborately ornamented ftowing headcloth and a band like 

necklace, whose delicate hands hold a cylindrical vessel .6 

His serene facial features and enigmatic smile suggest he 

may be in a trance. This, together with the vessel , which 

possibly represents a container for magical substances (see 

cat. no. 119), suggests that the figure portrays a datu in th e 

course of a ritual performance. The fi gure was created 

using the lost-wax process. Its delicate features were mod

eled in a mixture of wax and resin , over a core of cl ay 

mixed with rice straw or charcoal. The wax was subse

quently melted away, producing a hollow mold into which 

the molten metal was poured. 7 Cast hollow, this figure was 

later filled with a dark resinous material that is visible 

through the headdress and on the chest . This was almost 

certainl y a magical substance whose supernatural powers 

were intended to permeate the figure and the staff it once 

crowned , making it a formidable all y to the datu in the 

performance of his ceremonial duties.8 

1. See Si beth 1991 , pp. 137-38. 
2. Ib id., pp. 133-36; Ca pistrano-Baker 1994, p. 40, 

no. 16. 

3. Si beth 1991, p. 129; Capistra no-Baker 1994, p. 43, 

no. 17. 
4. Si beth 1991 , p. 129; Ca pist rano-Ba ker 1994, p. 43, 

nos. 17, 18. 

5. Si beth 1991 , p. 129. 
6. Ca pist rano-Baker 1994, p. 43 , no. 18. A fin ial fig

ure with nea rl y ident ica l features (though cast 
with a longer cylindrical base), stil l attached to 
its ori gina l sha ft is in th e collect ion of th e 
Vo lkenkund ig Museum Nusa ntara , in Del ft , the 

etherlands {Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 43, no. 
18 ; see Sta hr [1967], pp. 75, 78, no. 333). 

7. For an account of Balak metal casting, see 
Si beth 1991, p. 169. 

8. Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 43 , no. 18. 

Fig. 61 . Isaak Lumban Gaol 
{left), a Toba Batak raja 
(noble), accompanied by the 
datu Amo Batu holing Lum
ban Gaol in the Toba region, 
ca. 192 0. In his right hand 
the datu holds a tu ngkot 
malehat (ritual staff) with a 
finial similar to that of cat. 
no. 12 1. From Sibeth 1991, 

p. 126, fig. 14 9 
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122. ANCESTOR FIGURE (Siraha salawa or 
siraha nomo) 

Indonesia, northern Nias Island, Ono Niha people 
19th-early 20th century 
Wood 
H. 25 in. (63.5 cm) 
Gift of Fred and Rita Richman, 1987 
198J.453.3 

Situated off the coast of northern Sumatra , the island of 

Nias is home to a people who refer to themselves as Ono 

Niha and to their homeland as Tanb Niha.1 Culturally and 

artistically the island is divided into three discrete but 

related regions : North , Central , and South Nias. According 

to oral tradition all Ono Niha are descended from Hia , a 

single founding ancestor who descended to earth from 

Lowalangi (the upper world) and established humanity 

and society. 2 Like many indigenous Southeast Asian peo

ples, the Ono Niha are separated into hereditary nobility 

(salawa or si'ulu), who in some cases can trace their 

genealogy back to Hia , commoners (sihdnd or sato), and , 

u nti I the early twentieth century, slaves.3 Ancestors, espe

cia I ly those of noble families, play a central role in Ono 

Niha art and culture. The Ono Niha today are Christian , 

but in the past artists created a variety of ancestor images, 

known generically as adu, to contain ancestral spirits and 

to serve as intermediaries between the human and the 

supernatural worlds.4 By far the most numerous type was 

the adu zatua, a relatively small ancestor image, made 

after an individual 's death to contain his or her spirit, 

which was affixed to the wall of the house. The detail and 

artistic quality of these images often varied according to 

the social standing of the deceased .5 Larger, more refined 

ancestor images, such as the present work, were known as 

siraha salawa or siraha nomo and represented distant and 

i 11 ustrious ancestors, often the founders of noble fa mi I ies 

and lineages.6 Noble Ono Niha houses might contain many 

adu zatua, but each had only a single siraha salawa.7 

Restricted to the aristocracy, the siraha salawa was dis

played on a freestanding post in the largest room of the 

house. The potent ancestor it represented served as the 

supernatural guardian and protector of the household .8 

The style of the siraha salawa seen here, with the figure in 

a seated position and grasping a cup firmly with both 

hands, is typica I of North N ias. 9 As befits their exalted sta

tus, siraha sa/awa are shown wearing the elaborate golden 

crowns and other ornaments that are the prerogative of 

the highest-ranking nobles (see fig. 62). 10 The type and 

number of these ornaments indicate the gender of the 
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ancestor. In North Nias, male ancestors, like the present 

figure, are shown with a single earring in the right ear and 

a single bracelet on the right arm, whereas female ances

tors wear matching pairs of earrings and bracelets.11 The 

form of the central peaked crown on the head of this 

image echoes that of the large golden crowns commis

sioned by the nobility for owasa (feasts of merit) and after

ward worn on special occasions; the projections behind 

the crown , called ni'o woli woli, depict the coiled fiddle

heads of sprouting ferns.12 Ono Niha men were typically 

clean-shaven , and the figure 's pronounced facial hair 

almost certainly represents the ceremonial mustache (bu 

bawa ana'a) and beard fashioned from gold that were 

worn by high-ranking men on festive occasions.13 Around 

his neck the ancestor wears a kalabubu, a distinctive neck

lace that marks his prowess as a warrior and , in former 

122 



Fig. 62. Gadawu, the leader of Tabeloho village, North 

Nias, 1886. Clad in full ceremonial regalia, he wears lavish 

golden ornaments, including a high-peaked crown and a 

pleated gold necklace (ni fato-fato) similar to cat. no. 124. 
From Modigliani 1890, pl. xix 

times, was limited to men who had taken the head of an 

enemy.14 Decked in the glittering regalia of an aristocratic 

warrior, with his com pact, muscular body poised as if to 

spring forwa rd on a moment's notice, this figure embodies 

all the qua li ties of the siraha silawa as the revered and 

powerfu l protector of a noble house. 

1. Feldman 1985a, p. 45. 

2. Ibid ., p. 34. 

3. Ibid. , p. 45; Feldman 1988, pp. 36-37. 

4. Feldman 1985a, p. 46; Feldman 1990, p. 24 ; Capistrano-Baker 

1994, p. n no. 37; Ziegler and Viaro 1998, pp. 68, 70. 

5. Feldman 1985a, p. 51. 

6. Ibid. , p. 50. 

7. Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. n no. 37. 

8. Feldman 1985a, pp. 48, 50. 

9. Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. n no. 37. These features are seen in all 

such images from North Nias. However, Capistrano-Baker notes 

that seated figures holding bowls are described in one early Ger

man source (Horsky 1942, pp. 378-79, pl. 23, fig. 1) as having been 

widespread in South Nias as well (Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. n 
no. 37). 

10. Feldman 1985a , p. 48. 

11 . Ibid. , p. 47. 

12. See Feldman 1990, pp. 200-201 , nos. 21 , 24. 

13. De Moor 1990, pp. 107, 109, pl. 129; Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. n 
no. 37 . 

14. Rodgers 1985, p. 319; Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. n no. 37. 

123 . RITUAL SEAT FOR A NOBLE (Osa 'osa ) 

Indonesia, Nias Island, central region, Gomo and 

Tae River area, Ono Niha people 

19th century 

Stone 

H. 27}4 in. (69.2 cm) 

Gift of jean Paul and Monique Barbier-Mueller, 1988 
1988.125.1 

The art of Nias Island is notable for the scale and variety 

of its monumenta l stone scu lpture. Whereas the island 's 

wood figures, such as catalogue number 122 , typically hon

ored the dead, its stone sculpture pr imari ly celebrated 

the achievements of the living.' Stone scu lptures ranged 

from immense slabs and pillars to human figures, seats 

of honor, and raised circu lar platforms on which noble

women danced at festivals .2 Created to honor nobles of 

either sex, stone sculptures were commissioned by aristo

cratic men as part of the ceremonial requirements of 

owasa (feasts of merit).3 The owasa consisted of a pre

scribed sequence of feasts, each of which elevated its 

noble sponsor to a progressively higher social rank. Each 

owasa required the slaughter and distribution of large 

numbers of pigs and the commissioning of the appropri

ate artworks in the form of stone sculpture and gold 

ornaments.4 The stone monuments commissioned for 

the owasa were erected near the sponsor's house on the 

central plaza of the village as a permanent symbol of 

the sponsor's status.5 

Ceremonial stone seats (osa 'osa) depicting fearsome 

supernatural creatures, are unique to Central Nias. 6 Proba

bly originally inspired by large zoomorphic sedan chairs 

(also called osa 'osa) made from wood and used to carry 

nobles on festive occasions, the massive stone seats were 

carried on ly once during the owasa for wh ich they were 

created and afterward served as stat ionary seats of honor 

for high-ranking aristocrats at feasts and other important 

occasions.7 Ono Niha stone carvers produced several vari

eties of osa 'osa, which often have multiple names, describ

ing their form and imagery. The present work is known by 

three names, each of which emphasizes a different aspect 

of its nature.8 Broad ly speaking, it is a si sara bagi; this 

name indicates that the creature depicted has one (as 
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opposed to three) monstrous heads.9 It is also called a 

gogowaya (hornbill); this large forest bird was symbolic of 

Lowalangi (the upper world) in Ono Niha cosmology.10 How

ever, the hornbill here is depicted not with the features of a 

single species but as a mythical animal that combines the 

legs and teeth of a feline or crocodile (a creature associated 

with the underworld, Latu re Dano) with the antlers of a 

deer and the beak, crest, and tail of a hornbill.11 The result 

is a monstrous composite beast, whose disparate anatomy 

unites the upper world and the underworld to create a 

ferocious supernatural guardian for its noble occupant, a 

role emphasized by the warrior's necklace (kalabubu) that 

it wears around its throat.12 This type of osa 'osa is also called 

a /ae/uo (the leaves in the sun), a metaphorical reference 

to its aristocratic sponsor whose personal resplendence 

illuminates the village like sunlight shining on the leaves 

of trees.13 
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1. Ziegler and Viaro 1998, p. 70. 
2. For an overview of Ono Niha stone sculpture, see Ziegler and Viaro 

1998. 
3. Ibid. , p. 55 ; Barbier and Newton 1988, p. 198, pl. 3. The Ono Niha 

today are Christians, but some types of stone monuments are still 

erected as part of ceremonial feasts (Ziegler and Viaro 1998, p. 74). 

4. Ziegler and Viaro 1998, p. 44. 

5. Feldman 1988, p. 39. 
6. Ibid ., p. 34 ; Ziegler and Viaro 1998, p. 55. 

7. Feldman 1988, pp. 37- 38. 
8. Feldman , personal communication , 2003. 

9. Ibid. 

10. Rodgers 1985, p. 82 ; Richter 2000, p. 161. 

11. Feldman 1985a, p. 54 ; Rodgers 1985, p. 82. 

12. Rodgers 1985, p. 82; Feldman 1990, p. 194, no. 10; Ziegler and 

Viaro 1998, p. 56. 

13. Hammerle 1984, p. 610; Feldman 1988, p. 39. 



124 . NECKLACE (Nifato-fato , ni ' ohalagae , or 
kalambagi ) 

Indonesia, Nias Island, Ono Niha people 
Late 19th-early 20th century 
Gold alloy 
W. 10-Ys in. (27 cm) 
Gift of John B. Elliott through the Mercer Trust, 2000 

2000.160.21 

Golden ornaments were among t he most prestigious sym

bols of wealth and status among the Ono Niha people of 

Nias Island . Large go lden ornaments were restricted to the 

nobility, but commoners were permitted to wear smaller 

ornaments of a redd ish go ld alloy.1 Like the island's monu

mental stone scu lpture (cat. no. 123), golden ornaments 

were initia ll y created as ceremonia l accoutrements for 

owasa (feasts of merit), and the scale and splendor of the 

golden ornaments that an individual was able to commis

sion and wear served as powerful symbols of his or her sta

tus.2 Crowns, earrings, necklaces, and even false mustaches 

of gold were among the regalia worn by nobles on all 

important occasions (see fig . 62). Such ornaments as part 

of chiefty attire were so intimately associated with their 

owners that they could act as stands-ins when the owner 

could not be physically present at an event.3 

In Ono Niha cosmology, gold was associated with 

Lowalangi (the upper world) 

and believed to be ultimately 

supernatural in origin , having 

been first brought to the island 

in ancient times by a mytho log

ical deer.4 Its immediate origins 

were more earthly, for much of 

the gold used in Ono Niha jew

elry was obtai ned through the 

sa le of slaves to traders from 

neighboring Sumatra , unti l the 

practice was out lawed by Dutch 

co lonial authorit ies in the early 

twentieth century.5 Endowed 

with potent magical properties, 

gold was both coveted and 

dangerous.6 Newly fashio ned 

gold ornaments were believed 

to be so "hot" with su pernatu 

ra I power that they had to be 

ritually "coo led" before it was 

safe to wear them . In the past, 

a freshly created set of orna

ments for a high nob le wou ld 
124 

initially be worn by a slave, whose body absorbed their 

destructive energy.-

Elegant in its simplicity, this exquisite necklace was once 

among the treasu res of a noble Nias famil y. Consisting of a 

broad , tapering crescent of pleated gold with a simple 

hooked clasp at the back, necklaces of this type were for

merly made throughout the island . In Central Nias they 

were worn by men and called ni'oha/agae, a name that 

compares their delicate pleats to the subtly ribbed leaves of 

banana trees. In the north , where they were also a male 

ornament, they were ca ll ed nifato-fato . In South Nias, how

ever, such necklaces, known there as kalambagi, were worn 

by both men and women , and their subtle pleats were at 

times accented with ftoral or geometric motifs.8 

1. Richter 2000 , p. 161. The orn aments of the nobilit were also fash 
ioned from alloys ra ther than pure go ld , but th eir higher gold co n
tent gave them a brighter appea rance (ibid.). 

2 . Ib id.; De Moor 1990, pp. 107, 111 . 

3. Feldman 1989, pp. 2 04-5 , 211 - 12. 

4. De Moor 1990 , pp. 107, 112 . 

5. Ibid ., p. 107 ; Ziegler and Viaro 1998 , p. 56 . 

6 . De Moo r 1990, p. 11 2 . 

7. Ib id., pp. 126- 27; Richter 2000 , p. 161. Th e slave was typica lly 
kill ed to mark th e concl usion of th e "coo ling" process (De Moor 
199 0 , pp. 126- 27; Richter 2000 , p. 161). 

8 . De Moor 1990 , p. 117 . 
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125. WOMAN'S HEADDRESS 

Indonesia, Sumatra, Minangkabau people 
19th-early 20th century 
Wood, gold leaf 
W. 10 /4 in. (26 cm) 
Gift of Fred and Rita Richman, 1988 
1988.143.120 

126. BRACELET 

Indonesia, Sumatra, Minangkabau people 
19th-early 20th century 
Wood, gold leaf, paint 
W. s-Yi in. (14.6 cm) 
Gift of Fred and Rita Richman, 1988 
1988.143.121 

This gilded headdress and bracelet were resplendent ele

ments of the elaborate ceremonial attire worn by women 

and young girls among the Minangakabau people of west

ern Sumatra . Fashioned from wood , the headdress (cat. 

no. 125) faithfully reproduces the soft contours and com

plex patterns of a woman 's folded headcloth (tangkuluak). 1 

The artist has rendered in detail each of the overlapping 

layers of fabric , including the loose ends that drape down 

the back. The intricate, gilded relief carvings reproduce 

the patterns of Minangkabau textiles, whose lavish geo

metric designs are executed in gold thread .2 
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The distinctive biconical form of the headdress repre

sents the horns of the water buffalo (kabau), an animal 

central to the Minangkabau identity and culture. Although 

the Minangkabau have been Muslims since the sixteenth 

century, they practice Islam in accordance with the princi

ples of their indigenous cultural institutions, known as 

adaik.3 The name Minangkabau means, literally, "victori

ous water buffalo"-a reference, according to oral tradition, 

to an epic battle between the local people and invading 

forces from the Majapahit Empire, which ruled the neigh

boring island of Java from the late thirteenth to the early 

sixteenth century. Rather than engage in battle, the lead

ers of both sides agreed to settle the tight through a ritual 

combat between two water buffalo. The Majapahit army 

selected a strong bull to be their champion , and the 

Minangkabau chose a hungry calf. During the contest, the 

calf, armed with knives strapped to the top of its head, 

attempted to nurse from the huge bull , stabbing it to death.4 

A symbol of the Minangkabau victory, the paired horns of 

the water buffalo are a motif that appears widely in 

Minangkabau art, from the form of women 's headdresses 

to the steeply curving, double-peaked roofs of houses.5 

Headcloths, or their wood counterparts, were essential 

elements of a woman 's ceremonial attire, which also 

included a shoulder cloth , a tunic or blouse, and an ankle

length skirt, as well as a variety of jewelry (see fig. 63). Like 
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the headdress, the brace let shown here (cat. no. 126) is 

made from gilded wood , and it , too, replicates the features 

of another medium-in this case, metalwork. It is carved 

in the form of the bracelets known as a galang gadang, 

and its intricate surface designs reproduce the delicate 

patterns of hollow bracelets constructed from thin sheets 

of hammered gold.6 Such bracelets were worn by young 

women and girls; a mother passed down her bracelets to 

her daughter when the child was about nine years old .

Bracelets were typically worn in pairs, one on each arm. 

However, at her wedding, a young woman might wear as 

many as eight or nine, the larger bracelets, such as galang 

gadang, on the right arm and smaller types on the left .8 As 

in all Minangkabau art, the individual motifs that adorn 

the bracelets have, or once had, specific meanings.9 The 

lozenge-shaped motifs on the present work represent saik 

galamai, ceremonial cakes that are cut into small pieces of 

a similar shape. As the preparation of saik galamai requires 

several individua ls, the lozenge-shaped design alludes to 

the importance of cooperation in all endeavors. '0 

1. Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 71, no. 30; Summerfield and Summer
field 1999, pp. 143, 146. 

2. Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 71 , no. 30. 
3. Summerfield and Summerfield 1991, p. 9. According to Minangk

abau belief, Islam prescribes what must be done and adaik speci
fies how to do it {ibid ., p. 10). 

4. Peebles 1991, p. 6. 
5. Summerfield and Summerfield 1991, p. 10; Capistrano-Baker 1994, 

p. 71, no. 30. 

6. See Aritin 1999, pp. 272 , 288-92. 
7 Maass 1910, p. 264 ; Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 73, no. 35. See also 

Arifin 1999, pp. 288-89. 

8. Arifin 1999, p. 288. 

Fig. 63. A group of Minangk
abau men and young women 
in festive attire, ca. 1874. Two 
young women in the front 
row wear headdresses and 
bracelets similar to the exam
ples in cat. nos. 125 and 126. 
Print made after a photo
graph published in Berichte 
der Rheinische Missionsge
sellschaft, March 1874- From 
Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 73 

9. Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 73, no. 35. 
10. Kartiwa 1984, pp. 73-74; Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 73. no. 35. 

127. CEREMONIAL BANNER (Palepai maju ) 

Indonesia, Sumatra, south-central Lampung region 
Probably 18th century 
Rattan, ceramic and glass beads, cloth, nassa shells 
48 '·, x 162 in. (123 x 412 cm) 
Gift of Anita E. Spertus and Robert}. Holmgren, in honor of 
Douglas Newton, 1990 
1990.335.28 

Sumptuous symbols of wealth and aristocratic privilege, 

the ceremonial banners, or pa/epai, of the Lampung 

region of southern Sumatra reflect the enormous riches 

brought to the region through trade in pepper, which grew 

in abundance.' Ownership of the palepai was restricted to 

the leaders of high-ranking noble families and clans. 2 Dis

played on the right wall of the inner room of noble houses, 

the pa/epai served as a backdrop for the principal figure 

during important rites of passage, such as the naming of a 

child , circumcision, marriage, funerals, and ceremonies 

marking advancements in social rank.3 The most wide

spread images on palepai, as here, are stylized ships

otherworldly conveyances whose use was perhaps sym

bolic of the transition of the individual from one state to 

another. Because of this imagery, pa/epai and the smaller 

ritual textiles known as tampon (cat. no. 128) are often 

Island Southeast Asia J 215 



referred to collectively as "ship cloths."4 Like tampon, the 

vast majority of palepai are woven from cotton , their 

complex designs rendered in supplementary weft, through 

the use of red, blue, yellow, and metallic threads of cot

ton or silk. 

The present work was likely used in a manner similar 

to cloth palepai. However, it is one of only a few known 

examples made from beads attached to a foundation of 

plaited rattan. 5 Obtained through trade, the large old 

ceramic and glass beads used in its construction come 

from both Asian and European sources.6 Beads in Lam

pung were an exceedingly valuable commodity and were 

typically used sparingly, applied to the surfaces of belts, 

small boxes, and , in rare instances, tampan .7 Encrusted 

with some 150 pounds (70 kilograms) of beads, the present 

work would have been of virtually incalculable value.8 This 

extravagant display of aristocratic wealth , analogous to a 

banner encrusted with jewels, could have been owned 

only by a local ruler or a noble of the highest rank. 9 

Set against a background which seems to shift from a 

starry night at the left to a bright blue sky at the right, two 

monumental boats converge on a central mountain or 

tree, which is borne on a smaller vessel. Sinuous, flamelike 

forms emanate from every motif, creating a vibrant energy 

which seems poised to burst from the confines of the com

position.10 The imagery reflects strong artistic influences 

from the island of Java , which lies just across the narrow 

Sunda Strait from Lampung. The central form resembles 

the mountain- or tree-shaped forms, known as gunungan 
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or kayon, which are the focal point of Javanese wayang 

(puppet) performances. 11 The vessel on the left carries a 

shrine or sacred structure with closed double doors, and 
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its form , too, recalls that of a Javanese kayon. 12 The ship on 

the right supports a winged edifice, which resembles the 

intricately carved back panels of Lampung pepadon (seats 

of merit), which served as ceremonial thrones.13 Pepadon 

were an exclusive prerogative of aristocrats who had 

achieved the highest rank through sponsoring a progres

sive series of feasts associated with life-passage rites, and 

they were used by their illustrious owners on important 

occasions.14 The individual capable of amassing the vast 

resources required to create the monumental beaded pale

pai seen here would almost certainly have obtained the 

right to sit upon such a throne. 

1. Gittinger (1979) 1990, p. 79; Khan Maj I is 1991 , p. 87. 

2. Gittinger (1979) 1990, p. 91. 
3. Ibid. ; Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 86, nos. 36-39; Khan Majlis 

1991, p. 87; Gittinger 2005 , p. 24. 
4. Gittinger (1979) 1990, p. 88. 
5. A number of smaller beaded textiles, such as tampon , are docu

mented from the Lampung region (see Holmgren and Spertus 

1989, pp. 86, 93 , nn . 6, 7). However, none is equal in scale or mag
nificence to the present work. 

6. I bid ., p. 87, no. 38. 
7. Ibid ., pp. 86-87. 
8. Ibid ., p. 87. 
9. Ibid . 

10. Ibid ., p. 86. 
11. Ibid ., pp. 86-87. 
12. Ibid ., p. 87. 
13. Ibid . 

14. Gittinger (1979) 1990, p. 79. 



128. RITUAL TEXTILE (Tampan ) 

Indonesia, Sumatra, Lampung region, southern coast, Piya, 

Wai Ratai, Lampung Bay, Pasisir (coastal} peoples 

19th century 

Cotton 

31 x 28Yi in. (79 x 73 cm) 
Gift of Anita E. Spertus and Robert). Holmgren, in honor 

of Douglas Newton, 1990 

1990.335.22 
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The ritual textiles known as tampon, created by women of 

the pasisir (coastal) peoples of the southern coast of the 

Lampung region of Sumatra, are masterworks of the weaver's 

art; though intimate in scale, they are stunning in the bold

ness, sophistication , and detail of their imagery. Tampon 

were an indispensable element of ceremonial life, displayed 

and exchanged as part of all major rites of passage, from 

rituals marking the birth and naming of a child to funer

als, at which they served as a ritual pillow for the head of 

the deceased.' They were, and in some cases remain , an 

------·----
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essential item in Lampung marriage ceremonies.2 Wedding 

ceremonies today often include only a single tampon, but 

in the past, for marriages between wealthy families, more 

than one hundred tampon might form part of the ceremo

nial gifts presented by the family of the groom to the fam

ily of the bride.3 During the ceremony tampon also served 

to wrap specially prepared food , and among the Serawai 

subgroup, a tampon also formed part of the symbolic "tree 

of life," which was ritually destroyed at the conclusion of 

the ceremony (see fig. 64). 4 Tampon were woven and used 

by both aristocratic and ordinary families, but the ornate 

examples produced by pasisir weavers (tampon pasisir) 

were a sumptuous prerogative of the nobility. 5 

Rich in pepper and lying along the Sunda Strait , a cru

cial trade route since antiquity, Lampung has long been a 

crossroads of cultures, and richly layered artistic influences 

are evident in the region 's art. In their form , composition , 

and technique, tampon are similar to textiles produced by 

some Buddhist , or formerly Buddhist, peoples in Myan

mar, Thailand , Laos, and southern China .6 The lndianized 

imagery of the tampon pasisir probably reflects the influ

ence of the art of the Buddhist Srivijaya empire (ca . A. D. 650-

1400), which flourished just north of Lampung, as well as 

the kingdoms of the island of Java , immediately to the 

east. 7 Rigged with sails of joined mats and steered with 

exterior rudders, which are distinctive to Indonesian and 

south Asian vessels, the fanciful ships that adorn the tam

pon pasisir may recall the features of the huge trading 

ships that plied the seas in precolonial times.8 Depicted in 

cross section , with all their internal features visible, many 

of the ships are virtual floating palaces. In the present 

work a single figure, evidently a person of importance, lies 

in a cabin at the left, accompanied by an attendant. In the 

central cabin , a group of musicians play gongs and other 

instruments similar to those of a Javanese gamelan orches

tra .9 A group of men with kris (ceremonial daggers) stuck 

into their belts appear to stand guard on deck. A multi

tude of banners wave from the vessel , and the skies over

head are filled with fantastic, birdlike creatures. The sea , 

too, abounds with life, including fish , octopuses, sea tur

tles, a crab, and a strange reptilian creature, possibly a 

crocodile, which appears poised to surface beneath a 

smaller boat, towed behind the main vessel. Replete with 

images of abundance and regal ease, the tampon reflects 

an idealized world of opulence, beauty, and fecundity to 

which its noble owner likely aspired . 

1. Gittinger (1979) 1990, p. 23; Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 72; 

Khan Maj I is 1991 , p. 87; Gittinger 2005, p. 26. 

2. Gittinger (1979) 1990, pp. 23, go. 
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3. Gittinger 1976, pp. 211 - 13; Gittinger (1979) 1990, pp. 23 , 88. 

4. Gittinger 2005, p. 31. 

5. Holmgren and Spertu s 1989, p. 72 , nos. 29-32. 

6. Gittinger 1989, pp. 224- 39, cited in Kh an Maj I is 1991 , p. 86 ; 

Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 76; Khan Maj I is 1991 , p. 87. 

7. See Holmgren and Spertu s 1989, pp. 74-76. 

8. Ibid ., p. 74. 

g. Ibid ., p. 72. 

129. WOMAN'S CEREMONIAL SKIRT (Tapis) 

Indonesia, Sumatra, Lampung region 

18th century or earlier 

Cotton, silk 
52 x 52 in. (132.1x 132.1 cm) 
Gift of Ernest Erickson Foundation, 1988 

1988.104.1 

Opulent symbols of wealth and power, the lavishly embroi 

dered women 's skirts, or tapis, of the Lampung region of 

Sumatra reflect the riches brought to the region through 

trade. Worn only by aristocratic women , tapis were flam

boyant elements of ceremonial attire, possession of which 

marked the wearer as a woman of importance.1 The ornate 

skirts were particularl y associated with marriages, where 

they added to the splendor of the prodigious quantities of 

ceremonial textiles that were worn and displayed at aristo

cratic weddings (see fig . 64), which , for the wealthiest, 

might last three or four days. 2 When not in use, the skirts 

were carefully preserved and often passed down within 

noble families as treasured heirlooms. 

Tapis were worn as tubular garments: the ends of the 

textile (the right and left edges of the present work) were 

sewn together to create a cylindrical skirt, which the 

woman stepped into and drew upward around her body, 

securing it at the waist. The seam of the present example 

has been opened , making it possible to view the design in 

its entirety. There are several types of tapis, which occur in 

both brown and red palettes. The brown variety, of which 

this work is among the finest examples, presents a study 

in textural and compositional contrasts. The backgrounds 

consist of subtle dark brown cotton cloth adorned with 

lacelike ikat designs in white, the natural color of the undyed 

thread . This soft, muted background is offset by two broad 

bands of lustrous silk embroidery with vigorous curvilinear 

designs that stand out boldly from the somber tones of 

the surrounding fabric. The significance of the enigmatic 

amoeba-like forms that dominate the silk embroidery is 

uncertain . However, the motifs may represent highly styl

ized human images.3 Some, as here, have smaller anthro

pomorphic images within them, perhaps symbolic of 
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Fig. 64. A Lampung wedding ceremony 
for two noble couples, early 1900s, 
showing the extravagant quantities of 
textiles displayed at such events. Each 
couple sits on a raised platform 
beneath a canopy of textiles. Between 
the platforms stand a group of 
women, many of whom wear ornate 
tapis (ceremonial skirts). A ceremonial 
"tree of life," hung with textiles, bas
kets, and mats, is at the left. At the 
close of the ceremony the tree would 
be ritually dismantled, and its compo
nents distributed as gifts. From 
Gittinger (1979) 1990, p. 36, fig. 12 
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unborn generations.4 These images, together with the 

fo liage-like forms that appear to sprout from them, suggest 

associations with fecundity and the perpetuation of life. 5 

1. Gittinger 2005, p. 26. 

2. Gittinger (1979) 1990, p. 79; Gittinger 2005, p. 26. 

3. Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 94. 

4. Ibid . 

5. Ibid . 

130. CEREMONIAL TEXTILE (Dodot bangun 

tulak alas alasan) 

Indonesia, central Java, Surakarta, Javanese people 
19th or early 20th century 
Cotton, gold leaf, adhesive 
84 x 156 in. (213.4 x 396.2 cm) 
Purchase, The Fred and Rita Richman Foundation Gift, and 
funds from various donors, 2007 
2007-251 
Ex coll.: jack Lenor Larsen, New York 

In the past dodot were used exclusively in the courts of 

central Java , where they were restricted to members of the 

roya l family, high-ranking aristocrats, and court dancers. 1 

Measuring up to fifteen feet (4.6 meters) long by eight feet 

(2 .5 meters) wide, the enormous dodot cloths of central 
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Java are worn by both sexes as ceremonial dress. 2 The 

cloths are worn in a variety of ways, depending on court 

fashion and etiquette. Men wear dodot as a knee-length 

waistcloth over a pair of trousers, whereas women wear 

them as full-length dresses (see fig. 65). 3 Today dodot are 

used in a number of contexts but figure most prominently 

at noble weddings, where they are worn as ceremonial 

attire by both the bride and the groom.4 Involving elaborate 

ritual and protocol , the various rites of courtly Javanese 

weddings take place, or took place, over the course of 

several weeks, culminating in a ritual meeting between 

the bride and groom at the threshold of the sacred nup

tial bedchamber.5 

The Javanese have been Muslims since the seventeenth 

century. However, the colors, composition , and designs of 

dodot (and other textiles) often , as here, incorporate sym

bolism, imagery, and aesthetics derived from earlier, 

indigenous cosmologies. 

Artists in the past created several forms of dodot, 

employing a number of decorative techniques and a vari

ety of patterns. The designs on the present work, known 

specifically as a dodot bangun tulak alas alasan, were pro

duced using two distinct techniques.6 The center of the 

textile is occupied by a large, scalloped , diamond-shaped 

motif in undyed white cloth , created using a stitch resist 

technique, which prevented the center from absorbing the 



deep indigo dye that covers most of the tex

tile.7 The contrasting white and blue-black 

colors are considered especially propitious, 

symbolizing opposing but complementary 

phenomena in the cosmos, such as life and 

death , beginning and end , and male and 

female. 8 Textiles bearing these colors were 

often believed to afford supernatural pro

tection to the wearer. 9 

The indigo sections are decorated with 

an intricate gilded design known as the alas 
alasan (forest Ii ke) pattern ; its gracefu I 

images of plants and animals were created 

using the pinarada mas technique, in which 

the motifs are drawn freehand in glue and 

overlaid with gold leaf.10 In the present 

work, those areas that would have been 

concealed by the folds of the textile when 

worn have been left undecorated .11 The 

overall composition of the textile is sym

bolic of the whole of creation. According to 

one Javanese interpretation, the central 

diamond-shaped field represents a pool of 

water fed by a spring at its exact center, and 

its corners signify the four cardinal direc-

tions.12 The indigo portions portray the land , covered by a 

lush , idealized forest whose denizens appear within the 

intricate alas alasan pattern . Incorporating birds, mam

mals, reptiles, and insects as well as fantastic creatures 

who lurk within its dense golden undergrowth, the alas 
alasan pattern symbolizes fertility and procreation and 

may also have a protective function. 13 

The rites and ceremonial textiles at Javanese weddings 

at once celebrate the rebirth of the bride and groom into 

the next stage of life and, on a broader scale, symbolically 

reenact the creation of the cosmos with its associated 

notions of fecundity.14 As the bride and groom are dressed , 

the dodot is wound layer upon layer around the body, 

enveloping each of them in the powerful cosmological and 

fertility symbols that adorn the cloths, making the wed

ding couple, metaphorically, the center of the idealized 

world depicted in the textile.15 In recent times commoners 

have been permitted to wear dodot as wedding attire, but 

in other contexts the right to wear the cloths remains the 

prerogative of the ru Ii ng el ite.16 

1. Fraser-Lu 1986, p. 23; Maxwell 2003, p. 134, no. 194. 

2. Fraser-Lu 1986, p. 23; Achjadi 1989, p. 155. 

Fig. 65. Two Central Ja vanese nobles wearing dodot in the man
ner adopted by women and by men, early 20th cen tury. At the 
left a noblewoman (a princess or the wife of a ruler) wears the 
cloth as a full-length dress, whereas at the right a noble bride
groom wears the dodot as a waistcloth over a pair of trousers. 
Photos:}. E. jasper and Mas Pirngadie. From Larsen et al. 1976, 
p. 119a, b 

3. Fraser-Lu 1986, pp. 23-24, fig. 4. 

4. Larsen et al. 1976, p. 119; Achjadi 1989, p. 151 ; Maxwell 2003, 

p. 134, no. 194. 

5. See Achjadi 1989, pp. 152-54. 

6. Ibid ., p. 155; Maxwell 2003, p. 134, no. 194. 

7. Gittinger (1979) 1990, p. 116; Maxwell 2003, p. 134, no. 194. 

8. Achjadi 1989, pp. 155-56; Maxwell 2003, p. 134, no. 194. 

9. Maxwell 2003, p. 134, no. 194. 

10. Achjadi 1989, p. 156; Maxwell 2003, pp. 134 no. 194, 183. 

11 . Larsen et al. 1976, p. 72, fi g. a. 

12. Achjadi 1989, p. 156. 

13 . Ibid .; Maxwell 2003, p.134 , no. 194. 

14. Achjadi 1989, p. 151. 

15. Solyom and Solyom 198oa, p. 260, cited in Achjadi 1989, 

p. 156; Achjadi 1989, pp. 151 , 156. 

16. Achjadi 1989, p. 151 . 
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131. FIGURE (Hampatong) 

Indonesia, Borneo, Kalimantan, Ngadju or Ot Danum people 

19th-early 20th century 

Wood 

H. 71 in. {180.3 cm) 

Gift of Fred and Rita Richman, 1988 

1988.1243 

The Ngadju and Ot Danum peoples of southeastern Bor

neo create a variety of wood images to honor the dead 

and protect the living. Known collectively as hampatong, 

Ngadju/Ot Danum wood sculpture portrays both human 

and animal subjects as well as fearsome supernatural crea

tures and varies in scale from diminutive charms that can 

be held in the palm of the hand to imposing wood figures 

depicting ancestors and supernatural beings. 1 Large ham

patong, such as the present work, are of two basic types: 

tajahan, or images representing the dead , and pataho, or 

guardian figures set up in a special shrine within the vil

lage to protect the community.2 The tranquil expression 

and naturalistic features of the present work contrast with 

the fearsome grimaces, bulging eyes, and protruding 

tongues more typical of Ngadju/Ot Danum figures.3 The 

calm realism of the figure, together with the large jar on 

which it sits (see below), indicates that it is almost cer

tainly a tajahan image, portraying an individual who had 

recently died . 

In the past, tajahan were created to memorialize two 

categories of the dead : deceased members of the commu

nity and enemies whose heads had been taken in war. 

Each category was commemorated in a separate shrine, 

which stood outside the village, where an image was 

erected to honor each deceased individual. 4 The large 

ceramic trade jar depicted in this tajahan image strongly 

suggests that the person represented was a high-ranking 

member of the local community rather than an enemy.5 

Prized by indigenous peoples throughout Borneo, these 

massive jars, known in Ngadju as tempayan, were prima

rily of Chinese origin.6 Originally obtained in exchange for 

forest products such as rhinoceros horn , hornbill ivory, 

bezoar stones, resin , and other commodities, the jars 

reached even the most remote inland communities and 

became treasured heirlooms, passed down within families 

as important marks of wealth and status.7 Prominently dis

played in the main room of the family dwelling, tempayan 

were used to store rice or drinking water and also for the 

fermentation of rice wine.8 Jars also served as burial ves

sels for important individuals, and in some cases, actual 

examples were incorporated into the memorial sculpture 

erected at funerary shrines. 9 
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In this sculpture the tempayan, possibly representing a 

specific heirloom jar owned by the family of the individ

ual , serves as a seat for the deceased. Clad in an elaborate 

headdress and enthroned upon the valuable jar, the sub

ject, who would have been well known to the local com

munity but whose identity is now lost, was almost certainly 

a prominent and wealthy man .10 The sculpture was possi

bly an independent image, but the holes in the base sug

gest that the figure may have formed a corner post for 

the enclosure surrounding a funerary shrine.11 Like all 

tempayan, it would have been commissioned and erected 

by relatives of the deceased as part of the elaborate tiwah 

(funeral feast) rites held in his honor.12 Now one of the 

ancestors whose powers sustain and protect the commu

nity, the subject is portrayed with a noble bearing, gazing 

serenely out at his descendants. 

1. Vredenbregt 1981, pp. 32-34. 
2. Scharer 1963, p. 147; Vredenbregt 1981 , p. 34; Sumnik-Dekovich 

1985, pp. 118-19. 
3. Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 26 , no. 1. 
4. Scharer 1963, p. 147; Sumnik-Dekovich 1985, pp. 118-19; Bataille 

1974, p. 62. Shrines for community deceased were known as taja
han tiwah, and those that commemorated head-hunting victims 
were called tajahan kayau (Scharer 1963, p. 147; Sumnik-Dekovich 
1985, pp. 118-19). 

5. Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 26, no. 1. 
6. Vredenbregt 1981 , p. 28; Chin 1988, p. 59. Jars of this type are com

monly referred to in the literature by the general term martaban. 
However, this word is not used by the peoples of Borneo, who 
have their own specific local names for jars of this type (Capistrano
Baker 1994, p. 26 , no. 1, n. 2). 

7. Chin 1988, p. 59. 
8. Ibid., p. 61 ; Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 26 , no. 1. 
9. Chin 1988, p. 61 ; Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 26, no. 1. See also Sell

ato 1989, pp. 244-35, figs. 430, 433. 
10. Although the sexual characteristics of the figure have been lost to 

erosion, the clothing and the absence of prominent breasts indi 
cate that the subject is male. 

11 . Diane Tillotson , personal communication , 1988. 
12. Scharer 1963, p. 147; Vredenbregt 1981 , pp. 29-32. 

132. MASK (Hudoq) 

Borneo, Indonesia, Kalimantan, Kenyah/Kayan people 
Late 19th-early 20th century 
Wood, paint, fiber 
H. 17 in. (43.2 cm) 
Gift of Fred and Rita Richman, 1988 
1988.143.77 

The ritual masks of the Kenyah , Kayan , and neighboring 

groups are some of the most dramatic works of Borneo 

sculpture. Referred to under the general term hudoq, the 

masks portray both recognizable subjects, such as humans 

or pigs, and monstrous creatures with wide, staring eyes 

and menacing open mouths with abundant teeth. 1 

Although the Kenyah and Kayan today are Christian , hudoq 

are still occasionally made and used .2 Hudoq are primarily 

employed in ceremonies designed to protect and ensure 

the fertility of rice, the staple food of the community. 

Depending on the individual community, the masks are 

employed at one or more critical stages during the growth 

of the rice, from the sowing, sprouting, and weeding of 

the fields to the setting of seed and final harvest.3 

When in use, the masks are worn by young men whose 

bodies are covered in bushy costumes made from strips of 

green leaves. They are often further adorned with metal 

ear ornaments, beards of animal hair, and sprays of black

and-wh ite horn bi 11 ta i I feathers inserted into the basketry 

caps attached to the top of the wood portion , which covers 

the face (see fig. 66). Thus adorned , the young men emerge 

from the forest and enter the village, where they dance, 

impersonating and embodying powerful spirits who have 

come to earth to bless and protect the rice.4 At some hudoq 

ceremonies the masked dancers distribute grains of rice, 

believed to contain the spiritual essence, or "rice soul," of 

the crop, to members of each household , ensuring both a 

bountiful harvest and plentiful children .5 Considered to be 

simultaneously terrifying and alluring, the hudoq are 

believed to frighten malevolent spirits who seek to destroy 

the crop while irresistibly attracting the benevolent spirits 

who protect it.6 They are also said to have the ability to 

catch the wandering spirits of the rice plants, which would 

die if their "rice souls" strayed too far.7 

The abilities of masks to frighten spirits and capture 

souls were employed in a number of contexts besides the 

rice rituals . When greeting unfamiliar visitors to the long

house (the large communal dwelling that housed the 

entire village), men at times wore hudoq to intimidate the 

strangers until it was known whether their intentions 

were friendly or hostile.8 During epidemics, a pair of war

riors wearing hudoq were stationed in front of the ladder 
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Fig. 66. A group of hudoq dancers assembled for a rice ceremony, 1896or1899. The distinctive hudoq masks are accented by long 
horn bill tail feathers, brass ear ornaments, and beards of animal hair, and the dancers' bodies are covered in costumes of leaves. 
Photo: jean Demmeni. From Nieuwenhuis 1904-7, vol. 1, pl. 56 

leading into the longhouse to prevent the disease-bearing 

spirits from entering.9 Masks were also worn by dayong 

(religious specialists) in healing rites, both to repel malevo

lent spirits and to assist the dayong in recovering and 

restoring the patient's wandering soul , whose absence 

could cause illness or death. 10 

The most sacred and prestigious of all hudoq masks 

was the type seen here, whose features combine aspects of 

two of the most supernaturally powerful animals in Bor

neo cosmology: the hornbill (a large forest bird associated 

with the upper world) and the dragon (associated with the 

lower world). 11 Uniting these unseen worlds into a single 

powerful protector, the mask, with its piercing gaze, men

acing grin, and facial features accented by tendril-like 

designs, would have been a formidable supernatural 

guardian of both rice and human souls. 12 The wide flaring 

ears are adorned with hornlike projections, representing 

ear ornaments of animal teeth worn in the upper ear by 

warriors. Carefully stored at the conclusion of the rice cer

emonies, hudoq were typically repainted each time they 

were used, and the bright red, white, and black trade 

paints that adorn the present work represent the outer

most of several la ers applied during its extensi e period 

of ritua I use.13 

1. Barbier and el\ ton 1988. p. 2-12 . pl. 25 . 

2. See Revel - 1acdonald 19 8; Heppell 1992, p. -10 . 

3. ieuwenhuis 1904- . \OI. 1, pp. 322 - 25: Elshout 1926, pp. 394-96 ; 

Gill 196 , pp. 83-84 : Revel-Macdonald 19 8. p. 38, Sumnik-

Deko ich 1985, p. 114: Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 33, no. 11 : Kjellgren 

1999, p. 5 . 
4. Re\ el- 1acdonald 19-8. pp. 35 , 39 ; Sumnil-.-Del-.o\ich 1985, p. 11-1 : 

Heppell 1992, p. -10 ; Capistrano-Bal-.er 1994, p. 33. no. 11 . 

5. Barbier and e\\1on 1988. p. 242, pl. 25 ; Heppell 1992. p. -10 ; 

Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 33, no. 11 : Kjellgren 1999. p. 5 . 

6. Revel- 1acdonald 1978. p. 38 ; Heppell 1992, p. 40. 

7. ieuwenhuis 1904-7, \Ol.1 , p. 325 ; Sumnik-Del-.o ich 1985, 

p. 114. 

8. Sumnik-Dekovich 1985, p. 114. 

9. Heppell 1992, p. 3 . 

10. ieu\ enhuis 1904- , \OI. 1, pl. 56 ; Hose and 1cDougall (1912) 

1993, ol. 2. pp. 28-34 ; Sumnil-.-Del-.0\ich 1985. p. 11-1 . 

11 . Sellato 1989, pp. 212-13. fig. 33 ; Capistrano-Bal-.er 1994, p. 33 . 

no. 11 . 

12. Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 33 . no. 11 . 

13. Ibid . 
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133. SHIELD (Klau or kliau) 

Borneo, Indonesia, Kalimantan, Kenyah/Kayan people 
Late 19th-early 20th century 
Wood, paint, human hair, fiber 
H. 56 in. (142.2 cm) 
Gift of Fred and Rita Richman, 1988 
1988.143.19 

Before the practice was abolished by Dutch and British 

colonial authorities in the early twentieth century, warfare 

played a central role in the art, life, and culture of the 

Kenyah and Kayan people as well as other indigenous 

groups throughout Borneo. In addition to hereditary rank, 

prowess in warfare and success in taking enemy heads 

were the primary means for a man to achieve social 

prominence. Though acquired through death , heads were 

believed to be sustainers of life. Displayed in the gallery of 

the communal longhouse, enemy skulls were thought to 

have the power to bring prosperity to the village and fertil

ity to its rice fields.' 

When raiding enemy villages or defending the longhouse, 

warriors arrayed themselves with richly decorated costumes 

and weaponry that are among the finest examples of 

Kenyah/Kayan art. Among the most prominent were the 

large wood shields, known as klau or kliau. Carved from a 

single broad plank of lightweight wood , the shields were 

reinforced by transverse bands of rattan, visible above and 

below the central face on the present work, which were 

attached through holes drilled through the wood. 2 These 

bands served to strengthen the shield and , in the hands of 

a skillful shield handler, could be used to entangle the 

mandau (sword) of an opponent, leaving him open to 

counterattack.3 At longer range, the shields were used to 

parry spears thrown by an enemy or to absorb the impact 

of small darts shot from a blowgun .4 After the introduc

tion of firearms, some shields were said to be able to stop 

bullets, although such protection likely relied more on 

the supernatural than on the material properties of 

the shield. 5 

In addition to providing physical defense, shields gave 

the bearer supernatural protection from his enemies by 

means of the designs with which they were adorned. These 

designs typically consist, as here, of monstrous faces with 

wide staring eyes and mouths bristling with prominent 
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canine teeth .6 The faces are said to depict a supernatural 

creature known variously as udoq or kambe, but descrip

tions of the faces' function differ.7 Most accounts state that 

they serve to ward off malevolent spirits that bring mis

fortune in war or to frighten or confuse an opponent.8 

One warrior, however, told an early-twentieth-century 

explorer that the face was not intended to frighten the 

enemy but instead represented a benevolent spirit who 

protected the health of the warrior.9 Given the role of the 

similar monstrous beings portrayed in many Kenyah/ 

Kayan masks (cat. no. 132), which simultaneously repelled 

malevolent spirits and attracted benevolent ones, it seems 

reasonable to suppose that the faces on the shields also 

served a dual function. The fronts of many Kenyah/Kayan 

shields were also embellished with locks of human hair, 

inserted into holes drilled into the surface.'0 The hair was 

obtained from the heads of slain enemies, and its presence 

on a shield indicated that its owner was an accomplished 

warrior." The reverse sides, too, were typically decorated ; 

they were often adorned , as here, with designs depicting 

stylized human figures the significance of which remains 

uncertain. Tangible symbols of martial prowess, shields 

were not only used in combat but also carried by men dur

ing war dances as marks of their achievements in battle. 12 

1. Sellato 1989, pp. 33-35. 
2. Benitez-Johan not and Barbier 2000, p. 150, no. 57. 
3. Hose and McDougall (1912) 1993, vol. 1, p. 163; Alpert 1995, p. 22. 
4. Low 1848, p. 212; Bock (1881) 1985, p. 193; Alpert 1995, p. 22. 

5. Bock (1881) 1985, p. 193. 
6. Benitez-Johan not and Barbier 2000, p. 150, no. 57. 
7. Ibid . Udoq here is likely a variant of hudoq (see cat. no. 132). 
8. Alpert 1995, p. 23; Kjellgren 1999, p. 56; Benitez-Johannot and 

Barbier 2000 , p. 150, no. 57. 

9. Lumholtz 1920, vol. 1, p. 237; MUnsterberger 1939, p. 339. 

10. Sellato 1989, p. 35; Benitez-Johan not and Barbier 2000, p. 152, 
no. 58. 

11 . Alpert 1995, p. 23; Benitez-Johan not and Barbier 2000, p. 152, 
no. 58. 

12. Benitez-Johan not and Barbier 2000, p. 152, no. 58. 
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134. PIG-TRAP STICK (Tuntun) 

Borneo, Malaysia, Sarawak, probably Sarebas/Krian region, 

/ban people 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood 

H. 21 in. (53.3 cm) 

Gift of Fred and Rita Richman, 1988 

1988.143.12 

Created intentionally to please the eye, tuntun, or pig-trap 

sticks, are unique to the I ban people of Borneo. While in 

some areas tuntun were simple rods, in many lban groups 

the shafts were crowned , as here, with human or animal 

figures depicting powerful spirits.1 The name tuntun 

means, literally, "at the right height," a reference to the 

primary function of the objects, which were used as meas

uring rods to determine the proper height for the trip wire 

in the animal traps known as peti.2 Peti were spring traps, 

constructed from bent saplings which , when triggered , 

snapped straight, driving a sharpened bamboo blade into 

the quarry.3 Intended primarily for wild pigs, peti were 

also used for other game. The top of the tuntun shaft indi 

cated the correct trip-wire height for a pig, and the top of 

the figure marked the height for a sambar deer; notches 

lower down on the shaft marked the settings for smaller 

species. 4 Hazardous to humans as well as animals, peti 

were banned by the colonial authorities in the early 

twentieth century. This prohibition , together with the 

growing scarcity of wild pigs, led to the demise of the 

tuntun-carving tradition .5 

According to oral tradition , the art of making pig traps 

and tuntun was taught to the lban by a group of spirits led 

by SeGenun , who instructed them to make tuntun by cut

ting a stick measured from the crook of the elbow to the 

end of the middle finger.6 The variation in the lengths of 

surviving tuntun indicates that carvers likely followed 

SeGenun 's instructions.7 When setting a group of traps, an 

I ban hunter carried a single tuntun, attached to the out

side of the sarong sia, a basket that held the bamboo 

blades for the traps and other necessary items. 8 At each 

trap, the hunter inserted the tapered point of the tuntun 

into the ground to the base of the shaft and determined 

the height for the trip wire. He then made a small offering 

and prayed to the spirit portrayed on the tuntun, asking 

for its assistance in attracting game.9 Once all the traps 

were set, the hunter returned to the communal longhouse 

and hung the tuntun above the door to his apartment or at 

one of the longhouse entrances, from which the spirit fig

ure was believed to call out to the pig or other game ani

mal , enticing it into the trap.10 The beauty, design , and 
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sculptural refinement of tuntun were believed to increase 

their effectiveness. 11 When hanging in the longhouse, a 

tuntun was expeded to attrad the attention of passersby 

who, if impressed with its artistic qua lities, would take it 

down and admire it. A tuntun that failed to attrad human 

visitors was thought to be equally ineffective at attract

ing game.12 

The figures on tuntun are typically shown , as here, in 

the ad of calling their quarry, with their mouths wide 

open and their hands often cupped on either side, as if to 

amplify the sound.13 Each portrays a specific spirit associ

ated with pigs or pig hunting.14 The present work depicts 

Raja Laut, a being unique to the I ban of the Sarebas and 

Krian regions, who formed close ties with neighboring 

Malay peoples, who were Muslims.15 Often called upon by 

the lban to help resolve internal disputes, Malay leaders 

were admired for their powers of persuasion . Recognizable 

by his fiat-topped hajji's hat (worn by men who had made 

a pilgrimage to Mecca) and the small stool on which he 

sits, Raja Laut is depicted as a Malay man who, with his 

eloquence, is able to convince an animal to enter the trap. 

The fact that Malays, as Muslims, did not eat pork was 

thought to make the figure even more effedive, reassuring 

the guileless pig that the spirit meant no harm as it lured 

the animal to its doom.16 

1. Heppell and Melaka 1988, p. 65; Heppell , Melaka, and Usen 2005, 
p. 159. For reasons that are unclear, figural tuntun were made onl 
b I ban groups living along the Sarebas, Krian , and Batang Lu par 
river systems as well as the upper Kapuas River in the Malaysian 
state of Sarawak and across the watershed in the Indonesian 
province of Kalimantan Barat (Heppell and Melaka 1988, p. 65 ; 
Heppell , Melaka, and Usen 2005, p. 159). 

2. Heppell and Melaka 1988, p. 64; Heppell , 1elaka, and Usen 

2005 , p. 159. 
3. See Heppell and Melaka 1988, p. 64. 
4. Ibid ., p. 65; Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 31, nos. 4-10 , n. 1; Feldman 

1994, p. 53; Heppell , 1elaka, and Usen 2005 , p. 159. 
5. Heppell and Melaka 1988, p. 64; Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 31 , 

nos. 4-10 ; Heppell , 1elaka, and Usen 2005, p. 163. 
6. Heppell and 1elaka 1988, p. 64; Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 31 , 

nos. 4-10 ; Heppell , Melaka , and Usen 2005, p. 159. 
7. Most tuntun are bet\\een 17¥s in. (44 cm) and 21 ra in. (SS cm) long 

(Heppell and Melaka 1988, p. 65 ; Heppell , Melaka , and Usen 

2005, p. 159). 
8. Heppell and Melaka 1988, p. 65 ; Heppell , 1elaka, and Usen 

2005 , p. 159. 
9. Heppell and 1elaka 1988, p. 65 ; Heppell , Melaka, and Usen 

2005, p. 159 . 
10. Heppell and Melaka 1988, p. 65; Heppell , 1elaka, and Usen 

2005 , p. 159 . 
11. Heppell and Melaka 1988, p. 65; Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 31, 

nos. 4-10; Feldman 1994, p. 53 ; Heppell , 1elaka, and Usen 2005, 
p. 160. 

12. Heppell and Melaka 1988, p. 65; Heppell , 1elaka, and Usen 2005, 
p. 160. 

13. Heppell and Melaka 1988, p. 66; Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 31 , nos. 
4-10; Heppell , Melaka , and Usen 2005 , p. 160. 

14. Heppell and Melaka 1988, pp. 65, 66; Heppell , Melaka, and Usen 
2005, p. 160. 

15. Heppell and Melaka 1988, p. 66; Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 31 , nos. 
4-10; Heppell , Melaka, and Usen 2005, p. 163. 

16. Heppell and Melaka 1988 , p. 66; Heppell , Melaka , and Usen 2005, 

p. 163. 

Island Southeast Asia J 229 



135. CEREMONIAL CLOTH {Pua' kumbu') 

Borneo, Malaysia, Sarawak, 
/ban people 

Probably 18th century 

Cotton 

H. 94 Y, in. (240 cm) 

Bequest of John B. Elliott, 1997 

1999-47-163 

The spectacular pua ' (ceremonial cloths) of the I ban peo

ple of northwestern Borneo are masterworks of the 

weaver's art. Created exclusively by women, the variety seen 

here, known as a pua' kumbu ', is produced using the ikat 

technique-an exacting process that involves tying and 

dying the intricate and colorful patterns into the threads 

before they are placed on the loom and woven. In contrast 

to the many indigenous peoples in Borneo and elsewhere 

in Island Southeast Asia who have hereditary social 

classes, the lban were essentially egalitarian , and an 

individual's social status was determined by personal 

achievement. 1 Each sex pursued its own path to social 

prestige. Until the early twentieth century, an I ban man 

achieved status through his prowess as a warrior and 

headhunter. A woman's status was, and among many con

temporary I ban still is, determined by her achievements as 

a dyer and weaver.2 

Women's accomplishments in creating powerful cere

monial textiles were seen as equivalent to men 's exploits 

in war. As the late I ban master weaver Iba Anak Temeng

gong Koh eloquently put it: "Men take heads, we women 

make cloth."3 Formerly, an I ban man was ideally expected 

to take a head, and a woman to weave a pua', before mar

rying. The act of applying the mordant to the threads of a 

textile, which allowed them to absorb the deep red dye for 

which lban textiles are renowned, was referred to as kayau 

indu ' (the women's warpath), a term often used more 

broadly to refer to the entire weaving process.4 Like warfare, 

weaving was a dangerous and potentially life-threatening 

activity. The patterns of pua ' were supernaturally power

ful and the various designs were ranked according to their 

potency.5 Whether ancient or innovative, all pua' patterns 

are said to have been originally revealed in dreams in 

which the weaver is visited by ancestral women , often the 

two legendary sisters Kumang and Lu long, who teach her 

the complex and beautiful designs.6 Novice weavers begin 

with the simplest designs and over the course of many 

years seek to master the most powerful patterns, which, if 

not properly executed, will weaken a woman's ayu (vital 

force), causing her to sicken and die.7 
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Conceived and executed with near flawless precision , 

the pattern on this magnificent pua ' is among the highest

ranking and most supernaturally powerful of all. The pat

tern is known as buah sempuyong (skull basket)-a 

reference to the sempuyong, a bamboo basket formerly 

used to hold newly captured enemy heads.8 Earlier schol

ars believed that the names of pua' patterns derived from 

their imagery and sought to interpret individual motifs as 

stylized representations of the object or animal mentioned 

in the pattern name, but more recent research indicates 

that the names were simply somewhat arbitrary designa

tions used to distinguish the various patterns.9 Hence the 

name "skull basket" is probably a metaphorical reference 

to what was formerly the most important role of pua ' 

cloths, the ceremonial reception of enemy heads, rather 

than to any aspect of the pattern 's imagery.10 

Although the role of pua' in head-hunting has long 

ceased , they retain their status as the most important of 

all I ban ceremonial textiles. Today as in the past they form 

an essential and ubiquitous element in all major gawai 

(ceremonies), where they demarcate sacred spaces, shade 

sacrificial animals, serve as cloths for the presentation of 

offerings, and fill a multitude of other purposes. 11 During 

gawai large numbers of pua ' are often used to decorate 

the longhouse or other ceremonical structures. These dis

plays honor both human guests and visiting deities, who 

are said to take delight in viewing the beautifully pat

terned textiles. 12 

1. Heppell and Melaka 1988, p. 66; Gavin 1996, p. 16; Linggi 1998, 
p. 1; Heppell , Melaka, and Usen 2005, pp. 19, 37. 

2. Gavin 1996, pp. 26-27; Linggi 1998, p. 1. 
3. Gavin 1996, p. 13. 
4. Ibid .; Heppell , Melaka, and Usen 2005, p. 41; Gittinger 2005, p. 105. 
5. Gavin 1996, pp. 11 , 13; Linggi 1998, pp. 7-8. 
6. Gavin 1996, p. 19; Linggi 1998, p. 4. 
7. Gavin 1996, p. 27. 
8. Ibid. , p. 82; Beverly Birks, personal communication , 2006. 
9. Gavin 1996, pp. 11 , 13. The classic example of this earlier " icono

graphic" approach is Haddon and Start 1936. 
10. Gavin 1996, p. 82. 

11 . Gittinger (1979) 1990, p. 217; Gavin 1996, pp. 21-24; Linggi 1998, p. 6; 
Gittinger 2005, p. 102; Heppell , Melaka, and Usen 2005, pp. 45-50. 

12. Vogelsanger 1980, pp. 118-19; Gavin 1996, p. 25. 
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136. CEREMONIAL HANGING (Porilonjong) 

Sulawesi, Rongkong Toraja people 

Probably 19th century 

Cotton 

16 ft . 1Yi in. x 6oYi in. (4.9x1.5 m) 
Gift of Anita E. Spertus and Robert). Holmgren, in honor of 

Douglas Newton, 1990 

1990.335.19 
Ex coll.: G. H. R. van Koenigswald, Bad Homburg, Germany 

The monumental ceremonial hangings, or porilonjong, of 

the Toraja people, who live in the mountainous interior 

of the island of Sulawesi , are among the largest textiles 

produced in Southeast Asia .1 The name porilonjong means, 

literally, " long cloth" or "long ikat," a reference to the vast 

scale of these ritual textiles.2 The artistic vision and techni

cal precision required to conceive and execute these enor

mous ritual cloths on an elementary backstrap loom are 

truly astonishing.3 Toraja looms are relatively narrow, and 

the completed porilonjong is composed of two separate 

panels, whose designs are mirror images of each other, 

sewn together with a seam that runs down the center. The 

designs are executed in ikat, a complex tying and dyeing 

technique in which the designs are dyed into the threads 

before the textile is woven. In order to successfully execute 

the designs, ikat weavers must keep the overall pattern in 

their mind and precisely align the bundles of thread 

throughout the exacting sequence of tying and dye baths 

required to produce each color that appears in the fin

ished pattern . Most Southeast Asian textiles are produced 

by a single weaver, but porilonjong are so large and com

plex that several women often collaborate in the task of 

tying the i kat designs. 4 

The Rongkong Toraja people used porilonjong to 

demarcate sacred spaces. Hung horizontally on wood 

fences, the cloths formed both physical and spiritual walls 

which separated the supernaturally powerful people, 

objects, and activities within from the mundane world. 5 

These massive textiles were also purchased by neighboring 

groups, who employed them in different ways.6 The Sa 'dan 

Toraja used porilonjong primarily as festive tapestries to 

adorn the walls of houses and other structures during 

important ceremonies such as marriages and funerals. 7 

The vast majority of porilonjong are adorned with geo

metric motifs. Examples that include figurative imagery, 

such as the present work, a re rare. 8 The bold red croco

diles and subtler white deer that adorn this porilonjong 

may represent totemic species, possibly the mythical 

founders of the village clans.9 Crocodiles play an ambigu

ous role in Toraja cosmology. They can kill , but they are 
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also believed to have the power to bring individuals back 

from the underworld and to rescue them from death .10 In 

Palu Toraja ora l tradition, the primordial ancestors of 

some families are said to have been deer.11 Although deer 

were an integral part of Toraja art and re ligious belief, the 

deer images on this work were likely inftuenced by the 

imagery of ancient trade textiles. Both the distinctive leap

ing, or "dancing," posture of the deer and the curvilinear 

geometric forms that surround them are strikingly similar 

to the minute deer images on a group of fifteenth-century 

textiles collected in the Komering River region of Suma

tra .12 Woven half a millennium and hundreds of miles 

apart, the deer motifs that appear here and in the Komer

ing cloths may derive from the iconography of an older 

textile tradition, examples of which have not survived.13 

1. Gittinger 2005, p. go, fig. 6-4 a-c. 
2. Khan Maj I is 1gg1, p. 408, no. 3gg, Gittinger 2005, p. go, fig. 6-4 a-c. 
3. Holmgren and Spertus 1g8g, p. 60, no. 24. 
4 Gittinger 2005, p. go, fig. 6-4 a-c. 
5. Holmgren and Spertus 1g8g, p. 60, no. 24; Gittinger 2005, p. go, 

fig. 6-4 a-c. 
6. Gittinger 2005, p. go, fig. 6-4 a-c. 
7. Holmgren and Spertus 1g8g, p. 60, no. 24 ; Gittinger 2005, pp. 88, 

fig. 6.1 , go, fig. 6-4 a-c. 
8. Holmgren and Spertus 1g8g, p. 60, no. 24. 
g. Ibid. 

10. Kruyt 1g38, vol. 3, p. 555, vol. 4, p. 350; Holmgren and Spertus 
1g8g, p. 60, no. 24. 

11. Kruyt 1g38, vol. 1, p. 2g8; Holmgren and Spertus 1g8g, p. 60, 
no. 24. 

12. Holmgren and Spertus 1g8g, p. 60, no. 24, fig. g. Carbon 14 dates 
obtained from some of the Komering textiles indicate that they 
were created in the fifteenth century (Robert Holmgren, personal 
communication , 2006). 

13. Holmgren and Spertus 1g8g, p. 60, no. 24 . 

137. CEREMONIAL TEXTILE (Mawa ' or maa') 

Indonesia, Sulawesi Island, Seka Lema, Kampung Mareda, 

Toraja people 

19th century 

Cotton, paint 

L. go in. {228.6 cm) 

Gift of Anita E. Spertus and Robert}. Holmgren, in honor of 

Douglas Newton, 1990 

1990.335.13 

The most sacred ceremonial textiles of the Toraja people 

of central Sulawesi are the ritual cloths known collectively 

as mawa' or maa'. 1 According to Toraja belief, some mawa ' 

are of divine origin, first brought to earth by deities or 

ancestors who descended from heaven. 2 Others are said 

to have been woven from the body of Luangku , a divine 

ancestress who married the earth and sprung forth as cot

ton , as described in Toraja oral tradition:3 

And Luangku said: 

" I am going to enter into a marriage in the edge of the field, 

I shall unite myself with the richness of the earth. 

When I have reached maturity, when my form has developed 

fully, 

then I shall rise on high and bear fruit , like the clouds ... 

Then shall I be spun , like the threads of a cobweb, 

then shall I be drawn out, like hairs. 

I shall be made into a sarita to lamban with a design of men 

fording a river, 

I shall become a maa' with a pattern of swimming men. 

I shall become a doti langi' with a cross motif on it, 

I shall become a maa' to whose folding up there is no end. 

Then shall I lie in a basket adorned with a design , cherishing 

all the precious things put therein with me. "4 

Imbued with divine power, which protects and ensures the 

prosperity and fertility of the community, mawa ' are, 

today as in the past, an indispensable accoutrement of rit

ual life, appearing in myriad contexts at virtually all major 

ceremonies. 5 Each mawa ' is believed to have specific pow

ers, and many bear individual names.6 During the bua ', a 

feast of purification , mawa ' serve as ritual garments for 

the young virginal women who are the central figures in 

the ceremony. Swathed from head to toe in layers of mawa ' 

so that their bodies are nearly immobile, the yo ung women 

sit, shaded by and cushioned with other mawa ', in a sedan 

chair, which is carried aloft during the rites, which cere

monially wed the human world to the heavens. 7 In other 

ceremonies mawa ' are hung on fences to demarcate sacred 

spaces and used to wrap drums, whose rhythms drive off 

malevolent inftuences.8 The cloths also play a prominent 

role in elaborate funeral rites, which are one of the central 

events of Toraja religious life. Toraja funerals are festive 

rather than somber occasions, involving lavish displays of 

heirloom textiles and the sacrifice of large numbers of water 

buffalo. umerous mawa ' enshroud the deceased and 

adorn the funeral bier, and a mawa ' serves as the symbolic 

"saddle" for the most prominent sacrificial water buffalo, 

which will convey the individual to the afterlife.9 Although 

all mawa ' are employed in similar sacred contexts, their 

earthly origins are diverse. Most examples consist of 

imported Indian trade cloths or, less frequently, batik tex

tiles from the island of Java , which came to the region 

through trade, often many generations ago.10 

Mawa' made by Toraja artists, such as the present work, 

are rare .11 These indigenous mawa ' depict imagery and 

themes that are central to cultural and religious life. Fore-
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most among these are water buffalo, which are the most 

important form of material wealth among the Toraja and 

the preeminent sacrificial animals on all significant cere

monial occasions.12 This work shows a quiet scene of 

domestic prosperity, which is painted freehand onto the 

cloth. It depicts a group of herders leading a procession of 

water buffalo into a central corral in which several birds 

and a calf also reside. The heads of the water buffalo are 

tilted ninety degrees in order to emphasize the wide 

expanse of their horns. Among the Toraja, those water buf

falo with the widest horn spans were the most coveted and 

valuable.13 The corral is surrounded , and partially filled by, 

cross-shaped motifs. The Toraja converted to Christianity 

beginning in the early twentieth century, but the crosses 

on this nineteenth-century textile reflect the region 's 

ancient indigenous imagery. Simi la r crosses, known as do ti 

langi' (spots of heaven), were believed to adorn the cloth 

that veiled Puang Matua, the supreme deity in Toraja reli

gion.14 Although the central composition on this textile is 

entirely Toraja in conception and iconography, the rows of 

thin triangular motifs that appear at either end were 

inspired by the border designs of the prized Indian trade 

textiles that comprise the majority of mawa' cloths. 

1. Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 50, nos. 18, 19; Khan Maj I is 1991 , 
p. 380. 

2. Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 50, nos. 18, 19; Gittinger 2005, p. 86. 
3. Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 50, nos. 18, 19; Gittinger 2005, p. 86. 
4. Van der Veen 1965, pp. 92-93, cited in Holmgren and Spertus 1989, 

p. 50. The phrase "fruit, like the clouds" refers to the cotton boll. 
Sarita to lamban and doti /angi ' are other types of ritual textiles. 

5. Holmgren and Spertus 1989 , p. 50, nos. 18, 19 ; Gittinger 2005, 
p. 92, fig. 6.5. 

6. Gittinger (1979) 1990, p. 204, fig. 160; Holmgren and Spertus 1989, 
p. 50, nos. 18, 19. 

7. Nooy-Palm 1986, pp. 12, 43 ; Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 50, 
nos. 18, 19. 

8. Van der Veen 1965, p. 8; Nooy-Palm 1986, pp. 75 , 79 ; Holmgren 
and Spertus 1989, p. 50, nos. 18, 19. 
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9. Nooy-Palm 1980, pp. 88-90; Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 50, 

nos. 18, 19 ; Gittinger 2005, p. 86. 
10. Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 50, nos. 18, 19; Gittinger 2005, p. 86. 

11 . Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 50, nos. 18, 19. 
12. Gittinger (1979) 1990, p. 203, fig. 159; Holmgren and Spertus 1989, 

p. 50, nos. 18, 19. 
13. Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 51 , no. 18. 
14 . Nooy-Palm 1970, p. 187; Nooy-Palm 1980, p. 91 , n. 4; Holmgren 

and Spertus 1989, p. 51 , no. 18. 

138. ANCESTRAL COUPLE (Ana deo) 

Indonesia, Nusa Tenggara, central Flores Island, Nage people 
Late 19th-early 20th century 
Wood 
H. 11 J{ in. (29.8 cm) 
Gift of Fred and Rita Richman, 2006 

2006.510 

Likely depicting the founders of a village clan, this extraor

dinary couple from the Nage people of Flores Island seem 

to gaze serenely over all they survey.1 Nage artists formerly 

created several types of human images, known as ana deo, 

representing ancestors and other su pernatu ra I bei ngs.2 

Separate male and female figures, erected on posts, 

flanked the entrances to important structures, and other 

ana deo appeared as part of sculptures associated with 

ancestral shrines (heda}, which stood , and in some cases 

still stand , in the center of the village.3 The original con

text of the present work is uncertain. However, it seems 

probable that the couple represent ancestral "riders" who 

formed part of ajara heda, the large ceremonial horse fig

ure that was erected in front of some heda (shrines).4 Heda 

were open houselike structures raised on wood pilings and 

protected by a thatched roof, and were primarily used to 

house and display the horns and skulls of water buffalo, 

which were sacrificed as part of major ceremonies. 5 The 



Fig. 67- A ceremonial horse 
image (jara heda) standing 
before the entrance to a 
raised shrine in a Nage vil
lage, late 1980s. Ridden by a 
male and female ancestral 
couple, the horse was carved 
in 1985 to replace an earlier 
figure, which had become 
damaged. A second pair of 
ancestor figures, whose age 
and significance are unknown 
and whose postures closely 
resemble those of cat. no. 138, 
is displayed in the shrine 
entrance. Archives Barbier
Muller. From Barbier and 
Newton 1988, p. 114, fig. 122 
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wood horse images were raised on posts that took the 

place of the animals' front and back legs, and the heads, 

tails, and bodies were frequently inlaid with fragments of 

Chinese porcelain, a precious material obtained through 

trade.6 The eyes of the present figures likely once held sim

ilar inlays of porcelain or shell. The greatly elongated bod

ies of thejara heda suggest that the images simultaneously 

portray both horses and naga, supernatural serpents who 

conferred wealth and power and served as guardians for 

prominent villages.7 

Many Jara heda are riderless, but some are carved with 

ana deo seated on their backs. The rider is typically a sin

gle male figure, representing the clan founder, mounted 

astride the horse 's neck with his legs stretching downward 

on either side of the animal 's body.8 In some instances he 

is accompanied by his wife, who is shown behind him rid

ing sidesaddle (see fig. 67). 9 The posture of the present 

ancestral pair, seated side by side with legs drawn in toward 

the body, is unusual for such equestrian figures.10 Two fig

ures similarly positioned appear at the entrance to the 

raised shrine shown in figure 67. Whether the Metropoli 

tan 's pair represents an architectural carving, a freestand

ing work of unknown significance, or an ancestral couple 

cut from ajara heda and later preserved as a clan treasure 

is unclear. Whatever the work's original purpose, the quiet 

dignity of the figures, the man 's arm clasped around his 

consort 's shoulder in a gesture of tender embrace, makes 

this a compelling work of sculpture. 

1. Barbier and Newton 1988, p. 280, pl. 44. 

2. See ibid ., pp. 278-81 , pis. 43, 44; Erb 1988, pp. 113-15 ; Feldman 
1994, p. 80, no. 53; Forth 1999, p. 110. 

3. See Rodgers 1985, p. 149; Erb 1988, pp. 113- 15; Forth 1999, p 11 0. 
There is some debate over which structures the paired post images 
were associated with. Erb (1988, p. 113) states that such images 
adorned the entrances of the houses of prominent men, whil e 
Forth (1999, p. 110) states that they stood on either side of the lad
der leading into clan ceremonial houses (sa 'o waja). 

4. Rodgers 1985, p. 149; Barbier and Netwton 1988, p. 80, pl. 44; Erb 
1988, p. 115; Forth 1999, p. 109. Erb (1988, p. 115) states specifi 
cally that the horse images were placed before female shrines, 
known as sao head, while Rodgers (1985, p. 149) notes that a large 
jara heda with human figures was erected adjacent to a male 
shrine while small riderless horse images were set up at female 
ancestral shrines. 

5. Forth 1999, p. 109. 
6. See Barbier 1984, p. 116, pl. 35; Forth 1999, p. 109. 
7. Forth 1999, p. 109. 
8. Barbier and Newton 1988, p. 280, pl. 44. 
9. Ibid .; Forth 1999, p. 109. 

10. Barbier and Newton 1988, p. 280, pl. 44. 
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139. WOMAN'S CEREMONIAL SKIRT (Lawo butu 

or lawo ngaza) 

Indonesia, Nusa Tenggara, Flores, Ngada regency, Ngada people 
Late 19th- early 20th century 
Cotton, glass beads, chambered-nautilus shell, nassa shells 
H. 73-Yi in. (1Bn cm) 
Purchase, The Fred and Rita Richman Foundation Gift, 2006 

2006.2 

Ex coll.: Anita E. Spertus and Robert}. Holmgren, New York 

Worn by aristocratic women on important ceremonial 

occasions, the intricately beaded ikat skirts known as lawo 

butu were among the most treasured objects of the Ngada 

people of Flores. Unlike virtually all other Indonesian tex

tiles, which are produced only by women , lawo butu were 

created with the participation of both sexes. The patterned 

ikat cloth was dyed and woven exclusively by women of the 

highest social class, the gae meze, whose members alone 

were allowed to wear the finished skirts.1 Men created and 

attached the elaborate beadwork appliques.2 Intended 

from the outset to become heirloom treasures of the vil

lage clans, lawo butu were costly and precious objects. 

Although they were women 's garments, each was commis

sioned by a male clan leader of high status. After his death, 

the skirt was given his name, which was passed down, 

along with the skirt, to succeeding generations. For this 

reason lawo butu were sometimes referred to as /awo 

ngaza (named skirts).3 To allow the wearer's limbs to move 

freely when performing complex dance movements during 

ceremonies, the /awo butu was worn at the waist, secured 

by a keru (belt), or hung loosely from the shoulders, tied 

on by a row of kodo-thick cotton threads incorporated 

into the body of the textile-such as those that appear at 

the top of the present work.4 Lawo butu were also used in 

connection with the birth of noble children , where they 

were employed to ceremonially receive the child during its 

formal introduction to the community.5 When not in use, 

lawo butu were carefully preserved in the clan house along 

with other treasures such as gold ornaments. 

Believed to be of supernatural origin , the beads used 

to adorn lawo butu were valued as highly as gold and were 

used and reused for generations.6 In some cases, beadwork 

appliques from older skirts whose fabric had worn out 

were preserved and used in the creation of a new lawo 

butu.7 According to Ngada oral tradition , beads, along with 

other forms of wealth , originally grew on a single tree 

planted by two orphans. Cut down by greedy villagers, the 

tree fell in such a way that nearly all the wealth it carried 

was lost to the island of Java and only the beads remained 

on Flores, where they were used to adorn the /awo butu.8 
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The beadwork appliques on the present work, like 

those of other lawo butu, consist of a grid like pattern of 

hexagonal or diamond-shaped motifs, identified in some 

sources as stylized representations of spiders or mosquitos, 

creatures that symbolize the physical manifestation of 

human souls (mae). 9 These are adorned with radiating 

strands of free-floating beads attached at their ends to 

small white nassa shells ; a string of beads tipped with a 

bangle made from the iridescent shell of the chambered 

nautilus adorns the center of each hexagon. When the 

skirt was worn the loosely attached strands of beads gently 

swayed , accentuating the movements of the dancer.10 The 

larger geometric motifs are interspersed with delicately 

rendered images of humans, birds, and horses whose 

heads and extremities are also formed from nassa shells. 

The Ngada people today are Christian , and lawo butu have 

not been made for several decades.11 The precise interpre

tation of the skirts' imagery is uncertain . The human fig

ures, however, likely represent ancestors.12 Horses, known 

asjara, were a symbol of wealth and rank and , in former 

times, were essential to hunting, warfare, and male cere

monial activities.13 The birds are probably depictions of 

domestic chickens, which were the most common sacrifi

cial animals at ceremonies and , formerly, reportedly sym

bolized slaves (ho'o) inherited by the noble child whom the 

skirt enfolded in the introduction ritual. 14 Executed with 

exacting clarity and precision , the intricate ikat designs are 

organized into a complex series of narrow horizontal 

bands. This distinctive banded patterning appears widely 

in textiles throughout eastern Indonesia and likely repre

sents the ancient, indigenous aesthetic of the region .15 

1. Maxwell 1983, pp. [2-3]; Khan Majlis 1984, pp. 89, 260, no. 362 ; 
Barbier and Newton 1988, p. 274, pl. 41 ; Khan Majlis 1991, pp. 180, 
182, fig . 63 ; Molnar 1999, p. 108. 

2. Hamilton 1994, p. 109; Gittinger 2005, p. 71, fig. 5.10. 
3. Hamilton 1994, p. 109. 
4. Maxwell 1983, p. [5]. 
5. Molnar 1999, p. 108. 
6. Gittinger 2005, p. 71, fig . 5.10. 
7. Maxwell 1983, p. [2]. 
8. Hamilton 1994, p. 108. 

9. Molnar 1999, p. 108. 
10. Maxwell 1983, p. [5]. 
11 . Ibid ., p. (4]. 

12. Ibid . 

13. Ibid .; Barbier and Newton 1988, p. 274, pl. 41; Molnar 1999, p. 108. 
14. Maxwell 1983, p. (4] ; Molnar 1999, p. 108. 
15. BUhler 1959, cited in Gittinger 2005, p. 132; Maxwell 1983, p. [3]. 
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140. WOMAN'S CEREMONIAL SKIRT 

(Lau hada) 

Indonesia, Nusa Tenggara, Sumba Island, reportedly from 
Bolobokat, central Sumba 
Early 20th century 
Cotton, beads, nassa shells 
62 x 19 '/i in. (157 5 x 49.5 cm) 
Gift of Anita E. Spertus and Robert}. Holmgren, in honor of 
Douglas Newton, 1990 

1990.335.1 

The ornate beaded skirts, or /au hada, of the island of 

Sumba were prestigious ceremonial garments worn exclu

sively by aristocratic women (see fig. 68). Symbols of 

wealth and power, /au hada were embellished with white 

nassa shells and glass beads, precious imported materials 

that also circulated as currency.1 During the nineteenth 

century the flourishing trade with the Dutch , who prized 

the island 's sturdy horses for their cavalry, brought large 

quantities of shells and beads to the ruling families of 

Sumba, enabling the creation of sumptuous /au hada 

like the one seen here.2 The skirts were woven by local 

women , who sewed together lengths of fabric to create a 

long tubular skirt into which the wearer stepped , pulling 

the garment upward around her body. The upper half of 

each skirt was undecorated , allowing it to be folded and 

adjusted to the desired length to show the beaded designs 

on the lower portion to their best advantage. (Only the 

decorated lower portion of the present work is shown in 

the accompanying photograph .) Secured by a belt at the 

waist or shoulders, /au hada could be worn either as skirts 

or as full-length dresses.3 

Composed of hundreds of nassa shells and glass beads, 

the imposing male and female figures that adorn opposite 

sides of the present work stand out boldly against the sub

tle brown earth tone of the surrounding fabric. (Only the 

female figure is illustrated here.) Probably representing an 

ancestral couple, they are depicted in an otherworldly, 

X-ray style, the ribs accentuated with colored beads.4 At 

their waists the figures are flanked by enigmatic eques

trian figures. Sty I ized I iza rds, creatures associated with 

fertility, appear below the sexual organs, as if to empha

size the procreative force of the ancestors, whose powers 

ensure the birth of succeeding generations.5 Shadowy 

images of lizards or crocodiles (wuya), depicted in feathery 

tufted embroidery, which swayed with the wearer's move

ments, appear beside the shell-and-bead images.6 Associ

ated with the nobility, crocodiles and other amphibious or 

aquatic species signified qualities such as bravery and cun

ning .7 Their dualistic nature as creatures of both land and 
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water was also believed to enable them to move between 

the natural and supernatural worlds.8 

As both festive attire and ceremonial gifts, /au hada for

merly played a prominent role in the marriage ceremonies 

of the nobility (maramba). 9 A noble bride wore a /au hada 

as she walked in ceremonial procession to the house of 

her husband 's family.10 As elsewhere in eastern Indonesia, 

regardless of whether they are men's or women's gar

ments, in Sumba textiles, which are produced exclusively 

by women, are considered symbolically "female." During 

marriage rites, textiles are ceremonially presented by the 

bride's family to the groom's, who present "male" objects, 

including weapons and gold ornaments such as mamuli 

(cat. no. 142), in return ." For this reason , /au hada are also 

called pakiri mbola (at the bottom of the basket), in refer

ence to the correct placement of these prized textiles 

among the vast numbers of cloths presented as marriage 

gifts.12 After marriage, aristocratic women wear /au hada 

141. MAN ' S SHOU LDER OR H IP CLOT H (Hinggi) 

Indonesia, Nusa Tenggara, Sumba Island, eastern region 
Ca. 1920 

Cotton 
88 x 48 in. (224 x 121 cm) 
Gift of Anita E. Spertus and Robert}. Holmgren, in honor of 
Douglas Newton, 1990 

1990.335.12 

Ex coll.: F. Blok, "Boeatan," The Hague 

The colorful ikat textiles known as hinggi accompany Sum

ban men through this world and the next.1 Used exclusively 

by men, hinggi are prestige garments, which , like women 's 

/au hada (cat. no. 140), serve as formal attire at important 

events and ceremonies. Made in identical pairs, hinggi are 

worn in matched sets, one around the hips and a second 

around the shoulders (see fig. 68). 2 They also form an indis

pensable component of the ceremonial gifts exchanged at 

marriages and on other occasions to cement alliances 

between families.3 Their most dramatic role, however, comes 

after death , when hinggi serve to enshroud the deceased. 

Large numbers of hinggi are needed for the taningu (funeral 

ceremonies) of prominent men. For the highest-ranking 

members of the maramba (nobility), taningu are staggeringly 

expensive, requiring the sacrifice of large numbers of water 

buffalo, horses, and, formerly, slaves, the accommodation 

of hundreds of guests, and the acquisition of vast quantities 

of hinggi and gold valuables, such as mamuli (cat. no. 142).4 
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as formal attire at funeral ceremonies (taningu) and on 

other important occasions.13 The richly decorated skirts are 

often buried with their owners, their powerful imagery 

perhaps assisting the deceased as she moves on to join the 

company of her ancestors.14 

1. Adams 1969, p. 55 ; Gittinger (1979) 1990, p. 162, no. 124a, b; Holm-

gren and Spertus 1989, p. 30; Taylor and Aragon 1991, p. 223. 

2. Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 30. 

3. Taylor and Aragon 1991 , p. 223. 

4. Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 28, nos. 2, 3; Taylo r and Aragon 

1991 , p. 222. 

5. Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 28, nos. 2, 3. 

6. Ibid . 

7. Forshee 2001, p. 41. 

8. Adams 1969, p. 167; Forshee 2001, p. 41. 

9. Gittinger (1979) 1990, p. 162; Taylor and Aragon 1991 , p. 223. 

10. Taylor and Aragon 1991 , p. 223. 

11. Ibid ., pp. 207, 214, 222. 

12. Gittinger (1979) 1990, p. 162, no. 122. 

13. Taylor and Aragon 1991 , p. 223. 

14. Gittinger (1979) 1990, p. 162. 

In the past, as many as twenty years might elapse before 

the family could gather all the resources necessary for the 

ceremony.5 While awaiting burial the body was wrapped in 

scores of hinggi, which effectively mummified it.6 At the 

funeral the deceased was interred enshrouded , at times in 

more than a hundred hinggi, together with numerous gold 

ornaments inserted in between the layers of textiles. Hun

dreds of additional hinggi were distributed as gifts to the 

assembled guests.7 

According to oral tradition, all patterned textiles, known 

as hemba maramba, were originally a prerogative of noble 

families and their retainers.8 Although this restriction was 

relaxed in historical times, the colors and imagery of hinggi 

proclaimed the status of the wearer. Low-ranking men wore 

hinggi of blue and white. Nobles were entitled to use red as 

well as a deep blue-black.9 The highest aristocracy employed 

a fifth color, a golden brown, which was painted freehand 

on the completed textile .10 Dyeing was a secret and power

ful art, known only to older women who practiced the 

supernaturally charged process in a secluded hut outside 

the village." A year was often required for the complex 

sequence of tying, dyeing, and weaving necessary to create 

a complex polychrome hinggi of the type seen here.12 

As in many Indonesian textile traditions, the patterns 

of Sum ban hinngi frequently represent a dramatic fusion 

of indigenous and foreign imagery. The gridlike geometric 

design that forms the central field of the example seen here 

is derived from the patterns of patola, silk trade cloths from 
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Fig. 68. An aristocratic East Sumban couple in 
formal attire, late 19th-early 20th century. The 
man wears a pair of elaborate figurative hinggi 
as a shoulder cloth and waistcloth, and the 
woman wears a beaded skirt (lau hada), with the 
beadwork confined to the lower border. From 
Decorative Arts of Sumba 1999, p. 8 

the Gujarat region of India that were treasured 

heirlooms among noble families.13 On Sumba, 

the right to use certain patola patterns was 

restricted to specific aristocratic families, for 

whom the designs served much like a family 

crest.14 Some hinggi incorporate Dutch coats 

of arms, derived from coins, or dragons, 

inspired by images from Chinese porcelain.15 

Apart from its central patola pattern, the 

present work reflects indigenous Sumban 

imagery. Bold rows of frontal human figures, 

called tau or manuhia, adorn the ends.16 

They probably represent male ancestors, and 

their ribs and other i nterna I features a re 

shown in a manner similar to that of the 

beaded ancestor images on catalogue num

ber 140.17 The trident-shaped motifs that 

flank the central panel depict andung (skull 

trees)-trees that in former times were cut 

down, stripped of their bark, and erected in 

front of the house of the village leader for 

the display of enemy heads, whose supernatural powers 

sustained the fertility of the community. 18 Although war

fare and head-hunting were banned by Dutch colonial 

authorities in the first decade of the twentieth century, 

the andung motif is still widely employed by contempo

rary Sum ban weavers. 19 The larger design elements are 

separated by rows of chickens (manu) . Important sacrificial 

anima ls, chickens were also used in divination and often 

symbolized the protective power of the ancestors.20 

1. Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 46. Geometric-patterned blue-and

white hinggi are produced in the Kodi region of West Sumba (see 

Gittinger [1979] 1990, p.161 , fig . 121 ; Adams 1999, p. 21); in Kodi 

men 's ikat cloths are called hanggi wola remba , and the most sacred, 

depicting a python, are called hanggi ngokko karaha kaboko (Geirnaert 

1989b, pp. 69-71). However, figurative-patterned polychrome hinggi 
of the type seen here are created only in the coastal districts of 

East Sumba (Gittinger [1979] 1990, p. 157; Khan Majlis 1991 , p. 215). 

2. Gittinger (1979) 1990, p. 158; Khan Majlis 1984, pp. 96, 99; Holm-

gren and Spertus 1989, p. 46. 

3. Khan Maj I is 1991 , p. 232, no. 209; Forshee 2001 , p. 34. 

4. Adams 1969, pp. 63-68; Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 46. 

5. Adams 1969, p. 166; Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 46. 
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6. Adams 1966, fig. 8; Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 46. 

7. Nieuwenkamp 1923, p. 308; Adams 1969, pp. 63-68 ; Gittinger 

(1979) 1990, pp. 157-58; Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 46; For

shee 1999, p. 39. 
8. Gittinger (1979) 1990, p. 158; Khan Maj I is 1991, p. 226; Forshee 

2001 , p. 5. 

9. Adams 1969, p. 75; Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 46. 

10. Adams 1969, p. 65; Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 46; Adams 

1999, p. 20; Khan Majlis 1991 , p. 227; Taylor and Aragon 1991 , 

p. 222; Forshee 2001 , p. 31. 

11. Hoskins 1988, p. 130. 

12. Gittinger (1979) 1990, pp. 160-61 , no. 120. 

13. Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 46. 

14. Adams 1969, p. 145; Gittinger (1979) 1990, p. 158, fig . 118; Khan 

Maj I is 1991 , no. 209 ; Djajasoebrata and Hanssen 1999, p. 53. 

15. Gittinger (1979) 1990, pp. 160-61 , no. 120; Djajasoebrata and 

Hanssen 1999, p. 61; Forshee 2001, p. 32. 

16. Forshee 1999, p. 42. 

17. Although most writers identify the figures as ancestors (Holmgren 

and Spertus 1989, p. 46; Taylor and Aragon 1991 , p. 222, fig . v11.39), 

Gittinger (2005, p. 68, no. 58) suggests that the figures depict slaves 

(tau ata) who served the nobility. 

18. Adams 1969, p. 13; Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 46 ; Taylor and 

Aragon 1991, p. 222; Forshee 2001 , p. 38. 

19. Taylor and Aragon 1991 , p. 222. 

20. Djajasoebrata and Hanssen 1999, p. 53; Forshee 2001 , pp. 40-41. 



142 . EAR ORNAMENT or PENDANT (M amu li) 

Indonesia, Nusa Tenggara, Sumba Island, eastern region, 

Kanatangu district 

19th century 

Gold 
H. 33'4 in. (g.8 cm) 

Gift of Anita E. Spertus and Robert}. Holmgren, in honor of 
Douglas Newton, 1990 

1990335.4 

Gold ornaments play a central role in marapu, the indige

nous religion of the island of Sumba , which still has many 

adherents today.' In the elaborate ritual exchanges of gifts 

that accompany marriages, alliances, and other rites, gold 

jewelry and other metal objects such as weapons, consid 

ered symbolically male, are exchanged for the islands lav

ish textiles (cat. nos. 140, 141). which are identified as 

female.2 Perhaps the most important of all Sumban gold 

objects are the omega-shaped jewels known as mamuli. 

Created as prestige ornaments for the nobility (maramba), 

mamuli can be worn as ear ornaments or pendants, or 

they can be attached to jackets and headdresses, depend

ing on regional custom and the requirements of the occa

sion .3 This elaborate mamuli comes from East Sumba , 

where mamuli were worn by men .4 In marriage, mamuli, 

water buffalo, horses, and other "male" gifts are presented 

by the groom's family to the bride 's, who reciprocate with 

142 

"female" gifts of textiles and other objects. Although a 

"male" gift, the mamuli depict st lized female genitalia .5 

When given at marriage, a mamuli s mbolicall substitutes 

for the bride, '· replacing the oung \ oman 's dark e es ' as 

she leaves to join her husband 's famil .6 

According to marapu belief, gold is ultimate! of celes

tial origin. The sun is made of gold , \ hich it deposits in 

the earth at sunset.- The great noble families acquired 

much of the gold required to create mamuli and other 

ornaments during the nineteenth and earl twentieth cen

turies from the Dutch colonial authorities, who traded 

gold coins and other valuables such as glass beads and nassa 

shells in exchange for the island 's small. sturd horses.8 

The makers of gold ornaments are often foreign as\ ell . 

While some Sum ban men practice metal\ orking, most 

jewelry is made b itinerant goldsmiths or immigrants 

from the neighboring islands of Sa u and dao orb resi

dent Chinese craftsmen .9 Some wealth families e en com

mission pieces from the distant master craftsmen in Bali , 

Java , or the cit of Ujung Pandang (Macassar). on the 

island of Sulawesi .10 

Whate er the maker's identit , the imager of the 

mamuli expresses Sum ban tastes and aesthetics." 

Although the fundamental imager of the mamuli is femi

nine, indi idual ornaments\ ere considered either male 

or female depending on their secondar characteristics. 
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Male mamuli, such as the present work, were accented 

with spirals of gold braid and equipped with elaborate 

flaring bases, or "feet" (ledu); female examples lacked 

these features. 12 The feet of the finest examples are embel

lished with minute figures of humans, animals, or other 

subjects.13 The minute warriors on the feet of the present 

work are ingeniously jointed, with movable heads and arms 

and feet that swivel on their bases, allowing the figures to 

be posed in a variety of attitudes. They wear turbanlike 

headdresses and brandish swords and shields, their mar

tial prowess emphasized by the smaller figures accompa

nying them, who appear in attitudes of supplication .14 

Enormously costly and supernaturally powerful, elabo

rate mamuli such as this were sacred objects that were 

almost never used as ornaments or exchange valuables.15 

Instead, they were considered tanggu marapu (possessions 

of the spirits), sacred heirloom treasures that embodied 

both materially and spiritually the wealth and prestige of 

noble families.16 Secreted in the treasury in the dark loft of 

the towering peaked roof of the clan house, tanggu 

marapu were seldom seen or handled .'7 Some could be 

temporarily retrieved by religious specialists, who used the 

oldest mamuli and other heirlooms as intermediaries in 

communicating with ancestral spirits.18 Others were con

sidered so powerful that they were almost never removed 

from the darkness of the treasury for fear that their super

natural "heat" (mbanoho) would kill those who gazed upon 

them or cause natural disasters.19 

1. Sumba is the only sizable island in Indonesia on which the major

ity of the population still practices its indigenous religious beliefs 

{Hoskins 1988, p. 123). Most contemporary Indonesian peoples are 

Muslim, Christian , or Hindu . 

2. Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 32, nos. 4-6 ; Taylor and Aragon 

1991 , p. 207. 

3. Barbier and Newton 1988, p. 290, pl. 49. 

4. Rodgers 1985, p. 175. 

5. Forth 1981 , p. 360; Hoskins 1988, p. 125; Holmgren and Spertus 

1989, p. 32, nos. 4-6; Taylor and Aragon 1991 , p. 210. In one /au 
hada {beaded skirt) representations of mamuli appear in place of 

the female gen italia {Holmgren and Spertus 1989, pp. 28, no. 3, 32 , 

nos. 4- 6). 

6. Hoskins 1988, pp. 123, 126; Geirnaert 1989a, p. 460. 

7. Forth 1981, p. 441 , n. 7; Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 32, nos. 4-6. 

8. Rodgers 1985, p. 166; Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 30 ; Taylor 

and Aragon 1991 , p. 210. 

9. Rodgers 1985, p. 167; Hoskins 1988, p. 129; Holmgren and Spertus 

1989, p. 32 , nos. 4-6; Taylor and Aragon 1991 , p. 207. 

10. Rodgers 1985, p. 167; Hoskins 1988, p. 129. 

11. Hoskins 1988, p. 129. 

12. Geirnaert 1989a, p. 459; Taylor and Aragon 1991, pp. 210, 214. 

13. Although the central portion of the ornament depicts female geni

talia, the human and animal images on the feet , when their gender 

is indicated , are exclus ively male {Hoskins 1988, p. 125; Taylor and 

Aragon 1991, p. 214). 

14. Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 32, no. 6. 
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15. Rodgers 1985, pp. 174, 331, no. 136. 

16. Ibid ., pp. 168, 174; Hoskins 1988, p. 128. 

17. Hoskins 1988, p. 125; Taylor and Aragon 1991 , p. 210. 

18. Rodgers 1985, pp. 169-70, 174; Holmgren and Spertus 1989, p. 32, 

nos. 4-6; Taylor and Aragon 1991 , p. 210. 

19. Rodgers 1985, p. 174; Hoskins 1988, pp. 134-35; Holmgren and 

Spertus1989, ~32 , nos.4- 6. 

143. MASK 

Probably Timor-Leste {East Timar) 

19th-early 20th century 

Wood, fiber, traces of paint, lime, and hair 

H. 9 in. (23 cm) 
Purchase, Discovery Communications Inc. Gift 

and Rogers Fund, 2000 

2000.444 

Divided politically between Indonesia and the independ

ent nation of Timor-Leste (formerly known as East Timor), 

the island of Timor gave rise to a distinctive tradition (or 

traditions) of dance masks whose exact origins and signifi

cance remain uncertain. What little firsthand informa

tion exists suggests that many of the masks originated in 

Timor-Leste, where examples have been described and 

documented from the Lautem district.1 Used by men, the 
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Fig. 69. A group of masked 

dancers at Lautem, Timor

Leste, early 1960s. The three 

performers holding swords 

likely portray male ancestors, 

whereas the central dancer, 

dressed in woman 's clothing 

and holding a walking stick, 

appears to represent a female 

ancestor. Photo: Margaret 

King. From M. King 1963, 

between pp. 94 and 95 

masks were worn during dances and other ceremonies, 

including rites celebrating victory in war. 2 The masks are 

said to represent ancestors both male and , in at least one 

instance, female.3 The most extensive account of Timorese 

masks is that of the Australian writer Margaret King, who 

described a ceremony that she witnessed in Lautem in the 

early 1960s: 

[T]he masks of Lautem were carved from wood and decorated 

with skins. The most spectacular of these was that of Festivity, 

a red-faced , red-nosed fellow ... the face topped by wildly 

flaring hair of reddish brown. The most impressive mask I dis

covered was one with a long, blond mane of goat-hair, the 

black eyebrows, angular face and aquiline nose providing a 

great sense of controlled power and representing, so they said , 

a distant ancestor. Two other masks also represented ances

tors ... [a] man and [a] woman .... All these carved masks 

were most skilfully conceived and executed , carrying details of 

a high degree of realism , the nasal and aural entrances repre

sented by holes pierced completely through the wood. They 

were heavy to wear and the owners, perspiring after a very 

short time, were glad to remove them.4 

As King noted, when in use the masks were typically painted 

and adorned with strips of hide or bristles representing eye

brows, beards, mustaches, and other facial hair, and these 

are still present on many of the surviving examples (see 

fig. 69). 5 Photos of masked performers indicate that the 

masks were attached to an elaborate headdress, wig, or 

hood, which covered the remainder of the head , further 

concealing the dancer's identity.6 The dancers were often 

clad in the typical paired shoulder and hip cloths worn by 

Timorese men, but at times they wore bushy costumes made 

from strips of leaves, secured at the waist with a belt. 7 

Striking in its smooth contours and sculptural power, 

the present work bears evidence of former embellishments 

and repeated use. The forehead is adorned with a small 

line of pits, which retain vestiges of animal hair, and the 

holes on the upper lip and brow line likely served for the 

attachment of a mustache and eyebrows. The projection at 

the top of the head was probably used to secure a head

dress or hood. At some point in the mask's history, the eye

brows were indicated with yellow trade paint, traces of 

which are visible above the eyes. The eyes are inlaid with 

wood and adorned with white lime. They have no holes 

through which the wearer could see, and the holes above 

them are drilled at oblique angles. The dancer would have 

looked out, but from between the teeth of the open mouth 

instead. Some Timorese masks were made from perishable 

materials, such as bark, and would likely have been dis

carded at the conclusion of the ceremony.8 However, wood 

examples, like this highly polished and deeply patinated 

work, were preserved and reused for many years. 

1. See M. King 1963; Pavas de Timar (1992], p. 108, figs. 155, 156. Both 
Barbier and Hicks attribute some examples of Timorese masks to 
the Atoni region of West Timar (although Hicks erroneously states 
that Atoni is in "East Timar"), but neither author gives the source(s) 
of this attribution (see Barbier 1984, pp. 132-33, pl. 42; Hicks 
1999, p. 138, nos. 14, 15). 

2. De Hoag 1982, p. 123; Barbier and Newton 1988, p. 306, pl. 57; 
Pavas de Timar (1992], p. 108, figs. 155, 156; Hicks 1999, p. 133. 

3. M. King 1963, pp. 95, 148; De Hoog 1982, p. 123; Barbier and New
ton 1988, p. 306, pl . 57 ; Pavas de Timar (1992], p. 108, figs. 155, 
156; Hicks 1999, p. 133. 

4. M. King 1963, p. 148. 
5. M. King 1963, frontis. ; Cinalli 1987, p. 93 ; Barbier and Newton 

1988, p. 306 ; Pavas de Timar (1992], pp. 106, fig. 1oc, 108, nos. 155, 
156, 109, fig. 155; Hicks 1999, p. 138, no. 15. 

6. M. King 1963, frontis., pis. between pp. 94 and 95; Cinatti 1987, 
p. 93; Pavas de Timar (1992], p. 106, fig. 1oc. 

7. See M. King 1963, frontis. , pis. between pp. 94 and 95; Cinatti 1987, 
p. 93 ; Pavas de Timar (1992], p. 106, fig. 1oc. 

8. See M. King 1963, pp. 95-96. 
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144 . ANCESTOR FIGURE (ltara) 

Timor-Leste (East Timar), AtatJro Island 

Late 19th- early 20th century 

Wood 

H. 11 7/B in. (30.2 cm) 

Gift of Fred and Rita Richman, 1988 

1988.143.179 

145 . ANCESTOR FIGURE (ltara) 

Timor-Leste (East Timar), AtatJro Island 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood 

H. 8 in. (203 cm) 

Gift of Fred and Rita Richman, 1988 

1988.143.44 
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Situated off the coast of Timor-Leste (East Timor), th e 

small , mountainous island of Atauro is home to a dist inc

tive tradition of wood sculpture, which remained virtuall y 

unknown in the West until the early 197os.1 Most of the 

surviving examples of Atauro wood sculpture consist of 

ancestor images, known as itara . Carved in male/female 

pairs, itara portray distant ancestral couples, the semi

legendary founders of families and lineages.2 In Atauro 

people live in fami ly compounds (ruma), which consist of 

the "big house" (ruma-pera 'ik), which is home to the line

age chief, and a house for sacred objects (ruma-lululi}, sur

rounded by ordinary dwellings and granaries. Only sacred 

objects associated with secondary deities are housed in 

the ruma-lului; the most important and powerful images 

are kept in the chief's house, the ruma-pera 'ik.3 
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Four wood posts support the roof of the ruma pera 'ik. 

The sou th western post holds a sacred rack, the ruma tara, 

from which ancestor images and other sacred relics are 

suspended. Yoked together at t he waist by a length of 

cordage, which is used to hang them from the rack, the 

male/female ancestral pairs symbo lize the dualistic nature 

of the supernatura l world in Atauro re ligion.4 The number 

of pairs of itara in the chief's house reflects the socia l sta

tus of the fa mily. Less powerful fami lies may possess a single 

pair, but higher-ranking ones can have two or three of the 

ancestral coup les; more than three is considered inappro

priate.5 The ro le of the itara in Atauro religion remains 

largely undocumented . The figures are reportedly used in 

the detection of thieves. Following a theft, the images are 

presented with offerings of betel nut, corn , and fish and 

hung at the entrance to the house, from which the ances

tral spirits go forth in pursuit of the culprits.6 In another 

rite, held in honor of the deities Le-Kali and Mimftu , five 

itara are assembled to form the symbolic crew of a minia

ture boat.-

The imagery of the itara is highly st lized . In contrast 

to the sinuous curves of many Indonesian car ing tradi

tions, Atauro wood sculpture is remarkable for its fre

quently severe angularit .8 With rectangular e es, long, 

wedge-shaped noses, and blocklike bodies and limbs that 

are often rectangular in cross section , man itara , such as 

the present works, are closer in their conception of the 

human form to Cubist paintings than the are to other 

Island Southeast Asian carving traditions. 

Standing erect with the shoulders hunched forward 

and the knees slightl y bent, the present ancestor images 

embody the classical stance and forceful stoic features of 

Atauro itara .9 When in use, each would have been dressed 

in the garments appropriate to its gender, the man in a 

loincloth (kgoh l) and the woman in a skirt (sfh l), often 

made from imported trade cloth .'0 

1. Barbier 1984, p. 113; Barbier and ewton 1988, p. 296, pl. 52; 

Hersey 1991 , p. 70. 

2. Duarte 1984, p. 75; Duarte 1990, p. 21 ; Duarte 1999 , p. 126. 

3. Duarte 1990, p. 20 ; Duarte 1999, p. 125. 

4. Duarte 1984, p. 75; Duarte 1990, p. 21 ; Duarte 1999, p. 126. 

5. Duarte 1984, pp. 75-76. 

6. Ibid. , pp. 76-77; Barbier and ewton 1988, p. 296, pl. 52. 

7. Duarte 1984, pp. - 78; Barbier and ewton 1988, p. 298, pl. 53 . 

8. Barb ier 1984, p. 113. 
9. Ancestral couples frequent I became separated 11 hen the figures 

entered the Western art market. The ancestral ··couple" presented 

here is a reconstruction , consisting of t1 o figures 1 hose original 

counterparts ha e been lost. 

10. Duarte 1984, p. 75. The preferred 1 ood s for itara 1 ere nara {Ptero
carpus indica}, /ero {Ced re/a toona}, and a timber kno11 n as initi
hua-mnaru (ibid .) . 

146 . ANCESTOR FIGURE (Yene) 

Indonesia, Maluku Tenggara {Molucca Islands}, probably Leti 
Island 

19th-early 20th century 
Wood 

H.12 3/4 in. (32.4 cm) 

Gift of Fred and Rita Richman, 1987 

198J.453.5 

Throughout Maluku Tenggara , part of what were formerly 

ca ll ed the Mo lucca Islands, which lie between Timor and 

the western coast of New Guinea , ancestor images formed 

important links between the living and the dead .' Ancestor 

images in the region were of two broad types: large figures 

depicting founding ancestors, often seated atop tall pillars 

and conspicuous! displayed in special! constructed 

shrines in or near the village, and smaller figures depicting 

deceased family members, which were kept and used in 

the home.2 The scale and st le of the present work indi

cate that it was a private devotional image, likel created 

for a high-ranking fa mil on the island of Leti , where such 

figures were known as yene. Although yene imager is 

highl con entionalized , each figure portrayed a specific 

indi idual' ho had recent! died ; it served as a container 

in\ hich his or her spirit, or "shado\ image," resided tem

poraril before departing for the land of the dead and to 

which it periodical I returned during rituals to receive 

offerings or to be consulted about important matters.3 

According to one nineteenth-centur account, the yene 

\ as created five da s after an indi idual 's death , which was 

considered the correct time for the spirit to enter the 

image.4 The figure was often commissioned b the fa mil 

from an accomplished wood-carver, \ ho was paid for his 

services' ith a gift of livestock or cotton. 5 To encourage 

the spirit to enter the figure the yene was placed on a plate 

made from beaten gold and wrapped in a cloth of red , an 

auspicious color.6 The image was then carried into the 

famil home and set among the other yene images housed 

in the upper section , or ' attic. "- Each da the rilalauna 

(head of the household) ascended to the attic to recite 

pra ers to the ancestors represented b the assembled 

images and to ceremonial I "feed " them\ ith offerings such 

as rice, betel nut, tobacco, and rice' ine.8 During rituals 

yene were used to communicate with deceased relati es, 

\ ho were nO\ famil ancestors.9 Consulted prior to all sig

nificant undertakings, the ancestors\ atched o er their 

descendants and were responsible , in particular for perpet

uating the famil b ensuring the birth of children .'0 

On Leti , the pose of yene indicates the gender of the 

deceased. Both sexes are shO\ n seated \ ith male ancestors, 
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like the subject of the present work, portrayed with the 

legs drawn in to the body and with the elbows resting on 

the bent knees; female ancestors are depicted with the 

legs crossed.11 The jewelry and other ornaments portrayed 

on the figures reflected the status of the deceased. In the 

past, Letinese society was ruled by a high aristocracy 

(mama) that exerted political and religious influence over 

the remainder of the community, consisting of individuals 

and families of intermediate rank (wusuru) and, formerly, 

slaves (ate). 12 Slaves were portrayed in yene without jew

elry; wusuru sported a specific type of ear ornament, and 

some male images also wore feathers, indicating that the 

individual was a warrior.13 Although the sitter's identity has 

been lost, the sculptural refinement and elaborate gold 

headdress and ear ornaments worn by the subject of the 

present work indicate that it almost certainly portrays a 

high-ranking member of the marna. 14 

1. De Jonge and Van Dijk 1995a, pp. x, 49-67. Use of ancestor images 

in the region ceased in the early twentieth century, shortly after 

the adoption of Christianity {ibid. , p. 49). 

2. De Jonge and Van Dijk 1995a, pp. 49-53; Appel 2005, p. 55. 

3. De Jonge and Van Dijk 1995a, pp. 49-50; Appel 2005, p. 55. In 

Maluku Tenggara , living individuals were widely believed to be 

composed of three elements: the physical body; the "vital force ," 

which kept the body alive but vanished at death ; and the "shadow 

image" (analogous to the "'spirit" or "soul "), which persisted after 

death (De Jonge and Van Dijk 1995a, p. 49; Appel 2005, p. 55). 

4. Riedel 1886, p. 395 ; Barbier and Newton 1988, p. 316, pl. 62 ; 

Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 99 , no. 48. 

5. Riedel 1886, pp. 376, 395; De Jonge and Van Dijk 1995a, p. 49 ; 

Appel 2005, p. 55. Identification of wood samples by Dutch 

reasearchers indicates that the wood typically used for ancestor 

images throughout Maluku Tenggara was Cordia subcordota, 
known in Moluccan Malay as kayu kenawa (De Jonge and Van Dijk 

1995a, pp. 49-50). 

6. Riedel 1886, p. 395; Barbier and Newton 1988, p. 316, pl. 62 ; 

Hersey 1991 , p. 76 ; Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 99 , no. 48.1 ; 

Riedel 1886, p. 395; Barbier and Newton 1988, p. 316, pl. 62 ; 

De Jonge and Van Dijk 1995a, p. 52 . 

7. Riedel 1886, p. 395; Barbier and Newton 1988, p. 316, pl. 62 ; De 

Jonge and Van Dijk 1995a, p. 52 . 

8. Riedel 1886, p. 395; Barbier and ewton 1988, p. 316, pl. 62 ; De 

Jonge and Van Dijk 1995a, p. 50. 

9. De Jonge and Van Dijk 1995a, p. 50. 

10. Ibid.; Appel 2005, p. 55. 

11 . Van Hoevell 1895, p. 135; Jacobsen 1896, p. 139; De Jonge and Van 

Dijk 1995a, p. 51. The position of the legs, though gender-specific 

on Leti , is less consistent in ancestor images from other areas of 

Maluku Tenggara (De Jonge and Van Dijk 1995a, p. 51 ). 

12. Jacobsen 1896, p. 139; De Jonge and Van Dijk 1995a, p. 50 . 

13. Jacobsen 1896, p. 139; De Jonge and Van Dijk 1995a, p. 50 . 

14. Jacobsen 1896, p. 139; Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 99, no. 48; De 

Jonge and Van Dijk 1995a, p. 50 . 

147. CEREMONIAL STRING WINDER 

Indonesia, Maluku Tenggara (Molucca Islands}, probably 
Kisar Island 

19th-early 20th century 

Wood 

H. gY, in. (24.8 cm) 

Gift of Fred and Rita Richman, 1988 

1988.143.107 

Boats play a central role, both physically and symbolically, 

in the arts and cultures of the peoples of Maluku Teng

gara.1 The islands of Maluku Tenggara are primarily small 

and relatively isolated, and boats and boat-building were, 

and in many cases remain, essential to fishing, trade, and , 

formerly, warfare. 2 Although the people of each island 

maintain a distinct cultural identity, the artistic traditions, 

cultural practices, and indigenous religions of the region 

are closely related.3 One of the region 's most distinctive art 

forms were ceremonial string winders, which were made 

and used on a number of islands, including Kisar, Dawera , 

Dawelor, and Babar. 4 The central portion of the winders 

served as spools for ceremonial measuring cords, used in 

the construction of boats and houses; the carved finials 

depicted important ancestors. On Dawera and Dawelor, 

the cords were called /er/of-named after the belts 

women wore around the waist to secure their skirts.5 

Although built by men, boats are believed to be female in 

the indigenous cosmology, and the use of a "woman 's 

belt" to measure them was considered appropriate to their 

gender.6 After the keel of a boat had been laid , the !er/of 

was used to determine the correct heights of the bow and 

stern beams. To begin construction of the hull, a woman 

ceremonially laid the first planks, called papan poma!i 

(sacred planks), on either side of the keel. As the men then 

assembled the boat, they added a single "male" compo

nent, the stern beam; the beam's incorporation into the 

boat symbolically represented the sexual union of male 

and female cosmic forces .7 

On Dawera and Dawelor, !er/of were also used to plot 

the dimensions of houses, which were seen metaphorically 

as boats and whose sections were given nautical designa

tions.8 As "boats," houses were female but, again like 

boats, also had a male component-in this case the meka

mu!o! (main post)-so that the two sexes were symboli

cally united. Like the interior of a boat, the house plot 

measured by the cord was considered to be " inboard " and 

symbolically represented the first female ancestor. 9 When 

the dimensions for a house were measured , the fer/of was 

wound around a string winder whose finial depicted this 

founding ancestress.10 
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The images on many string winders are female or of 

indeterminate gender. However, a number of exampl es, 

including the present work, appear to depict male figures. 

The Metropolitan 's string winder is similar to examples 

attributed to the island of Kisar, roughly two hundred 

miles west of Dawera and Dawelor, where the finials of 

string winders seem to portray both male and female sub

jects.11 Wearing earrings and peaked headgear, and seated 

on the ground with the legs drawn in and the elbows of 

the crossed arms resting on the knees, the finials of the 

Metropolitan and Kisar string winders closely resemble the 

larger ancestor images of the region , in particular the yene 

figures of the neighboring island of Leti (cat. no. 146). 

Although string winders on Kisar were likely employed in a 

manner similar to those of Dawera and Dawelor, it seems 

reasonable to suppose that, like yene figures, they por

trayed recent ancestors of both sexes rather than a single 

ancient female progenitor. 

1. De Jonge and Van Dij k 1995a, pp. 30-47. 
2. Ib id., pp. 23, 28. 

3. Ibid ., p. 33. 
4. See ib id., pp. 41-45, fi gs. 3.10, 3.12 ; Arte y Ritual 1997, nos. 7 8. 

5. De Jonge and Van Di jk 1995a, p. 41. 
6. Ib id. Descri ptions of the use of the lerlol in boat-bu i ld ing do not 

expl ici tl y mention the use of string wi nd ers, but it seems probable 

that th ey were empl oyed in thi s context. 

7. Ibid. , pp. 41-42. 

8. Ibid ., pp. 33, 44-45. 

9. Ib id., p. 44. 
10. Ib id. 

11. See ib id., pp. 42-43, fi gs. 3.10, 3.12; Arte y Ri tual 1997, nos. 7, 8. 

148. PROW BOARD (Kora ulu) 

Indonesia, Maluku Tenggara {Molucca Islands}, Tanimbar 

Islands 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood 

H. 60 in . (152.4 cm) 

Purchase, Richman Family Foundation Gift, 2004 

2004.485 

The dramatic openwork prow boards, or kora ulu, of the 

Tanimbar archipelago, in Maluku Tenggara , are among the 

most visually complex forms of wood sculpture in Island 

Southeast Asia . Carved separately, kora ulu were attached 

as decorative accents to the prows of large seagoing vessels 

during important voyages (see fig. 70), but they were proba

bly detached and stored when not in use.1 In the past, and 

to some extent today, boats and voyaging played a central 

role in Tanimbarese culture and religion .2 Individuals and 
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Fig. 70. Two young boys pose on the bow of a large Tanimbarese 
sailing canoe equipped with an ornate prow board (kora ulu) 
with a doglike creature at the base, ca. 1930. The edges of the 
prow board are embellished with large white cowrie shells. 
Photo: Petrus Drabbe. From De )onge and Van Dijk 1995b, p. 23 

communities built their reputations through success in voy

aging, from which the seafarers returned with precious for

eign goods, such as gold valuables and ivory, to augment 

the village treasury. 3 Until the early twentieth century, the 

spoi ls might also include the heads of slain enemies.4 In 

many Tanimbarese villages, boat-shaped altars, equipped 

with elaborate ly carved prow and stern boards of stone, 

formed the focus of social and religious gatherings. 5 

Tanimbarese shipwrights created a variety of water

craft, and the precise nature of the boats on which the 

kora ulu were employed is uncertain .6 However, it is prob

able that they adorned the large ceremonial boats used in 

trade, warfare, or the renewal of alliances between villages 

rather than more utilitarian vessels.7 Boats and their 

accoutrements were laden with gender symbolism ; male 

and female elements complemented each other, ensuring 

252 I OCEANIA: ART OF THE PACIFIC ISLANDS 

supernatural balance and continuing fertility.8 The hull 

was considered female, its shape compared to a womb 

and likened to the new moon, which in Tanimbarese oral 

tradition is identified with a pregnant woman. 9 The sail , 

rudder, oars, and towering prow and stern boards were 

male and , when united with the hull in preparation for an 

important journey, completed the vessel , making it ready 

for the voyage.10 In former times, the vessels used on expe

ditions undertaken to renew the alliance and friendship 

between villages were often splendidly appointed. 11 Carry

ing the most valuable gold ornaments of the voyagers' 

home village, and frequently adorned with flags and ban

ners as well as, almost certainly, superbly carved prow and 

stern boards, these ceremonial vessels were compared to 

roosters displaying their resplendent plumage:12 

Marni yaru o wean manut lamera o. 

Nalili vulun masa wean lera fanin o. 

[Our boat, oh , is like a rooster, oh . 

It wears golden feathers like the rays of the sun , oh.]13 

Whether a voyage was for alliance, trade, or war, before 

setting sail the kora ulu of ceremonial vessels were anointed 

with magical substances, prepared from roots and leaves, 

which invested the boat with lethal supernatural powers.14 

The application of these substances was believed to render 

the vessel so supernaturally "hot" that the seas around it 

were said to boil , and the vessels of a ceremonial fleet 

were said to warn the unwary of their power with laluan 

(bow waves), which took the form of violent winds and 

severe thunderstorms. '5 Cleaving the seas on the way to 

encounter friends or foes, the supernaturally charged 

boats were compared to fearsome sea snakes.16 

Rendered with a restless sense of highly charged move

ment, the intricate openwork compositions of Tanimbarese 

prow boards embody the aggressive energy of the vessels 

they once adorned. 1
- Surviving examples share a similar 

formal composition in which a zoomorphic figure-a roos

ter, dog, fish, or, as in the present work, a mythical reptil

ian creature, all animals symbolic of male status and 

aggression-at the base is surmounted by a field of sinu

ous openwork spirals.18 The hallmark of Tanimbarese 

wood carving, this elaborate scrollwork is composed of a 

lively rhythmic pattern formed from single spirals (kilun 

eta/) and S-shaped double spirals (kilun ila 'a), whose curvi

linear forms are reminiscent of the breaking of ocean 

waves or the tendrils of plants. 19 The fantastic serpentlike 

creature on this work may depict the fearsome mythical 

sea snake to which the ceremonial vessel was likened . It is 

a chimera with a crocodile-like head whose jaws merge 



into the surrounding spirals and a long slender body end

ing in a fish 's tail. Its numerous legs resemble those of cen

tipedes. Its jaws, slightly opened, reveal menacing teeth , a 

reminder that the intentions of those who rode within 

were not always peaceable. 

1. De Jonge and Van Dijk 1995a, p. 84. 

2. McKinnon 1988, p. 155. 

3. De Jonge and Van Dijk 1995a, p. 69. 

4. Ibid ., pp. 79, 84. 

5. McKinnon 1988, p. 160; Taylor and Aragon 1991 , p. 231 ; De Jonge 

and Van Dijk 1995a, p. 76. 

6. See McKinnon 1988, p. 156. 

7. De Jonge and Van Dijk 1995a, p. 83. 

8. Ibid ., pp. 70-71. 

9. Drabbe 1940, p. 270; De Jonge and Van Dijk 1995a, pp. 71, 75. 

10. De Jonge and Van Dijk 1995a, pp. 70, 75. 

11 . Ibid. , p. 79. 

12. McKinnon 1988, pp. 156, 165; De Jonge and Van Dijk 1995a, p. 81. 

13. McKinnon 1988, p. 155. 

14. Ibid ., p. 164; Taylo r and Aragon 1991 , p. 231 ; De Jonge and Van 

Dijk 1995a, p. 80. 

15. McKinnon 1988, p. 164. 

16. Dejonge and Van Dijk 1995a, pp. 80, 84. 

17. McKinnon 1988, pp.164-65. 

18. Ibid ., p. 157; De Jonge and Van Dijk 1995a, p. 71. 

19. McKinnon 1988, p. 157. 
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149 . MAN ' S GRAVE MARKER (Sunduk) 

Philippines, Sulu Archipelago, Bajau people 

Early to mid-20th century 

Wood 

H. 28 in. (71.1 cm) 

Gift of Charles and Harriet Edwards, 1990 

1990338a, b 

150 . WOMAN ' S GRAVE MARKER (Sunduk) 

Philippines, Sulu Archipelago, Bajau people 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood 

H. 46Yi in . {118.1 cm) 

Purchase, Robert). Holmgren and Anita Spertus Gift, in memory 

of Douglas Newton, and Rogers Fund, 2002 

2002.14 

Lying between the southern Philippines and Borneo, the 

islands of the Sulu Archipelago have long been crossroads 

of cultures and artistic traditions. Perhaps the finest sculp

tors in the region are the Bajau , mobile sea traders who 
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Fig. 71. A Bajau ceme
tery at Bun bun, in 

the Sulu Archipelago, 
1968. The planklike 

women 's grave mark
ers (sunduk) are visi

ble in the foreground, 
and farther back, at 

the center left, the 
cylindrical examples 

mark the graves of 
men. Photo: David 

Szanton. From Casino 
1981, p. 179, Jig. 176 
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formerly lived almost exclusively on lepa (houseboats) 

attached to semipermanent moorings.1 Although they fol

low, or followed, a nomadic lifestyle, the Bajau bury their 

dead ashore in permanent cemeteries.2 The majority of 

Bajau today are Muslim, but their art often reflects the 

influence and imagery of earlier indigenous religious tra

ditions. Such influences are especially evident in their 

elaborate grave markers, whose imagery in some cases 

includes human or animal forms that are ordinarily pro

hibited under Islamic religious doctrine.3 

Like Western gravestones, Bajau grave markers indicate 

the resting places of the dead (see fig. 71). The markers con

sist of two components: the sunduk, an upright element 

erected over the head of the deceased, and the kubul, a 

low openwork fence that surrounds the gravesite.4 To 

assist deceased individuals of both sexes on their journey 

to the next world , where they will join the company of 

the ancestors (mbo '), the Bajau place offerings of cloth , 

coconuts, stalks of grain , and other materials on the 

graves and at times honor the dead with mourning songs 

(kalangan matai). 5 

The form of the grave markers reflects the gender of 

the deceased . Women 's sunduk consist of intricate open

work planks, whereas men 's are cylindrical uprights, often 

set into separate bases in the form of stylized ships or an i

mals.6 Both types are embellished with elaborate ukkil 

(decorative carvings), such as those on the present 



woman's sunduk (cat. no. 150), derived from leaves, vines, 

buds, and geometric motifs.7 The budlike elements that 

comprise the lower left and right corners in this example 

depict the stylized heads of naga, snakelike supernatural 

beings that appear in the art and religion of many indige

nous cultures in Island Southeast Asia. 

The man's sunduk seen here (cat. no. 149) is a rare 

example in which the upright is rendered explicitly as a 

human figure, set in a stylized ship whose prow and stern 

are adorned with intricate ukkil patterns. Although it 

evokes the seafaring lifestyle of the Bajau , the ship here 

likely serves as a supernatural vehicle. It will convey the 

individual to the afterlife, where he will be reunited with 

the deceased members of his family, as described in this 

poetic Bajau mourning song, sung by an aged mother for 

her lost son:8 

You are gone and now I am alone. 

But you are not alone. 

With you in your grave are your father, brothers, and sisters. 

And soon I, too, shall join you. 9 

1. Benitez-Johannot 2005, p. 187. The Bajau are also called Sama 
Dilaut, or "sea gypsies." Szanton (1963, p. 468} states that the peo
ple most commonly refer to themselves as Luwaan. Although 
some Bajau continue to live on houseboats, toda the predomi
nantly live ashore in permanent settlements (Benitez-Johan not 
2005, p. 187}. 

2. In the past Bajau cemeteries were located on uninhabited islands 
reserved for the dead , but now most are located near settlements 
(Benitez-Johanna! 2005, p. 204). 

3. Casino 1981, p. 178. 
4. Szanton 1963, p. 470; Gowing 1979, p. 149; Casino 1981 , p. 177. 
5. Szanton 1963, pp. 471 , 473; Benitez-Johan not 2005, pp. 204-5. 
6. Landor 1904, p. 214, cited in Benitez-Johan not 2005, p. 195; Sza n

ton 1963, p. 470; Casino 1981 , p. 177. Szanton (1963, p. 477) notes 
that a few markers appear to combine male and fema le forms. 

7. Casino 1981, p. 177. 
8. Ibid ., p. 178; Benitez-Johan not 2005, pp. 203- 4. 
9. Bajau mourning song recorded in the 1960s, cited in Benitez

Johannot 2005, p. 205, fig. 17. 

151. RICE DEITY (Bulul ) 

Philippines, northern Luzon Island, lfugao people 

19th-20th century 

Wood 

H. 25 in. (63.5 cm) 

Gift of Claude and Francis Belmont, 1992 

1992.224 

The lfugao are one of several indigenous peoples inhabit

ing the mountainous interior of northern Luzon Island. 

The most desirable and ceremonially important food in 

lfugao culture is rice, which is often grown on ingeniously 

engineered systems of terraces cut into the precipitous 

hillsides to create flat , irrigated fields. 1 In lfugao religion 

the growth and abundance of rice is controlled by bulul, a 

group of deities who have the power not only to ensure a 

bountiful harvest but also to magically increase the quan

tity of the crop even after it is stored in the family grana

ries.2 To ensure that the bulul continue to bestow their 

fertile powers, families commission and consecrate wood 

images, also known as bulul, in which the rice deities 

reside during ceremonies and where a vestige of their 
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power lingers, allowing them to easily reenter the figures 

as necessary.3 Depicted as either seated or standing human 

figures, bulul are typically carved in male/female pairs. 

The sexual characteristics of the figures, however, are 

often subtly marked , so that their gender can be difficult 

to determine.4 The present figure sits atop two projections, 

which raise it slightly off the base to a I low it to be dressed 

in a loincloth , indicating that it represents a male bulul.5 

The distinctive hourglass-shaped bases of both ma le and 

female bulul likely represent stylized rice mortars, which 

further emphasize the link between bulul and this most 

prestigious of crops. 6 

Requiring specific rituals for each phase of their cre

ation, the carving of bulul is a costly and time-consuming 

process, often requiring six or more weeks to complete, 

and as a result only prosperous families can typically 

afford to commission the figures. 7 Once the commission 

has been received, the deities must approve the individual 

tree selected.8 For carving bulul, artists typically choose 

the narra, a tree that is associated with health, happiness, 

and prosperity in lfugao cosmology.9 The initial carving 

takes place in the forest, after which the unfinished 

images are brought to the owner's house, where an 

entrance ceremony is performed. Sometime afterward, 

another ceremony is held to initiate the final stages of the 

carving, which proceeds only during daylight hours, fol

lowed by nights of dancing and feasting. A number of 

carvers may work on the images, but the final details are 

completed by the one who is recognized as the most 

accomplished artist. When the figures are complete they 

are ritually consecrated through the recitation of an oral 

tradition, which describes the supernatural origin of the 

first bulul images, and are anointed with the blood of sac

rificial pigs.10 

Once consecrated, the bulul are placed in the family 

granary and serve as guardians, protecting the rice crop 

from natural and supernatural enemies. During harvest 

ceremonies, they are brought back to the house and, 

along with ancestors and other deities, invited to join in 

the celebrations.11 Honored with offerings such as rice 

wine, rice cakes, and the blood of sacrificial animals, the 

bulul are asked again to help the harvested rice to magi

cally increase.12 Through years of ritual use, many bulul 

images develop a deep black crusty patina, such as that 

seen on the present work. 

1. G. Ellis 1988, p. 176. Although rice is considered the most desirable 
food, it is not always available, and crops such as sweet potatoes, 
beans, and , in postcolonial times, maize at times form the major
ity of the lfugao diet (ibid .). 
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z. Barton 1946, p. 80; G. Ellis 1981 , p. 195; G. Ellis 1988, p. 178. 

3. Barton 1946, p. 81 ; G. Ellis 1981 , p. 196. The term bulul in the 
lfugao language literally denotes a "consecrated image" in the 
form of a human or, more rarely, a pig, but it is typically used to 
refer specifically to rice-deity images of the present type (Casino 

1973, p 24 ; Baradas 1995, p. 21 ). 

4. G. Ellis 1981 , p. 197. 
5. Joaquin Palencia , personal communication , August 11 , 2006. 

6. G. Ellis 1981 , p. 197. 
7. Barton 1946, p. 80; G. Ellis 1981 , p. 197; G. Ellis 1988, p. 332. 
8. G. Ellis 1981 , p. 195. Except as noted , the description of the cre

ation of bulul figures which follows is based on that of G. Ellis 
(ibid ., pp. 195-97). 

9. Ibid ., p. 197. The narra belongs to the genus Pterocarpus. 
10. Ibid ., p. 195. 
11. Ibid ., p. 196. 
12. Barton 1946, p. 81 ; G. Ellis 1981 , p. 196. 

152. ORNAMENT (Sipattal) 

Philippines, northern Luzon Island, lsneg people 
19th-early 20th century 
Shell, beads, metal, fiber 
L. 34 1

' 2 in. (876 cm) 
Bequest of john B. Elliott, 1997 
1999.47129 

Living in the remote, mountainous interior of northern 

Luzon , the lsneg, like other highland peoples, maintain 

regular contact with the broader world through long

established trading relationships with coastal groups. 1 

Among the lsneg the prestige and authority of individuals 

and families are intimately linked to wealth and, formerly, 

to men's achievements in warfare and head-hunting. 2 

lsneg wealth is comprised of trade goods, such as large 

ceramic jars, beads, and porcelain plates, laboriously 

transported to the distant mountain villages and passed 

down as heirlooms within families or, occasionally, 

exchanged between families during marriage ceremonies.3 

The human body is the primary focus of lsneg artistic 

expression and, on important occasions, both sexes adorn 

themselves with a diversity of colorful textiles and jewelry.4 

The most visually striking of all lsneg jewelry is the sipattal, 

an elaborate ornament fashioned locally from mother-of

pearl and trade beads, precious materials obtained through 

exchange with coastal groups. Worn by men, women, 

and children, sipattal consist of clusters of bissin, bilobed 

mother-of-pearl ornaments, suspended from a chokerlike 

collar of multicolored trade beads. 5 Sipattal can be worn 

with the bissin either displayed across the chest (see fig. 72) 

or, more rarely, draped down the back.6 



Fig. 72. An lsneg woman 

wearing a sipattal in 
Kubidao, northern Luzon, 

1983. The beaded collar is 
worn around the neck with 
the pearl-shell pendants 

(bissin) prominently dis
played on the chest. Photo: 
Thierry David. From Rodgers 

1985, p. 240 fig. 156 
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1. Rodgers 1985, pp. 239 , 241. 
2. Ibid., p. 242. 

3. Le Bar 1975, p. 99 ; Rodgers 1985, p. 242. 
4. Although they wear a variety of textiles, the lsneg reportedly do not 

weave their clothing but acquire it through trade with other groups 
(Vanoverbergh 1929 , p. 225). 

5. Rodgers 1985, p. 336, nos. 220-22. Rodgers notes that bissin may 
not be an accurate spelling of the name of the bilobed ornaments. 

6. Vanoverbergh 1929 , p. 228; G. Ellis 1981 , p. 246. 
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153 . HOUSE POST (Tomok) 

Taiwan, Batel Tobago (Lan Yil} Island, Yami people 

19th-early 20th century 

Wood, paint 

H. 81Y, in. (207 cm) 

From the Collection of Nina and Gordon Bunshaft, Bequest of 

Nina Bunshaft, 1994 

1995.65.2 

The Ya mi people live in several villages that lie along the 

shores of Botel Tobago Island , off the southeastern coast 

of Taiwan . Although the Ya mi are related to Taiwan 's other 

indigenous peoples, such as the Paiwan, their language 
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and culture have a closer affinity with 

the Batan Islanders of the northern 

Philippines.1 Carved from a single mas

sive plank of wood , this house post, 

known as a tomok, once stood at the 

center of a Ya mi house.2 The tomok was 

the first architectural element to be 

erected when a new house was con

structed .3 Often preserved and reused for 

generations, tomok were valued posses

sions and passed by inheritance from 

fathers to their oldest sons.4 To create 

the broad flaring boards for house posts, 

carvers Ii kely used trees whose trunk 

broadens at the base into planklike but

tress roots, allowing a single wide, taper

ing plank to be produced from an 

individual tree.5 The aesthetic as well as 

the architectural focus of the house, 

tomok were adorned with motifs that 

also appear on the fishing canoes on 

which in the past the Yami primarily 

depended for their livelihood .6 

The ornamentation of the tomok is 

divided into a series of horizontal bands 

of designs, which are carved in low relief 

and brightly painted with red , white, 

and black pigments. The circular motifs 

at the center of the present work are 

known as mata no tatara (eyes of the 

canoe) and represent the eyelike designs 

that appear on the bows and sterns of 

Yami fishing vessels. 7 The stylized 

anthropomorphic figures at the bottom 

represent Magamoag, a legendary cul-

ture hero who taught the Ya mi the arts 

of boat-building and agriculture.8 As in 

other Magamoag images, the heads of the figures are 

crowned by forked headdresses, and the arms of the outer 

figures are transformed into spirals.9 The images of Maga

moag, a benevolent supernatural being in Yami cosmol

ogy, may have acted , in part, to protect the household 

residents from anito, the malevolent souls of the dead .10 

The remaining sections of the post depict more informal 

scenes of fish and fishing. A central tonguelike projection 

at the base, now mostly lost, was inserted into the ground 

to allow the post to stand upright, and the shorter projec

tion and paired holes at the top were used to anchor the 

house post into the rafters above. 



1. Cameron and Sumnik-Dekovich 1985, p. 171. 
2. See Chen 1968, p. 291 , fig. 101 . Although tomok were incorporated 

into the supporting structure of the building, they are thin and 
appear to have been primaril y aesthetic rather than load-bearing 
elements. 

3. Ibid. , p. 292. 
4. Wei 1959, p. 30; Cameron and Sumnik-Dekovich 1985, p. 172. 
5. Trees with buttress roots were employed in creating the wide 

planks needed for the prows and sterns of Ya mi canoes (see Chen 
1968, p. 305), and it is reasonable to suppose that a similar process 
was used in creating tomok. 

6. Chen 1968, p. 300; Cameron and Sumnik-Dekovich 1985, p. 171. 
7. Chen 1968, p. 304 ; Barbier 1999, p. 163. 
8. Kano and Segawa 1956, p. 426; Chen 1968, p. 304. 
9. Chen 1968, p. 304. 

10. Cameron and Sumnik-Dekovi ch 1985, pp. 171, 174. 

154. ARCHITECTURAL ORNAMENT 

Taiwan, Paiwan people 

19th- early 20th century 

Wood 

W. 31 Yi in. (Bo cm) 

Gift of Fred and Rita Richman, 1987 

198J.453.4 

Although the vast majority of the Taiwanese today are of 

Chinese ancestry, the island is home to a number of 

ancient, indigenous peoples whose languages and cultures 

are closely related to those of the peoples of the northern 

Philippines, and more distantly to those of other indige

nous Island Southeast Asian groups and the peoples of 

Polynesia and Micronesia .' The most prolific of Taiwan 's 

indigenous wood-carvers are the Paiwan , who live in the 

mountainous interior of the southern tip of the island .2 

Paiwan society is divided into a hereditary nobility (subdi

vided into kagnusaman, or high nobles, and malutsivtsiv, 

or secondary nobles) and commoners (atedang), who form 

the majority of the population .3 Although commoners and 

minor nobles were permitted to own some types of deco-
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rated objects, the adornment of the houses and personal 

accessories of the high nobility was the primary focus of 

Paiwan artistic expression .4 

The houses of the high nobility are seen , both literally 

and metaphorically, as the embodiment of the ancestors 

whose remains are interred within their walls and whose 

powers can help or harm the family and surrounding 

community. 5 The wood architectural elements of noble 

houses-door frames and eave beams (boards that run 

along the junction of the roof and wall ) as well as the inte

rior house posts-are richly carved with images of ances

tors and other subjects, depicted in high relief.6 The style 

and content of the imagery of the present work indicate 

that it is an architectural ornament from a kagnusaman 

house; it may be a lintel or a section taken from a longer 

eave beam. The images are highly stylized , shown in an 

angular geometric manner; the features of the faces are 

enclosed by borders of triangular and zigzag motifs whose 

form echoes the scale patterns on the small double

headed snakes that adorn the foreheads as well as on the 

two large snakes at the center. The right to use this stylized 

imagery was a prerogative of the nobility. Commoners 

were also allowed to depict the human figure, but had to 

do so in a more naturalistic manner.7 

The use of snake images was also reserved for noble 

families. In Paiwan sculpture both humans and snakes 

depict ancestors.8 Human figures portray recent ancestors, 

whereas the snakes represent Vorun, the ancient "hundred

pace snake" who was the primal ancestor of the nobility.9 

According to one oral tradition , the sun came down from 

the sky and laid two eggs on a mountaintop. Vorun discov

ered the eggs and incubated them until they hatched into 

a man and a woman , who became the ancestors of the 

nobility (the eggs containing the ancestors of commoners 

were hatched by a different species of snake). 10 Images of 

Vorun appear repeatedly in kagnusaman architectural 
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carving and personal accessories, where they serve as a 

mark of noble birth. 11 The two large Vorun snakes at the 

center of the present work are mirror images of each 

other. 12 With imposing, diamond-shaped heads and loosely 

coiled bodies, they sit poised as if to strike. The smaller, 

double-headed snake images that adorn the foreheads of 

the two human faces are also images of Vorun. Full ances

tor figures were carved on door frames and other vertical 

architectural members of noble houses, but disembodied 

heads of the present type are generally found in rows on 

horizontal elements, such as eave beams and lintels, 

where they often alternate with snakes and other motifs.13 

These heads may represent ancestors, or they may be 

visual references to the former practice of head-hunting, 

evoking the rows of enemy sku I ls which 

in the past were displayed on shelves at the front of 

noble houses (see fig. 73).14 

1. Cameron 1985, p. 161 ; Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 113, no. 59; 
Barbier 1999, p. 160. The peoples of all these regions speak 
Austronesian languages. Some scholars argue that the original 
proto-Austronesian language, the ancestor of all the modern 
Austonesian languages, developed on Taiwan (see Bellwood 
1979, p. 123). However, this theory has recently been called into 
question. 

2. Cameron 1985, p. 161 ; Chen 1988, p. 187. 
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3. Cameron 1985, p. 161 . 

4. Chen 1968, pp. 184, 187. 
5. Cameron 1985, pp. 162-63. 

Fig. 73 . The entrance to a Pai
wan house showing a carved 
eave beam and the shelf used 
to display the skulls of slain 
enemies, 1916-18. The archi
tectural ornament in cat. no. 
154 may have been part of 
an eave beam, and the 
heads portrayed on it may 
be references to trophy skulls. 
Photo: probably Janet B. 
Montgomery McGovern. 
From McGovern 1922, 

between pp. 120 and 121 

6. Chen 1968, p. 293; Cameron 1985, p. 163. 

7. Chen 1988, p. 187. 
8. Cameron 1985, p. 161 . 
9. Chen 1968, pp. 297, 299 ; Cameron 1985, p. 163; Chen 1988, p. 188. 

Because of the mythological associations of the hundred-pace 
snake (Trigonocephalus ancistrodon), an elaborate series of taboo 
and ritual protocols regulate human conduct toward it. The snake 
is known in Paiwan as vorovoron , "elder," or sura pillilngil , "spirit" 
(Chen 1968, pp. 297, 299 ; Chen 1988, p. 188). 

10. Cameron 1985, p. 163. This version of the Vorun story was recorded 
in Makazayazaya village (ibid.). 

11. Ibid. , p. 161 . 

12. Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 113, no. 59. 
13. Cameron 1985, p. 168. 
14. Ibid . 



155 . KNIFE SHEATH 

Taiwan, Paiwan people 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood, paint, metal, fiber 

H. 15 1
'2 in. (39.4 cm) 

Gift of jean Paul and Monique Barbier-Mueller, 1990 

1990.307 

Paiwan artists achieved some of their most refined expres

sions of the human form in the intimate ornamentation of 

personal accessories. The facial features of the central 

male figure on this Paiwan knife sheath , and those of the 

faces that appear above and below him, are rendered with 

great delicacy and expressiveness. In the past, Paiwan war

riors used large knives in warfare and head-hunting, but 

smaller knives, such as that once held in this sheath , were 

used for a variety of purposes.' 

Fashioned from hardwood and painted a rich , deep 

red , Paiwan knife sheaths are worn suspended from a loop 

of fiber, visible at the left. 2 In embellishing the sheaths, 

artists employ the same motifs that appear in the larger 

architectural carvings (see cat. no. 154), depicting various 

combinations of human figures, disembodied heads, and 

snakes (the last are absent from the present example}. 3 The 

full figures represent recent ancestors, and the snakes por

tray Vorun , the mythical reptilian ancestor of the high 

nobility.4 The individual heads may be simplified ancestor 

images, or they may depict the heads of slain enemies. 5 In 

Paiwan art, use of highly stylized human images and 

snakes on knife sheaths and other articles was restricted to 

members of the high nobility (see cat. no. 154).6 The freer, 

more naturalistic treatment of the figure and faces on the 

present work, as well as the absence of snake images, sug

gests that its owner was a malutsivtsiv (minor noble) or 

atedang (commoner) with sufficient means to commission 

a master carver. The pose of the central ancestor image is 

unusual . On most Paiwan ancestor images the sexual char

acteristics are prominently indicated, and the modest ges

ture adopted by the figure seen here may indicate that the 

owner of the sheath was a Christian convert. 

1. Chen 1968, p. 155; Cameron 1985, p. 168; Barbier and ewton 1988, 

p. 342, pl. 75. 
2. Chen 1968, p. 155; Barbier and ewton 1988, p. 342, pl. 75. 

3. Cameron 1985, p. 168. 
4. Ibid ., pp. 163, 168. 
5. Ibid ., p. 168. 

6. Ibid ., p. 161 ; Chen 1988, p. 187. 

155 

Island Southeast Asia I 261 



156. MALE FIGURE (Kareau ) 

India, Nicobar Islands, Nicobarese people 

19th-early 20th century 
Wood, mother-of-pearl, paint 

H. 32 in. (81.3 cm) 

Gift of Fred and Rita Richman, 1988 

1988.143.96 

157. ZOOMORPHIC FIGURE (Hantakoi ) 

India, Nicobar Islands, Nicobarese people 
19th-early 20th century 

Wood, mother-of-pearl, paint, metal 
L. 32Y, in. (82. 6 cm) 

Gift of Fred and Rita Richman, 1988 

1988.143.97 
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The sculpture of the Nico

bar Islands, a small archi

pelago northwest of 

Sumatra , in the Bay of Ben

gal , depicts fearsome 

human or animal figures in 

threatening poses. 1 The 

aggressive stances and 

facial expressions of the 

figures, however, relate 

directly to their roles in cur

ing sickness and preventing 

misfortune. In Nicobarese 

cosmology there are two 

categories of supernatural 

beings: iwika, the benevo

lent spirits of virtuous 

ancestors associated with 

protection , health , and 

prosperity, and iwipot, the 

malevolent spirits of mur

derers, murder victims, and 

other malefactors, who 

bring disease, misfortune, 

and death .2 Although the 

spirits dwell in Henekla , an 

unseen land east of the 

archipelago, they constantly 

interact with the human 

world . The iwipot, in partic

ular, are attracted to the liv

ing, whom they afflict with 

illness and accidents. A liv-

ing person 's hoin (spirit) is 
1
56 said to travel in and out of 

the body with each breath , leaving as he or she exhales 

and returning with inhalation. lwipot can interfere with 

this process, preventing the hoin from reentering the body, 

which causes the person to fall ill.3 

To drive off iwipot, and to attract the beneficial iwika, 

Nicobarese create several forms of carvings, known collectively 

as hantakoi.4 Consisting of human and zoomorphic figures, 

such as the present works, as well as carved boards, hantakoi 

are made by religious specialists, known as meneluan , or by 

their apprentices as part of curing rites. 5 When an individual 

becomes sick or suffers a harmful accident, the family sum

mons a meneluan who, if the situation is serious enough to 

warrant it, wi ll carve a hantakoi to repel the offending spirit 

and restore the individual to health .6 



Figural hantakoi are of two types. The most important 

are the human images known as kareau . Erected on the 

central platform of the family house, kareau always face 

east and often , as here (cat. no. 156), have integrally 

carved bases that allow them to be freestanding." Kareau 

represent benign ancestors, or iwika .8 Most are female ; 

male examples, such as the present figure, are somewhat 

rarer.9 The kareau images serve as intermediaries between 

the human and the spirit worlds. Through them , the 

meneluan is believed to be able to contact the iwika and 

learn the identity of the iwipot responsible for the victim 's 

illness or troubles.1° Kareau images are believed to attract 

the iwika, and their intimidating stares and postures are 

intended to frighten the iwipot." Thus, both male and 

female images are typically shown in threatening stances, 

brandishing weapons, usually spears or knives, with which 

to attack the iwipot. 12 Rearing up as if to strike his super

natural opponent, the Metropolitan 's figure almost cer

tainly once held a spear in the right hand . When in use, 

the figure would likely have been dressed in a loincloth of 

trade fabric and adorned with ornaments of cloth , shell , 

or other materials.13 

The second type of figural hantakoi consists of zoomor

ph ic figures, designed to be suspended from the house 

rafters. More diverse in their imagery, these rafter fi gures 

depict a variety of animals, such as birds or dogs, as well 

as fanciful creatures that often combine the features of 

humans and animals.14 Like the intimidating expressions 

and postures of the kareau, the bared teeth , wild stares, 

and menacing stances of 

the zoomorphic images are 

intended to frighten the 

iwipot.15 The present rafter 

figure (cat. no. 157) is simi

lar to images that have 

been identified by some 

scholars as "dogs."16 How

ever, the jagged serrations 

that run along the sides and 

sp ine, which resemble the 

bony scales of crocodiles or 

dragons, as well as the 

upraised , humanlike arms, 

indicate that it likely repre

sents a supernatural rather 

than a worldly creature. 

The ultimate fate of all 

hantakoi depended on their 

effectiveness. If the afflicted 
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individual recovered , the images were carefully preserved 

and placed amcng the household 's other hantakoi to pro

tect the residents from future attack by iwipot.r However, 

if the person died or his or her sickness or misfortunes 

continued , or if an older figure lost its protecti ve powers, 

hantakoi were taken from the house and left in the forest 

to rot. 18 

1. S oboda 1892-93, p.14; Ca p istrano-Ba~er 1994, p. 85, no. -P · 

2. Pand a 1989, p. 5. Al though the icobarese toda are nominal! 

Ch rist ia n, belief in iwika and iwipot persi sts (ibid.). 

3. Ib id., p. 6. 

4. 1a n 1882, p. 277; Ma n 1933, p. 7 : Pand a 1989, pp. 5-6. 

5. 1an 1933, p. 77; Pand ·a 1989, p. 6. 
6. 1an 1933, p. 129; Pand a 1989, p. 5. 

7. Pand1a 1989, p. 6. 
8. Ib id., p. 9. 
9. Ibid ., p. 6. Female images are re ported I more common because 

the are belie ed to be more effedi e in frightening the malevo

lent iwipot (ibid .. 

10. Ib id., p. 9. 

11. Ib id., pp. 6, 9. 
12. Ibid ., p. 6. 

13. Capistrano-Baker 1994, p. 85 , no. 41 . 

14. See lcke-Sch1\albe and Gunther 1991 , figs. 66-68. 3. 

15. Pand a 1989, p. 6. 
16. Kramer 1927, pp. 14-15, pl. 2, no. 13: lcke-Sch ll'albe and Gunther 

1991 , fi g. 67. 
17. Pand ·a 1989, p. 8. 
18. 1an 1933, p. - : Pand a 1989, p. 8; lcke-Schll'albe and Gunther 

1991, p. 39. 
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MICRONESIA 

cattered across the immense expanse of the 

tropical northwestern Pacific, the islands of 

Micronesia primarily lie above the equator 

and stretch from Belau , in the west , east

ward to Kiribati . The region encompasses 

the arts and cultures of the four main archipelagoes 

of the Caroline, Mariana, Marshall , and Kiribati (for

merly Gilbert) islands, as well as the Para-Micronesian, 

or "Micronesian Outlier," peoples of Wuvulu , Aua , 

and the Ninigo, Hermit, and Kaniet islands. The area 

today is divided politically into the independent 

nations of Belau , the Federated States of Micronesia , 

Nauru , the Marshall Islands, and Kiribati , together 

with Guam and the Northern Mariana Islands, which 

are, respectively, a territory and a commonwealth of 

the United States. The Micronesian Outliers form part 

of the nation of Papua New Guinea . When first 

encountered by Western explorers, the peoples of 

Micronesia and its Outliers spoke some twenty-eight 

different languages; all but two are still extant. 1 In 

the past the majority of Micronesian societies were 

ruled by hereditary chiefs, and chiefs remain highly 

influential in many parts of the region today. 

As its Western name, Micronesia (little islands), 

implies, most of the region 's islands are small , com

prising a total land area of roughly 1,050 square 

miles (2,700 square kilometers)-approximately the 

size of Rhode Island-spread out across nearly 2.9 

million square miles (7.5 million square kilometers) 

of ocean. 2 Some of its lands, including Guam, Babel

doap, Yap, and Pohnpei , are high islands with hilly 

forested interiors, but Micronesia consists primarily 

of atolls, narrow rings or crescents of low coral islets 

encircling a central lagoon . 

Encompassed and linked by the ocean that sur

rounds them , Micronesia 's peoples have from the 

beginning been master seafarers and navigators. The 

Opposite: Detail, cat. no. 165 

ancestors of present-day Micronesians arrived by 

two primary routes. The westernmost archipelagoes, 

Belau and the Mariana Islands, appear to have been 

settled directly from Island Southeast Asia , possibly 

from the Philippines, by at least 1500 s.c., and pos

sibly as many as a thousand years earlier.3 The 

remainder of the Caroline Islands, as well as the more 

distant archipelagoes of the Marshall Islands and 

Kiribati , were settled by Lapita peoples, who were 

also the ancestors of the Polynesians, expanding 

northward from Island Melanesia beginning roughly 

two thousand years ago.4 

The earliest voyagers likely employed the same 

navigational techniques that are still practiced in 

some parts of Micronesia today, or ones similar to 

them . Using no instruments, Micronesian navigators 

are guided primarily by the stars and the form and 

rhythm of ocean swells. In former times navigators in 

the Marshall Islands constructed charts from thin 

sticks to show the positions of islands and the pat

terns of ocean swells (cat. no. 169). These charts were 

employed only on land , where they were consulted 

by experienced navigators and studied by novices, 

and were not carried along on actual voyages. The 

design and , in some areas, the ornamentation of 

canoes, essential to long-distance voyages as well as 

daily activities such as fishing, are also important art 

forms across the region . 

Micronesian peoples have diverse, highly devel

oped architectural traditions, creating imposing 

council houses, men 's houses, and other structures. 

Beginning in the thirteenth century and continuing 

until the early 1800s, the ruling chiefs of Nan Madol , 

on Pohnpei , and Lelu , on Kosrae, also built huge 

megalithic settlements, constructed from thousands 

of massive blocks of columnar basalt. These fortified 

compounds were linked by systems of canals. 
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Micronesian art typically embodies a spare aesthetic 

in which line and form dominate and surface ornamen

tation is often absent or greatly reduced. A notable 

exception is the sculpture of the Hermit Islands, 

whose complex openwork compositions and intri 

cately carved surfaces make it by far the most ornate 

of all Micronesian wood carving. 

In the past, sculpture and masking traditions in 

Micronesia were rare. Only Belau, Yap, a few other 

areas in the Caroline Islands, and some of the Microne

sian Outliers had any substantial traditions of figural 

or architectural sculpture. Human figures were typi

cally highly stylized. A study in contrasts, their features 

often masterfully combine a rigid angularity with 

gracefully curving lines. In Belau the men 's houses, or 

bai, whose gables and interior architectural beams 

were adorned with brightly painted architectural carv

ings, portraying episodes from local oral tradition , 

were the primary focus of both sculpture and painting. 

On some bai, the centerpiece of the gable was the 

dilukai, a fully modeled female figure attached to the 

facade (cat. no. 158). The Belauans and other Caroline 

Island peoples also created freestanding images, which 

served a variety of functions. Among the most wide

spread were the hos, potent weather charms generally 

consisting of human figures with legs formed from 

stingray spines, which were used to drive off powerful 

storms (cat. no. 161). Micronesia's only masks, created 

in the Mortlock Islands, were also employed in 

weather magic, warding off approaching hurricanes 

from the low-lying atolls.5 Seabirds are the only ani

mals that appear with any frequency in Micronesian 

scu I ptu re. 

Micronesia's carvers devoted the majority of their 

time and talents to the creation of functional objects 

such as bowls, covered boxes, and other containers, as 

well as weapons, dance paraphernalia , and personal 

accessories. Many objects, such as the sleek hourglass

shaped bowls (apia nie) of Wuvulu and Aua , are starkly 

minimalist in their conception (cat. no. 171); their 

streamlined shapes perfectly merge functionality with an 

elegance of line that ranks them among the masterworks 
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of Oceanic design . Micronesian artists also created a 

great variety of jewelry and other personal ornaments 

in shell , turtle shell , coral , fiber, and other materials, 

which often exhibit the same harmonious blending of 

angular and curving elements (cat. nos. 167, 168). 

The fiber arts in Micronesia were, and are, highly 

developed. As elsewhere in the Pacific, nearly all of 

the region 's diverse textiles and other fiber works are 

created by women . Across the region artists fashion 

intricately patterned plaited works, such as dress 

mats, fans, and family emblems (cat. nos. 163, 165, 

166), elegantly decorated baskets (cat. no. 164), and 

ceremonial textiles (some of which function as forms 

of currency), as well as more mundane articles such 

as everyday garments and sleeping mats.6 A distinc

tive feature of fiber arts in the Caroline Islands is the 

presence of loom weaving, a technique originally 

introduced from Island Southeast Asia , which in the 

past was used to create superbly patterned belts, 

sashes (cat. no. 162), and other ceremonial textiles.7 

Guam and the Mariana Islands were first encoun

tered in 1521 by the Portuguese navigator Fernao de 

Magalhaes (ca . 1480-1521), often known by the angli

cized name Ferdinand Magellan, during his pioneering 

circumnavigation of the globe. They were claimed , 

together with the Philippines, by Spain in 1565. The 

first Spanish missionaries arrived on Guam in 1668, 

but most areas of Micronesia experienced little sus

tained contact with the West until the mid-18oos.8 

Over the next hundred years, Micronesia's far-ftung 

archipelagoes and Outliers were divided among, and 

governed by, a succession of Western and Asian colo

nial powers that included Spain , Germany, Japan , 

Great Britain , the United States, and Australia . The 

resulting conversion of its peoples to Christianity, 

together with the introduction of Western goods such 

as cloth , containers, and other items, caused many of 

Micronesia's artistic traditions to decline or disappear. 

Nonetheless, most of Micronesia's indigenous arts, 

such as weaving, wood carving, and canoe building 

have endured and, during the past several decades, 

experienced a renaissance. Many of these art forms, 



especially personal ornaments and textiles, are cre

ated for indigenous use. However, today the great 

majority of Micronesia's wood carvings, as well as many 

of its works in fiber, are produced for external mar

kets. In some parts of the region there is also a nas

cent, but growing, contemporary-art movement. 

158. GABLE FIGURE (Dilukai) 

Belau (Palau), Belauan people 
Late 19th-early 20th century 
Wood, paint 
H. 25~ in (65.2 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of Nelson A. 

Rockefeller and Purchase, Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1970 
1978.412.1558a-d 
Ex coll.: Linden Museum, Stuttgart; collected by Dr. Augustin 
Kramer, Deutsche Marine Expedition, 1907-9 

1. See Wurm and Hattori 1981 , sheets 14, 18. 
2. Kirch 2000, p. 165. 
3. Ibid ., pp. 167, 170, 172-n 
4. Ibid ., pp. 167, 174. 
5. Feldman 1986, pp. 30-31 . 
6. Rubinstein 1986, pp. 53- 63. 
7. Ibid ., pp. 45-53. 
8. Campbell 1989, p. 128 . 

Up to the mid-twentieth century the focus of male life in 

the islands of Belau were the ornate men 's houses (bOJ), 

which served as venues for meetings, dancing, feasts, and 

informal social gatherings.' Imposing structures with high

pitched roofs and tall triangular facades, bai were adorned 

both inside and out with brightl y painted architectural 

carvings, depicting episodes and figures from local oral 

tradition. Under normal circumstances, women were pro

hibited from entering bai. The exception was the mango/, 

a woman who in former times lived within and served as a 
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sexual consort for the men.2 Although the bai was predom

inantly a male domain , the central image on the gables of 

some, but not all, of these men 's houses was the image of 

a woman, the dilukai, which was attached to the gable 

planks above the entrance (see fig. 74).3 

The precise nature and interpretation of the dilukai 

image are uncertain . According to some oral traditions, 

Di lukai was the sister of Atmatuyuk, a quarrelsome man 

who fled to a bai with Dilukai (accompanied, in some ver

sions, by their mother) when escaping his enemies. Here 

Atmatuyuk later made Dilukai serve as the mongol.4 

Atmatuyuk was eventually driven out of the bai, and the 

men fashioned a naked image of Dilukai , which they set 

up above the house entrance to prevent him from reenter

ing, for it was strictly forbidden under incest prohibitions 

for a brother to see his sister unclothed. Upon seeing the 

naked image of his sister, Atmatuyuk was transformed into 

a shooting star. 5 Afterward , at the consecration of subse

quent bai, the spirit of Atmatuyuk was likewise driven 

away, and the dilukai image was placed on the gable to 

prevent its return. 6 

In other accounts, some of which likely reflect the 

influence of Christian missionaries, the dilukai is said to 

represent a woman whose excessive promiscuity caused 
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Fig. 74. The western gable of a bai in the 
Belauan village of Gurdmau, with a dilukai 
figure positioned prominently above the 
entrance. Photo: probably Augustin Kramer, 
1908-10. From Kramer 1919, pl. V.1 

her brother or other men to place her image on the bai, as 

a mark of shame and a reminder to women be moderate 

in their sexual activities. 7 The dilukai image also appears 

to have been connected more broadly with the sun , with 

fertility, and especially with the cultivation of taro, which 

was a women 's activity.8 According to one oral tradition 

women went to a particular dilukai figure and presented it 

with offerings, hanging valuables from her lower body to 

assure a successful taro crop.9 

Dilukai images are shown wearing the insignia of 

wealth and status.10 The present dilukai wears a red bachel 

(a highly prestigious valuable made from a section of an 

ancient glass trade bracelet) around its neck, and the 

cylindrical form around its left arm represents a derual, a 

woman 's armband made from stacked rings of turtle shell , 

again a mark of wealth .11 The presence of these ornaments 

indicates that, whatever her precise identity and circum

stances, the dilukai portrays a woman of status and power. 

1. Robinson 1983, p. 163. In some cases women , too, had bai, 
although they were smaller in scale than the men 's; in some vil
lages women were permitted to use the men 's houses at certain 
times (ib id., p. 164; Tre ide 1997, p. 31 ). 

2. See Treide 1997, p. 31. 
3. Ibid . Due to the growing influence of missionaries and colonial 

authorities, who banned the institution of the mango/ in 1905, the 
creation of dilukdi appears to have ceased about the first decade 
of the twentieth century (ibid .). The term dilukdi was used to refer 
both to the female figure and to the gable board to which it was 
attached (Robinson 1983, p. 178, n. 10). 

4. The diluktii image also appears to have been associated in general 
with the institution of the mango/ (see Heermann 2004, p. 234). 

5. Kramer 1926, p. 277; Heermann 2004 , p. 23 . 

6. Heermann 2004 , p. 234. 

7. Robinson 1983, p. 171; Treide 1997, p. 31 ; Heermann 2004, p. 234. 

8. Kubary 1889-95, pp. 243-44 , pl. 45; Treide 1997, p. 31 ; Heermann 
2004, p. 236. 

9. Kramer 1926, cited in Heermann 2004 , p. 236. 

10. Heermann 2004 , p. 233. 

11. Treide 1997, p. 31. Bache/ are often described as stone or ceramic, 
but scientific analysis reveals the material to be glass of unknown 
origin (Force 1959 , p. 43). An example of a derudl is illustrated by 
Kramer (1926, pl. 4). 



159 . WOMAN ' S VALUABLE {Toluk) 

Belau {Palau}, Belauan people 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Turtle shelf 

L. 7'1s in. {18.1 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of Mr. and 
Mrs. Sidney Burnett, 1960 

1978.412-756 

The accumulation and exchange of wealth in the form of 

prestige valuables are important aspects of Belauan cul

ture.' Although often referred to as "money," Belauan valu

ables are not currency in the ordinary sense. They are, 

rather, treasured objects, often with extensive individual 

histories, which are exchanged between families only on 

important occasions such as births, marriages, or deaths. 2 

Men and women each have their own forms of wealth , 

which cannot be owned or exchanged by members of the 

opposite sex. Men 's wealth is comprised of ancient glass 

beads and crescent-shaped pendants made from frag

ments of glass bracelets, acquired generations ago through 

trade with peoples to the west.3 Although owned by men , 

the beads and pendants are often worn by women as jew

elry (see cat. no. 158). Women 's wealth consists of toluk 

(shallow trays}, such as the present work, and itrir (spoons}, 

both made from turtle shell. 4 

To/Uk and itrir are created by Belauan artists through a 

complex process, in which fiat plates of turtle shell are 
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transformed into three-dimensional objects. Turtle shell 

consists of the thin translucent plates that cover the thick 

bony shell of the hawksbill sea turtle. 5 To create toluk, the 

individual plates are removed from the shell and 

immersed in hot water to soften them . ow malleable, the 

plates are placed in two-part molds of wood , which are 

tied tightly together and further heated to press the plates 

into the desired bowl-like form . Still within the mold, the 

turtle shell is placed in cold water to harden.6 Once 

cooled , the newly formed to/Uk is ready for use. Exchanged 

between rather than within families, toluk are owned and 

used exclusively by women and are presented as ritual 

payment to female in-laws for food or services, such as 

assistance in the preparations for a feast.- When the trays 

are first received , the are carefully preserved and form 

part of a family 's store of wealth. Through years of 

exchange and handling, toluk acquire a rich, glossy 

patina , and old and storied trays are valued far more 

highly than more recent examples.8 

1. Barnett 1960, p. 3 . 
2 . Ibid. 
3. Force 1959, p. 43. 
4. Owen 19 8, p. 12; Treide 1997, p. 32. 
5. Eretmochelys imbricata . 
6. Treide 199 , p. 218. 
7. Barnett 1960, p. 40; 0\1en 1978, p. 12. 
8. Barnett 1960, p. 38 ; Treide 1997, p. 218. 
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160. SEATED FIGURE 

Caroline Islands, Mortlock Islands, Satawan Island 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood, shell, traces of paint and resin 
H. 8/4 in. (21 cm) 

Purchase, Fred and Rita Richman Gift, in memory of 
Douglas Newton, 2003 

2003.8 

With its stylized facial features and angular body, this 

seated figure from Satawan, in the Mortlock Islands, 

embodies the spare, minimalist approach to the human 

form typical of Micronesian sculpture. The domed head 

and smoothly curving brow line contrast with the angular

ity of the thin lozenge-shaped mouth and markedly 

pointed chin , giving the face an almost masklike appear

ance. Of indeterminate gender, the body is rendered as a 

series of interlocking angular forms, with the hands, rest

ing on the knees, only subtly indicated . Similar seated , or 

"squatting," figures occur widely throughout the western 

Caroline Islands, suggesting that the various manifesta

tions of this widespread form share a common origin and 

function .1 The present work is one of a small group of sur

viving examples that show evidence of substantial age and 

extensive use and handling, indicating that they were kept 

and used in indigenous contexts.2 However, the vast 

majority of figures of this type were, and continue to be, 

created for sale as curiosities. The precise significance and 

use of these seated figures remains uncertain . The little 

historical evidence that survives comes mostly from the 

island of Hatobei , formerly known as Tobi , where a stone 

example recovered from an archaeological context indi

cates that the tradition is of some antiquity.3 

The figures may be ancestor images.4 Describing a reli

gious structure on Hatobei , Horace Holden, an American 

sailor shipwrecked in 1832, reported that "carved images 

are placed in different parts of the building and are sup

posed to personate their deity."5 Nearly a century later, the 
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Japanese ethnograher Atsushi Someki stated that the 

seated figures were ancestor images kept in special loca

tions in the home.6 If this identification is accurate, the 

figures, like ancestor images elsewhere in the Pacific, likely 

depict remote or recent forebears through whose images 

the ancestors could be honored with offerings or invoked 

for assistance in times of need. 

Seated figures also appear to have been associated 

with canoes. On Hatobei a pair of images was placed 

alongside the deceased as offerings in canoe burials, in 

which a sealed canoe, serving as a coffin , was set adrift at 

th e conclusion of the funeral rites.7 The figures were also 

reportedly used in canoe magic, in which malevolent 

spirits were captured within , or lured away by, the figure, 

which was sent out to sea in a model canoe to expel 

them from the community. 8 Whether the seated figures 

of Satawan, which bear a close formal resemblance to 

those of Hatobei , were likewise used as ancestor images 

or in canoe magic is unknown. 

1. Wavell 2002, pp. 64 , 72 . Seated figures are known from the isl ands 

of Hatobei (Tobi), Belau, Ulithi , Ngulu , Lamotrek, Woleai , Yap, 

So nsoral, and Satawa ! in addition to Satawa n (ibid., p. 64). 
2. Ibid ., p. 64. When it was origi nal ly co llected, the Metropolitan 's fig

ure was covered wi th mult ipl e layers of heavi ly worn oi l-based 

pai nt , which obscu red the origi nal surfa ce (see ibid ., fi g. 18). 

3. See P. Black 1979, pp. 349-53, cited in Wavell 2002, pp. 72-n fi g. 17. 
4. Wave ll 2002, p. 66. 
5. Holden 1836, pp. 85-86, ci ted in Wave ll 2002, p. 67. 
6. Wave!! 2002, p. 70. 
7. Ib id., pp. 66, 71. 
8. I bid ., p. 66. 
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161. WEATHER CHARM (Hos) 

Caroline Islands, collected on Yap 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Wood, stingray spines, fiber, lime 

H. 13 %i in. (33-7 cm) 
Gift of Faith-dorian and Martin Wright Family, in memory of 

Douglas Newton, 2003 

2003.243 

. ' . ' - . - . 
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The Caroline Islands are 

home to some of the most 

accomplished long-d ista nee 

voyagers and navigators in 

the Pacific. Among the 

greatest hazards facing Car

olinian sailors are powerful 

storms whose high winds 

and towering waves can 

destroy a sailing canoe, 

drowning the crew or leav

ing them adrift far from 

land. To avert such disas

ters, canoe navigators 

employed , and in a few 

areas continue to employ, 

specialized weather magic, 

believed to have the ability 

to prevent or alter the path 

of approaching storms. An 

indispensable element in 

Carolinian weather magic 

was the hos, a potent 

charm typically consisting 

of a stylized human image 

whose legs were formed 

from the daggerlike spines 

of stingrays, which were the 

source of its su pernatu ra I 

power. 1 With its subtle facial 

features and stylized angu

lar torso, the present work 

has an aesthetic power that 

echoes its su pernatu ra I 

potency. 

Hos were formerly made 

and used widely throughout 

the Caroline Islands, from 

Yap in the west to Chuuk in 

the east.2 The specific details 

of their use varied from 
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161, detail 

place to place, but the charms were employed in a similar 

manner throughout. Once a navigator had completed his 

training, he acquired and consecrated a hos.3 The wood 

portion of the charm, which served as a handle for the 

attachment of the powerful stingray spines, could be made 

by any carver with the necessary skills and took a number 

of different forms. 4 Most weather charms depict stylized 

human figures. Some images, such as the present work, are 

naturalistic in form , but the figures more frequently have 

two faces and , in some cases, two fully modeled torsos 

depicted back to back.5 Once the charm was completed, the 

navigator carried it to a specific coconut tree, often a gift 

from the master navigator who had instructed him, which 

stood near the canoe house with which he was associated .6 

Here he recited a chant asking the local deities, often the 

sea spirits known as yalulawei, to ensure good weather and 

safe passage to him in all his journeys through the proper 

use of the hos and its associated chants and paraphernalia .7 



Before beginning a voyage, the navigator grasped the 

hos (see fig. 75) and, sounding a conch-shell trumpet to 

invoke the spirits, recited a chant to drive away storms. 

This poetic example comes from the island of lfaluk: 

0 dark clouds, the conch , my conch calls out to the gods. 

My ode is addressed to the clouds, like a fire. 

Don 't come any closer, dark clouds, stay far away. 

No more, no more, no more. 

Turn away, winds and clouds. 

Bad weather, turn away. 

Go and die far off, go away! 

Sail away, bad weather . 

Come to us, fine weather, clear and lovely. 

May the days here be beautiful and the sky cloudless. 8 

The hos was then carried aboard the canoe to ensure safe 

passage. On board the canoe it was often kept in a small 

spirit house constructed atop the booms that connected 

the main hull to the outrigger, accompanied by offerings 

to the yalulawei, such as turmeric (a powdered yellow pig

ment), coconut oil , and mats and textiles. 9 If bad weather 

threatened, the navigator took the charm and held it into 

the wind , reciting incantations. Once the storm had passed 

the hos was returned to the spirit house.10 Back on land, the 

potent charm could never be stored in an ordinary 

dwelling and was kept in the canoe house .11 

1. Lessa 1950, p. 152. There are several local ariants of the term. 
including gos and xos (see Damm 1938, pp. 180, 330 ; Horstmann 
and Maaz 2005, pp. 77-78). Although hos is used to describe the 
charm as a whole, it refers specificall to the stingra spines {Lessa 
1950, p. 152; Alkire 1965, p. 119). 

2. Horstmann and Maaz 2005 , p. 85. 

3. Alkire 1965, p. 119. 
4. Ibid . 
5. For examples of the arious t pes of hos images, see Horstmann 

and Maaz 2005. 
6. Alkire 1965, p. 119. 

7. Ibid .; Feldman and Rubinstein 1986, p. 26. There are a number 
of variants of the term yalulawei, including ialulwe and aluluei. In 
some areas yalulawei is identified as an indi idual deit rather 
than a categor of beings, and in different locales a variet of 
other deities are associated with hos {Kramer 1937, p. 156; Lessa 
1950, p. 122; see also Horstmann and 1aaz 2005). 

8. Horstmann and 1aaz 2005. pp. 79, 81. For a similar chant , see 
Burrows and Spiro 1957, p. 236. 

9. Damm 1938, p. 180; Lessa 1950, pp. 159, 162; Horstmann and 1aaz 
2005, p. 77-

10. Damm 1938, p. 330, cited in Horstmann and 1aaz 2005, pp. - 8. 
11 . Lessa 1950, p. 15 ; Alkire 1965, p. 119. 

Fig. 75. Urupo, a navigator from Lamotrek Atoll, demonstrating the use of a weather charm (hos). Sounding a shell 
trumpet to summon the spirits, he shakes the charm (visible in motion at the lower right) in his left hand to ward 
off approaching storms. Photo: Augustin Kramer, 1908-10. From Kramer 1937, pl. 4.c 
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162. MAN'S SASH (Tor) 

Caroline Islands, Pohnpei 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Banana fiber, trade yarn 

L. 72 7/a in. (185.1 cm) 

Purchase, Caroline H. Newhouse Foundation Inc. Gift, 1982 

1982.351 

Said to have been given to humanity by divine beings, the 

art of loom weaving is highly developed among the 

women of the Caroline Islands, who employ a simple back

strap loom to create textiles of consummate aesthetic 

sophistication .' The loom was introduced to the islands 

from the great weaving center of the Pacific, Island South

east Asia, probably by Carolinian voyagers, who in their 

far-ranging ocean journeys reached the islands of eastern 

lndonesia. 2 Among the most complex and colorful of Car

olinian weavings are the large men's sashes formerly pro

duced on the high volcanic islands of Pohnpei and Kosrae, 

in the eastern Carolines. 

The present work comes from Pohnpei , where the 

sashes were known as tor. Reserved for high-ranking men, 

tor were ceremonial regalia , worn as belts over grass skirts 

at dances and feasts. 3 According to some accounts, in the 

past a commoner could be put to death for wearing the 

tor of a chief.4 The sashes were woven from fiber obtained 

from the tough stringy trunks of banana trees, either left 

its natural light tan color or tinted red, black, or light 

purple with vegetable or mineral dyes. 5 The intricate 
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geometric ornamentation of the sashes varied greatly, and 

the right to use some patterns and colors belonged exclu

sively to particular families.6 During the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries, weavers frequently, as here, 

embellished the indigenous banana fiber by interweaving 

it with red wool obtained from European traders. 7 The 

result is a series of slightly raised designs that softly 

accent the ambitious design formats conceived by their 

Poh n peia n creators. 

1. Rubinstein 1986, p. 46. 

2 . Ibid . 

3. Treide 1997, p. 223, no. 40. 

4. Hambruch and Eilers 1936, p. 285; Rubinstein 1986, p. 59. 

5. Rubinstein 1986, pp. 47- 48; see also Hambruch and Eilers 1936, 

pp. 285-94. Treide, however, identifies the base material as 

hibiscus fiber (Treide 1997, p. 223, no. 40). 

6. Hambruch and Eilers 1936, pp. 285, 301 ; Rubinstein 1986, p. 59. 

7. Treide 1997, p. 223, no. 40. 



163 . FAMILY EMBLEM / MATERNITY MAT 

Nauru, Nauruan people 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Panda nus leaves, feathers, shell beads, shark's teeth 
H. 53,~ in. (14.6 cm) 

Gift of American Friends of the Israel Museum, 1983 

1983.545.27 
Ex coll.: Hiltrup Mission Museum, Germany 

In former times the island of Nauru, today the smallest 

independent nation in the world, was remarkable for the 

richness and variety of its fiber arts. Created by women 

and incorporating a diversity of media including pandanus 

leaves, hibiscus fiber, shell beads, feathers, and shark's 

teeth , the fiber arts embraced a multitude of forms, from 

elegant head ornaments to belts, baskets, and an astonish

ing variety of mats bearing more than eighty different rec

ognized patterns. ' Among the most distinctive were 

maternity mats, which were worn by expectant women . To 

announce her pregnancy, a high-ranking Nauruan woman 

donned specially created maternity mats beginning in the 

fifth month . The patterns on the mats, like coats of arms 

among European nobility, served as family emblems, pro

claiming the woman 's rank and identity as a member of a 

particular family and clan. 2 Small versions of the mats, 

such as the present work, also bearing the emblematic 

family pattern , were worn around the neck.3 During the 

same time, the woman 's husband wore a mat with a simi

lar pattern , and the couple remained celibate until the 

birth of the child .4 

The motifs of Nauran family emblems appear entirely 

geometric, but the designs themselves bore evocative 

names such as men euak (morning star), itsi (frigate bird), 

and enukuau (tree of life with gifts); the precise signifi

cance of these names, however, is uncertain .5 The present 

work, strung to be worn around the neck as a pendant, is 

made from pandanus leaves, with a delicate grid of geo

metric designs rendered in dyed hibiscus fiber. The whole 

is further accented with precious beads of pink shell , 

shark's teeth , and a delicately split and curled feather, 

probably that of a frigate bird .6 

1. Hambruch 1914-15, p. 22ff. ; Rubinstein 1986, pp. 55-56. 
2. Hambruch 1914- 15, pp. 22-23; Rubinstei n 1986, p. 59 ; Treide 1997, 

p. 224 , no. 47. 
3. Hambruch 1914-15, pp. 22- 23 ; Treide 1997, p. 224, no. 47. 
4. Rub instein 1986, p. 56. 
5. Hambruch 1914-15, pp. 23-24 ; Rubinstein 1986, p. 56. 
6. A family emblem made from similar materials is described and 

illustrated by Treide (1997, p. 224 , no. 47). 
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164. BASKET (Egadakua) 

Nauru, Nauruan people 
Late 19th-early 20th century 
Panda nus leaves, fiber, shark's teeth 
H. (excluding handle) 3Y, in. (8. 9 cm) 
Gift of American Friends of the Israel Museum, 1983 
1983.545.1 
Ex coll.: Hiltrup Mission Museum, Germany 

In the past, Nauruans employed small box-shaped baskets, 

known as egadakua, to carry personal items such as drink

ing cups and containers for precious oils.' The baskets 

were also associated with childbirth and were used to hold 

the implements and substances needed to bring the new

born into the world. 2 Like all the fiber arts on Nauru, 

egadakua were created by women. Fashioned primarily 

from pandanus leaves, they were generally accented with 

such other materials as hibiscus fiber (dyed black) , cowrie 

shells, beads, and feathers.3 Like the maternity mats worn 

by Nauruan women (see cat. no. 163), egadakua were typi

cally adorned with designs that served as family emblems, 

indicating the rank and lineage of the bearer.4 The woven 
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portion of the present work is unornamented , but it is pos

sible that the rows of shark's teeth that adorn the edges, 

each drilled with minute holes through which it is secured 

to the basket with ti nely twisted ti ber, served to indicate 

the family affiliations of the owner. 

1. Hambruch 1914-15, p. 70. 

2. Ibid. 
3. See ibid ., pp. 70-n; Treide 1997, p. 225, nos. 51, 52. 

4. Hambruch 1914-15, p. 70. 

165. DRESS MAT (Jaki-ed, in, or nieded) 

Marshall Islands, Marsha/Iese people 
Late 19th-early 20th century 
Panda nus leaves, hibiscus fiber 
32Yi x 34 in. (81.9 x 86.4 cm) 
Gift of American Friends of the Israel Museum, 1983 

1983.545.36 
Ex coll.: Hiltrup Mission Museum, Germany 

In the Marshall Islands both men and women formerly 

wore ornate dress mats, called jaki-ed, in, or nieded, 

adorned with complex borders bearing intricate geometric 

designs. Each sex wore thejaki-ed in a specific fashion . 

Women wore the mats in pairs, one at the front and one at 

the back, hanging full length from the waist to form a skirt 

Fig. 76. A young woman from the Ralik chain, 
in the Marshall Islands, wearing a skirt formed 
from two dress mats. Photo: Augustin Kramer, 
1897-99. From Kramer 1906, frontis. 



that extended to the ankles (see fig. 76). 1 When the skirt 

was formed each day, the back mat was always wrapped 

around the hips over the front mat, which allowed the 

richly patterned borders to be seen .2 Once wrapped 

around the body, the skirt was secured by a long narrow 

belt.3 Men typically wore a single mat at the waist, tucked 

into a belt at the front , passed between the legs, and 

tucked into the belt again at the back to form a loincloth .4 

On important occasions, male chiefs and other high

ranking men wore a single mat full length at the front , 

like an apron , over a voluminous fiber skirt. 5 

Made exclusively by women , the mats consist of a plain 

central section plaited from panda nus leaves to which the 

ornamental borders, created separately, were sewn using 

delicate needles made from bird or fish bone.6 In creating 

the borders, artists interwove the light tan panda nus with 

black fibers made from dyed hibiscus bast and reddish 

brown fibers derived from a local creeper to create geo

metric patterns of great delicacy and complexity, which 

appear to have been purely ornamental. 7 Once completed , 

the mats were soaked in seawater and dried in the sun , 

which gave them a fresh , pleasant smell .8 Although they 

required considerable time and care to produce, dress 

mats were designed for daily use and , when properly cared 

for, could be worn for about a year.9 Superbly crafted and 

delicately adorned , yet wholly practical , Marshallese 

dress mats are a testimony to the ability of Micronesian 

fiber artists to create striking works of art from the most 

basic materials. The art of making the mats, long in 

decline, has recently been revived by contemporary 

Marshallese artists. 

1. Kramer and Nevermann 1938, p. 106; Rubinste in 1986, p. 55; 

Tre ide 1997, p. 224, no. 45 ; Appel 2005, p. 127, fi g. 132. 

2. Appel 2005, p. 127, fi g. 132. 

3. Ibid. 
4. Treid e 1997, p. 224, no. 45. 
5. See ib id., p. 52, fi g. 33. 
6. Appel 2005 , p. 127, fi g. 132. Th e sea ms are later sewn over with 

hibi scus bast to concea l the stitching (ibid .). 
7. Treid e 1997, p. 224 , no. 45 . 
8. Appel 2005, p. 127, fig. 132 . 
9. Kramer and Neverman n 1938, p. 104; Appel 2005 , p. 127, fig. 132. 
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166 . FAN (Drel or rat ) 

Marshall islands, Marsha/Iese people 

Late 19th-early 20th century 

Panda nus leaves, hibiscus fiber 

H. 16Yi in. (41 .9 cm) 

Gift of American Friends of the Israel Museum, 1983 

1983 .545.5 
Ex coll.: Hiltrup Mission Museum, Germany 

The superb designs and consummate skill of Micronesian 

fiber art ists are often evident in even the most mundane 

objects, such as this remarkab le fan, ca ll ed a drel or rat , 

from the Marsha ll lslands.1 Created by women , Marshal Iese 

fans were of two basic types: a simpler form made from 

young coconut leaves and a more ornate variety, of which 

the present work is an examp le, made from undyed pan

danus leaves and hibiscus bast dyed black. 2 Like the larger 

dress mats (cat. no. 165), these pandanus-leaf fans are com

posite objects: the central pane l is woven around the handle, 

and a separately woven ornamental border is sewn to it.3 

The centra l portion often consists, as here, of a series of 

curved rib like elements, precisely interwoven to create a 

167. PENDANT FRAGMENT 

(Marremarre lagelag 

or buni ) 

Marshall Islands, Arno Island, 

Marsha/Iese people 

19th-early 20th century 

Tridacna shell 

W. 2% in. (6 cm) 

Gift of American Friends of the 

Israel Museum, 1983 

1983.545.19 
Ex coll.: Hiltrup Mission Museum, 

Germany 

168. PENDANT 

(Marremarre 

lagelag or buni ) 

Marshall ls/ands, Arno Island, 

Marsha/Iese people 

19th- early 20th century 

Tridacna shell 

W. 6% in. (16.2 cm) 

Gift of American Friends of the 

Israel Museum, 1983 

1983.545.17 
Ex coll.: Hi/trup Mission Museum, 

Germany 

complex grid of concentric forms that resemble Gothic 

arches. The form and ornamentation of the central panel 

and border, however, vary considerably, and in rare cases 

the central portion is rep laced by a translucent panel of 

turtle she I 1.4 

There is little information on the use and significance 

of fans in the Marshal l Islands. They were reportedly 

employed primarily in fire making, used to fan the flames 

or embers of a fire to kindle a blaze.5 However, the ornate 

nature of many examples, as well as the occasional use of 

precious materia ls such as turt le shell , strongly suggests 

that at least some fans were valued personal accessories 

used , like fans throughout the world , to cool the body in 

the tropical heat. 

1. Kramer and Nevermann 1938, p. 157; Mo ri tz and Schi erz 2005, 

p. 29. 

2. Kramer and Neverm ann 1938, pp. 157-59. 

3. Ibid ., pp. 157-58. 

4. Ibid. , p. 157, pl. 13, no. 1. 

5. Treide 1997, p. 224, no. 46. 

Micronesian art is notable for the variety and inventive

ness of its jewelry. Living primaril y on low-lying atolls

narrow crescent-shaped islands of raised coral that pro

vided little apart from wood and fiber-artists turned to 

the seas that surrounded them for a wealth of durable and 

beautiful materials for jewelry. In the Marshall Islands 

artists created a diversity of delicately crafted ornaments 
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to adorn the head and neck. Some ornaments also served 

to mark the social status of the wearer. Among the most 

prestigious and highly valued were wide, comb-shaped 

pendants known as marremarre lagelag or buni. Reserved 

for chiefs, the pendants were fashioned from precious 

materials. 1 Wide but extremely thin and fragile, some were 

made from turtle shell or whale ivory. 2 Others, such as the 

present works, were painstakingly carved from the hard 

shells of Tridacna (the giant clam and related species}, 

known in Marshallese as ladju or mejil labelab. 3 When the 

pendants were newly completed the Tridacna shell had an 

appearance similar to white marble; the present works 

have become patinated through years of use. The signifi

cance of the finely carved toothlike elements, which , as in 

the fragment shown here (cat. no. 167}, are at times almost 

modeled in the round, is uncertain. When in use the pen

dant was strung on a necklace of delicately braided 

lengths of black and tan fiber and accented with brightly 

colored disks of pink and orange shell and other materials, 

attached through the numerous holes that appear at the 

upper margin. Thus adorned, the pendant formed the dra

matic centerpiece of an elegant, chiefly necklace. 

1. Kramer and Nevermann 193S, p. 101 ; Heermann and Menter 1990, 

pp. 133, 149, no. So. 

2. Finsch 1914, p. 67 ; Kramer and Nevermann 193S, p. 101. For exam

ples, see Heermann and Menter 1990, pp. 133, 149, no. So; Treide 

1997, p. 224, no. 43; Appel 2005. pp. 136, 13S, fi g. 146. 

3. Kramer and Nevermann 193S, p. 101. 

169. NAVIGATIONAL CHART (Rebbilib) 

Marshall ls/ands, Marsha/Iese people 
19th-early 20th century 
Coconut midrib, fiber 
W. 43~ in. (109.0 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of the 
Estate of Kay Sage Tanguy, 1963 
1978.412.826 

For the people of the Marshall Islands, as for all Microne

sians, navigation was and remains an essential skill on 

which the lives of navigators and all who sailed with them 

depended . Sailing among the scattered atolls of the Ralik 

and Ratak island chains, which together comprise the Mar

shall archipelago, the Marshallese made frequent ocean 

voyages. In former times long-distance voyages were made 

not by single vessels but by substantial flotillas, usually 

consisting of twenty-five to thirty, but at times up to 

eighty, large sailing canoes, each capable of holding forty 
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or fifty people.1 The navigators, as a rule, all sailed aboard 

a single pilot vessel, which guided the other boats in the 

fleet. 2 Restricted to chiefly men, the art of navigation was 

vital to the success of any voyage and possession of it 

brought great prestige and status.3 Knowledge of naviga

tional techniques was a closely guarded secret, kept and 

passed down only within certain chiefly families.4 

To assist in recalling and , where appropriate, imparting 

the secrets of navigation , Marshallese navigators con

structed schematic diagrams of the sea and islands that 

surrounded them from the sticklike midribs of coconut

palm fronds. 5 Commonly referred to as "stick charts," these 

objects were not charts in the strict Western sense of maps 

that recorded the position of every island and shoal. Instead, 

they were memory aids constructed as needed by individ

ual navigators to remind themselves, and to instruct novices, 

about specific features of sea and land.6 The form of stick 

charts was not fixed . The exact significance of a given 

example was known only to its maker, and even an experi

enced navigator could not fully interpret a chart made by 

another. 7 Although they contained information essential to 

the navigator when at sea, stick charts were produced and 

consulted only on land, before the voyage began. 8 For an 

individual to carry a stick chart along on a sailing canoe 

would be damaging to his reputation , as it called into 

question the extent of his knowledge and abilities.9 

Although Marshallese stick charts indicate the positions 

of islands (their locations, in many examples, are marked 

with cowrie shells}, Marshallese navigation was based in 

large part on the detection and interpretation of the pat

terns of ocean swells. Much as a stone thrown into a pond 

produces ripples, islands in the sea deflect and interrupt 

the orientation of the waves that strike them, creating dis

tinctive swell patterns, or dunung, which can be felt by 

experienced navigators in the motion of canoes at sea and 

used to guide the vessel to land.10 The presence and orien

tation of dunung and other ocean phenomena such as cur

rents are the main features indicated on the stick charts. 

Highly variable in their individual content, stick charts 

occurred in three types: mattang (nonspecific diagrams 

used to teach general principles of navigation}, meddo 
(charts that show the swell patterns of a few specific 

islands}, and rebbilib (charts covering all or most of the 

Marshall archipelago). 11 The present work is of the rebbilib 
type. As was true of all stick charts, the precise features 

that this chart records were known only to its creator. 

However, as a general rule navigators used bent sticks to 

indicate the swells created by islands, and the intersec

tions of the sticks marked places where swell patterns met 
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in the open ocean. Short straight sticks indicated currents, 
whereas longer ones showed the direction of travel to spe
cific islands. 12 

1. Winkler 1901, p. so4. 
2. Ibid., p. sos. 

3. Ibid. ; Appel 2oos, p. 146. 

4. Winkler 1901, p. sos; Appel 2oos, p. 146. 

s. Haddon and Hornell (1936-38) 197s, p. 372; Lewis 1972, p. 201 ; 

Appel 2oos, p. 146. Brandt, however, states that the "sticks" were 

made from the roots of the pandanus tree (Brandt 1963, p. 27). 

6. Winkler 1901, p. 490; Lewis 1972, p. 201. 
7. Winkler 1901, p. 49S. 

8. Appel 2oos, p. 147. 
9. Ibid. 

10. For an extensive account of Marsha/Iese use of swells in naviga
tion , see Lewis 1972, pp. 193-201. 

11. Winkler 1901, p. 494; Lewis 1972, p. 201. 

12. Haddon and Hornell (1 936-38) 197s, p. 372; Appel 2oos, p. 146. 
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170. CARRYING BOWL (Finola) 

Kaniet Islands 

19th century 

Wood, fiber 

L. 20-Y.i in . (52 .7 cm) 

Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Allan Frumkin, 1985 

1985.31718 

The carvers of the Kaniet Islands, one of several remote 

archipelagoes north of New Guinea known collectively as 

Para-Micronesia , are known for the refinement of their 

wood sculpture. Kaniet wood carving combines the angu

larity and emphasis on form typical of Micronesian art 

with complex openwork carving and the embellishment of 

the major design elements with minute notches, which 

add a delicate texture. As suitable timber did not grow on 

the islands, Kaniet carvers were reliant on driftwood, 

which they shaped with axes and shell knives to create 

everything from canoes to weapons and personal items. 1 A 

distinctive accessory for prominent men was the finola, a 

canoe-shaped carrying bowl adorned with intricate open

work ends that resemble the ornamented bow and stern of 

Kaniet canoes. 2 
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Suspended from cords of finely coiled coconut-husk 

fiber, which served as handles and prevented larger 

objects from falling out,finola were used to carry essential 

supplies for chewing betel nut, a mild stimulant used 

widely throughout the Western Pacific, and other personal 

items.3 Larger examples of finola, which can reach up to 

thirty-nine inches (one meter) in length , were also used in 

birth ceremonies.4 Shortly after birth , the child was laid in 

a finola and washed with fresh water, after which its hair 

was singed with a hot coal and its body anointed with 

coconut oil. Only after this ceremony was complete were 

the women of the community allowed to offer their con

gratulations to the new parents. 5 

1. Petri 1956, p. 135; Bourgoin 1997, p. 71. 

2. Petri 1956, p. 135; Bourgoin 1997, p. 71. 

3. Kubary 1881 , p. 457; Parkinson (1907) 1999, p. 197; Petri 1956, 

p.135; Bourgoin 1997, p. 71. 

4. Bourgoin 1997, p. 71. 

5. Thilenius 1903, p. 224 ; Petri 1956, p. 135; Bourgoin 1997, p. 73. 



171 . BOWL (Apia nie) 

Wu vulu or Aua Island 

19th-early 20th century 

Wood 

L. 12 5/s in. (32.1 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, 

Bequest of Nelson A Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1428 

With clean , elegant lines that would be the envy of any 

contemporary designer, the hourglass-shaped bowls, or 

apia nie, of the islands of Wuvulu and Aua are a consum

mate expression of the spare, minimalist aesthetic of 

Micronesian art. The Wuvuluvians and Aua Islanders, 

together with the peoples of the Ninigo, Hermit, and 

Kaniet Islands, constitute a group referred to as Para

Micronesian cultures; they are the descendants of 

Micronesian peoples who settled a number of isolated 

islands amid the Melanesian peoples who inhabit the 

archipelagos north of New Guinea .1 Still made and used 

today, apia nie are employed specifically to collect coconut 

milk, extracted by squeezing balls of grated coconut meat 
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over the bowl. 2 The wide shallow ends of the apia nie 

curve gently downward to a deep center, in which the 

freshly squeezed liquid collects . Many older examples have 

a distinctive glossy patina , which develops from years of 

contact with the oil in the coconut milk.3 

Each expertl y hewn from a single block of Ca!ophyllum 

wood , apia nie were made in a variety of sizes.4 In most 

instances the vessel , as here, is unadorned , but in a few 

instances the interiors are painted with linear geometric 

designs.5 Desp ite their thin walls and apparent delicacy, 

apia nie are everyday vessels in widespread use. The vari

ety and abundance of Wu vuluvian bowls were noted by 

the Danish-born German planter and ethnographer Richard 

Parkinson , who considered apia nie to be the finest type.6 

Visiting both Wuvulu and Aua in 1899, Parkinson remarked 

that "the great quantity of daintil y worked wooden bowls 

is astonishing."7 

1. Bourgoin 1997, p. 64. 
2. Frarn;ois Brenot, personal com munication , 2006. A photograph of a 

woman sq ueezing cocon ut milk in to an apia nie is publi shed b the 
\Vu ulu ian author Browin Pana (Pana and Lagercrantz 1979 , p. 6). 

One ea rl European obser er, however, reported that the distinc
tive ! sha ped apia nie bowls were used for se rvi ng fi sh and that the 
deep cent ral portion co llected the fa t and broth (Hamb ru ch 1907, 
p. 102). 

3. Frarn;o is Brenot, perso nal com munica tion, 2006. 

4. Hu rst 1996, p. 79. 
5. For a decorated exa mple, see Sotheb 's ( ew York), African and 

Oceanic Art, May 19 , 2001 , lot 68. 

6. Parki nson (1907) 1999, p. 188. 
7. Ib id. 
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POLYNESIA 

he islands of Polynesia lie primarily 

within the vast expanse of the Pacific 

often called the "Polynesian triangle," 

whose corners are formed by Aotearoa 

(New Zealand), Hawai ' i, and Rapa Nui 

(Easter Island). The region today is divided into the 

countries of Fiji , Tonga, Samoa, Tuvalu , Niue, the 

Cook Islands, and New Zealand , together with Ameri

can Samoa, Tokelau , Wallis and Futuna, French Poly

nesia, the Pitcairn Islands, Hawai 'i, Rapa Nui , and the 

islands known as the Polynesian Outliers, which are 

governed by, or form part of, other nations. Despite 

the often immense distances which separate them, 

the peoples of Polynesia , who at Western contact 

spoke some thirty-seven separate languages (of which 

all but one exist today), are closely related , sharing a 

common genetic, cultural , and artistic ancestry. 1 

The arts and cultures of Polynesia are believed to 

be descended from a single ancestral culture, which 

archaeologists refer to as Lapita and which first 

appeared about 1500 B.c. Lapita peoples had a highly 

developed series of art forms, including distinctive 

decorated pottery, figurative sculpture, and tattooing 

(see figs. 2 , 3). Characterized by complex geometric 

designs, which in some instances include stylized 

human or animal images, Lapita art represents the 

forerunner of later Pol ynesian artistic traditions. 

Probably originating somewhere in Island South

east Asia, Lapita peoples dispersed rapidly eastward , 

across Island Melanesia. By 1000 B.c. they had reached 

the previously uninhabited archipelagos of Fiji , 

Tonga , and Samoa , where by the middle of the first 

millennium B.c. their descendants developed the first 

recognizably Polynesian cultures. Between roughly 

200 B.c. and A.O. 100, the Polynesians began to expand 

outward into the immense expanse of the eastern 

Pacific, reaching the Marquesas and Cook Islands 

Opposite: Detail, cat. no. 191 

between 100 B.c. and A. O. 100 and later settling the 

Society Islands, including Tahiti , and the other archi

pelagoes of the region. From these new eastern home

lands, the Polynesians ultimately radiated outward to 

settle the far-ftung lands of Hawai 'i (ca . A. O. 500) and 

Rapa Nui (ca . A. O. 600), finally reaching Aotearoa and 

Rekohu (the Chatham Islands) about A.O. 1100.2 

Everywhere they settled , the Polynesians brought 

with them a series of social , religious, and artistic tra

ditions, which , sharing a common ancestry, often 

exhibit remarkable similarities throughout the region . 

Polynesian societies were, and in many areas still are, 

governed by a hereditary aristocracy of chiefs who, 

believed to be more directly descended from the gods 

than ordinary men and women, hold (or held) both 

sacred and secular authority over the commoners who 

constitute the majority of the population . 

Virtually all Polynesian sculpture was religious in 

nature. Almost all contemporary Polynesians are 

Christian , but in the past Polynesian peoples vener

ated a diversity of su pernatu ra I beings. The most 

powerful were the gods and goddesses who were 

responsible for the creation of the cosmos or who 

controlled broad aspects of the natural and human 

world , such as the sea or agriculture. Some gods, such 

as Tu Tane, Rongo, and Tangaroa , appear in various 

manifestations in cultures throughout the region . 

Besides the major gods, a myriad minor local deities 

served as the patrons and protectors of specific natu

ral phenomena or human activities, including art 

forms such as carving, canoe building, and tattoo. 

Deified ancestors, both recent and remote, also 

played a central role in many areas, including Rapa 

Nui , whose renowned stone figures (moal) portray 

ancestral chiefs (see fig . 5). In addition to the gods 

and ancestors, there were a variety of spirits who 

dwelt within the land and sea . 
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The divine world was the ultimate source of mana 

(supernatural power), which in the human world 

could be manifest in people (especially chiefs and 

religious specialists), places, and both natural and 

manufactured objects, such as stones or carved 

images. Those individuals, locations, objects, or activ

ities with large amounts of mana were considered 

tapu (sacred). By extension , the term tapu served as a 

warning that contact with that person , place, or 

object was supernaturally dangerous and conse

quently restricted or forbidden. From tapu came the 

English word taboo. 

To portray and to contain the mana of their myr

iad deities, ancestors, and spirits, Polynesian sculp

tors created sacred images, which , when properly 

activated during ritual activities, served as temporary 

abodes or conduits for the beings they represented . 

These images included both anthropomorphic and , 

more rarely, animal figures, as well as more abstract 

works, in which the human form is either highly styl

ized (cat. no. 178) or absent. Although their creators 

were often separated by thousands of miles, anthro

pomorphic sculptures throughout Polynesia are often 

strikingly similar in form and conception . Usually 

strictly symmetrical , the human figure is depicted in 

a frontal position , standing with the knees slightl y 

bent, the arms extended down the side or flexed at 

the elbows, and the hands resting on the stomach 

(cat. nos. 172, 177, 193, 195). The head , considered the 

most sacred part of the body, is usually greatly 

enlarged, comprising from a quarter to more than 

half of the total height. Sexual characteristics, when 

present, are usually only subtly marked. 

Sculpture in Polynesia was a male art form . Poly

nesian women excelled , and excel , in the fiber arts, 

producing a diversity of textiles, baskets, and other 

works, ranging from sacred ceremonial objects to 

items for everyday use. The quintessential women 's 

art form was, and remains, the manufacture of bark 

cloth , often referred to by the general term tapa . Fre

quently adorned with geometric and other designs 

whose imagery and organization at times reflect 
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affinities with earlier Lapita artistic traditions, bark 

cloths range in scale from small cloths used as gar

ments or to wrap precious objects to massive ceremo

nial textiles (cat. no. 176) sometimes more than one 

hundred yards long. 

In the past many of Polynesia 's most magnificent 

decorative art forms centered on what has been 

described as an "aesthetic of inequal ity," consisting 

of sumptuous garments, ornaments, and personal 

accessories that marked the status, and enriched the 

lives, of the chiefly elite (cat. nos. 173, 179, 180, 194).3 

However, the ornaments and implements used by 

commoners were also often superbly designed and 

decorated . Virtually all important objects, such as 

personal ornaments and weapons, had individual 

names and histories. Preserved and handed down as 

heirlooms, many were, and are, regarded as living 

entities, infused with the mana of the generations of 

individuals who have owned and used them . 

As everywhere in the Pacific, the advent of Western 

contact and colonization brought profound changes 

to the arts and cultures of Polynesia . In some areas 

the introduction of metal tools in the late eighteenth 

and early nineteenth centuries initially resulted in a 

brief, but spectacular efflorescence of wood carving 

(cat. no. 182). However, the devastating impact of intro

duced diseases, combined with the rapid conversion 

of Polynesian peoples to Christianity and the annex

ation of all but one of its archipelagos by Western 

colonial powers, ultimately resulted in the decline, 

interruption, or loss of many Polynesian artistic tradi

tions .4 Since the 1970s, though , the arts and cultures 

of Polynesia have experienced a tremendous resur

gence. Polynesia 's artists and other cultural leaders, 

more than those in any other region of the Pacific, 

have brought about a vigorous renaissance of cul

ture, language, and the visual and performing arts. 

Ancient art forms, such as wood carving, canoe 

building, and the fiber arts, have been revived or 

revitalized . Polynesia 's artists have also embraced a 

diversity of other media and art forms. Today, the 

region is home to a burgeoning contemporary-art 



movement, centered in Aotearoa and Hawai'i, whose 

artists are increasingly gaining recognition in the 

international art wor ld. 

1. See Wurm and Hattori 1981 , sheet 19. 
2. The history of Lapita and Polynesian settlement presented 

here is based on Kirch (2000, pp. 207-45). 
3. Kaeppler 1989, pp. 212, 237-28. 
4. The sole exception is Tonga, which, though briefly a British 

protectorate, has remained an independent kingdom to 
th is day. 

172 . FEMALE FIGURE 

Tonga, Ha 'apai Islands 

Early 19th century 

Whale ivory 

H. 5%, in. (13.3 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Colledion, 

Bequest of Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1470 

Colleded by Cyril G. Hawdon on Viti Levu, Fiji, 1868 

The ivory figures of the Ha 'apai Islands of Tonga have a 

sculptural power that belies their modest scale. Almost 

exclusively female,' the images likely represent 'otua fefine 

(female deities), for whom the figures served as vaka , or 

vessels, in which the power of the divinity resided. 2 Alter

natively, they may portray prominent female ancestors, 

who were also venerated as divine beings. 3 With their 

robust, rounded physiques and prominent breasts, the fig

ures embody the ideal of feminine beauty in Western Poly

nesia.4 The figures were normally kept together with other 

sacred objects in specially constructed shrines or "god 

houses." However, many also have a suspension hole in 

the back of the head or neck, reportedly allowing them to 

be worn on important occasions by chiefly women as 

charms or prestige ornaments, either as single pendants or 

possibly as elements of larger necklaces.5 

Ivory figures were venerated as sacred objects in the 

Ha 'apai Islands as well as in Fiji , where this example was 

collected in 1868.6 The stylistic features of the ivories show 

stro ng affinities with wood figures from Ha 'apai , but differ 

greatly from known examples of Fijian sculpture, indicat

ing that they were almost certainly created in the Ha 'apai 

group and subsequently traded to Fiji .7 Nearly all the sur

viving examples are fashioned from the massive teeth of 

sperm whales. 8 Obtained , in precontact times, solely from 

chance strandings, whale teeth were, and in contemporary 
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Fiji remain , prestigious and highl valued objects. The ear

liest documented ivory figures were collected in Tonga in 

the 1770s by the British explorer Captain James Cook, indi

cating that the tradition of ivory carving was already 

highly developed in the precontact period. 9 However, the 

examples collected by Cook are all significant! smaller 

than those, such as the present work, acquired in the mid

nineteenth century; the discrepancy suggests that the lat

ter were created during the early 1800s, when large whale 

teeth were brought to the islands in abundance as trade 

goods by European and American vessels. ' 0 After the figures 
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were carved, artists artificially patinated them by anointing 

them with coconut oil and slowly smoking them over a fire 

fed with slivers of sugar cane or sugary tubers. The proce

dure imparted a rich golden hue to the surface that accen

tuates the natural grain of the ivory.11 

1. None of the surviving Ton ga n ivory figures are demonstrably male. 

However, there are several examples whose sex is not explicitly 

indicated (see Buck 1935, p. 92; Kaeppler 1978a, pp. 207-8). 

2. St. Cartmail 1997, pp. 32 , 58. The literal meaning of the term vaka 
is " canoe"; the term is here used metaphoricall y to indicate a 

supernatural vessel in which divine power is contained (see ibid. , 

p. 32). Natural objects such as stones, shells, and unmodified 

whale teeth , as well as manufactured items such as clubs or bowls, 

could also act as vaka (Buck 1935, pp. 85-86). 

3. See Barrow 1972, p. 70; Newton , Jones, and Ezra 1987, p. 51 ; St. 

Cartmail 1997, pp. 58- 60. St. Cartmail states, however, that the 

identification of the ivory figures as ancestor images " is not widel y 

supported" (ibid. , p. 60). 

4. Barrow 1956, p. 165. 

5. Barrow 1972, p. 70; St. Cartmail 1997, p. 60. A Fijian necklace 

which includes eight ivory figures is in the collection of the Uni 

versity Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, Cambridge, 

United Kingdom , and it is possible that similar exa mples were 

made in Ha'apai (Barrow 1956, pp. 165, 167, fi g. 1). 

6. St. Cartmail 1997, pp. 60-62 . 

7. Buck 1935, p. 92. 

8. The only exception is an example carved from whalebone in the 

University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archa eology and Anthropol 

ogy, Philadelphia (Larsson 1960, p. 71). Th e material of the Metro

politan 's example has previousl y been identified as "wa lrus ivory" 

(see Gathercole, Kaeppler, and Newton 1979, p. 176), but reexami 

nation indicates that it is made from a whal e tooth rather than a 

walrus tusk. 

9. Although several explorers had touched at Tonga prior to Cook's 

visit , there is no reason to believe that th ese previous contacts had 

altered Tongan art and culture to any significant extent. Th e ivory 

figures coll ected by Cook are illustrated in Ka eppler 1978a, 

pp. 207-8. 

10. Duff 1969, p. 50 , no. 82 ; Newton , Jones, and Ezra 1987, p. 51. 

11 . St. Cartmail 1997, p. 62. St. Cartmail (ibid .) identifies the tubers as 
Cordyline terminalis. 

173 . BREASTPLATE (Civan ovo novo) 

Fiji 
Early 19th century 

Whale ivory, pearl shell, fiber 

H. 7% in. (19.4 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1960 

1978.412.746 

Worn exclusively by chiefly men, the superbly crafted 

breastplates of the Fiji Islands were precious and powerful 

objects. They were a prestigious element of ceremonial 

attire which , when worn into battle, were believed to make 

the wearer invulnerable to enemies.1 This protective function 

suggests that, like the gorgets formerly worn by Western 
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military officers, Fijian breastplates represent a smaller, 

symbolic form of what was originally functional body 

armor.2 During the second half of the eighteenth century, 

warriors from the neighboring islands of the Tongan arch i

pelago began to make repeated incursions into Fiji . To pro

tect themselves from the arrows of Fijian bowmen, the 

Tongans (who used bows and arrows only in recreational 

competitions) fashioned massive circular breastplates of 

whalebone, which covered the entire chest. As the Tongans 

gradually became accustomed to the use of bows and 

arrows in war, the cumbersome plates fell into disuse, and 

by the early 1800s they had virtually disappeared .3 

At about the same time, Tongan and Samoan canoe 

builders, who had begun to settle in Fiji in the late 1700s, 

began to fashion smaller breastplates as ornaments for the 

Fijian elite.4 In form , these breastplates likely represent a 

fusion of the Tongan body-armor tradition with Fijian 

chest ornaments made from civa (pearl shell).5 As befitted 

both the wearers' status and the objects' now largely cere

monial function , the smaller breastplates were made not 

from whalebone but from whale ivory, a precious material 

often used , as here, in combination with the softly irides

cent pearl shell. 6 Such composite breastplates were known 

as civanovonovo.7 Breastplates were worn at the center of 

the chest, suspended from two cords tied together behind 

the wearer's neck (see fig. 77); another cord , attached to 

the first two, passed around the body to hold the ornament 

in place during battle and other strenuous activities.8 The 

construction of early-nineteenth-century breastplates, such 

as the present work, refteds the canoe-building heritage of 
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Fig. n. Ratu Tanoa Visawaqa, a high chief from 
the Bau region of Fiji, wearing an elaborate 
breastplate of pearl shell and ivory, 1840. Engrav
ing after a sketch by Alfred T. Agate (1812-1846}, 
expedition artist for the United States Exploring 
Expedition. From Clunie 1983, p. 124 

their creators: each element has small holes drilled at its 

edges and is lashed to its neighbors like the planks of a 

canoe.9 The ivory inlays of civanovonovo often resemble 

stars or crescent moons, but their precise significance 

is unknown .10 

1. Clunie 1986, p. 162. 

2 . Ibid. This theory of the origin of Fijian breastplates is advanced b 
Clunie (ibid.), and the discussion that follows is based on his 
account. 

3. Ibid . A number of these massive breastplates survive in museum 
collections. 

4. Ibid ., pp. 49 , 162. 

5. Ibid. , p. 162. Thomas Williams ([1858] 1982 , p. 159) notes the exis
tence of plain pearl-shell breast ornaments, although the antiq
uity of this tradition is unknown. 

6. That civa was an equally prized material is evident from the fact that 
in some ivory examples the upper margin of the reverse side is 
carved in imitation of the hinge of a pearl shell (see Clunie 1986, 
p. 162). 

7. Ibid. 1986, p. 163. 
8. Ibid. 
9. Ibid., p. 162. Carefully positioned on the underside of each element, 

the holes and lashings are not visible from the front. By the mid
nineteenth century the lashing technique was largely replaced by 
the use of rivets made from imported metal (ibid., p. 164). 

10. Ibid., p. 163. 

174 . CLUB {Vunikau bulibuli vonotabu a or 
dromu vonotabua ) 

Fiji 
Early 19th century 
Wood, whale ivory 
H. 30.Yi in. (77-5 cm) 
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Allan Frumkin, 1985 
1985.31J.6 

Prior to the pacification of the islands by British colonial 

authorities during the nineteenth century, warfare was cen

tral to many aspects of Fijian art and culture. A man 's pres

tige and social standing were determined not just by his 

hereditary status as a chief or commoner but also by his 

achievements as a warrior. Many armaments, such as bows 

and arrows, spears, and sling stones, were used , but the 

most prestigious of all Fijian weapons was the club. ' Small 

clubs were created to be thrown as projectiles, and larger 

examples, such as the present work, were intended for 

hand-to-hand combat. To slay an enemy with a club at 

close quarters brought more prestige than any other form 

of combat and earned the warrior the coveted status of 

koroi, or killer.2 Like the swords of medieval Europe and 

Japan, Fijian clubs were often given individual names refer

ring to their destructive powers, as the nineteenth-century 

missionary Thomas Williams observed: "Those [clubs] 

which belong to distinguished warriors have emphatic 

names, e.g. : A sautu, lamolamora , 'For war, though all be at 

peace. ' Na tag1~ ka kere bole, 'The weeping' (i.e. , for the 

dead I slew) .. . Kadiga ni damuni, 'Damaging beyond 

hope."'3 

Beyond the battlefield , clubs played a role in Fijian eti

quette, ceremony, and dance. When visiting other villages, 

men carried small clubs on their shoulders, which they 

lowered as a ceremonial form of greeting.4 Greatly 

enlarged versions of war clubs, too massive and unwieldy 

to be used in combat, were carried by chiefs during rituals. 

Small , lightweight types were created for use in dances 

and other performances, a practice that continues to this 

day.5 At a man 's death , the spirit of his club accompanied 

his soul on the journey to Bulu (the afterworld ), to protect 

him from the dangers that lay along the way. 6 

The Fijians produced many different varieties of clubs, 

which were named and classified according to their spe

cific form and function (slicing versus crushing types, for 

instance).7 The present example is of the type known as 

vunikau bulibuli or dromu, created by uprooting a young 

tree and trimming off the roots to form the club head .8 

Simi lar to a European mace, such clubs were designed 

specifica lly to inflict a lethal crushing blow to the head. 

P olynesia I 289 



174 

290 I OCEANIA : ART OF THE PACIFIC ISLANDS 

Some men, particularly in the early stages of their career, 

carved their own clubs, but most were commissioned from 

semiprofessional artisans, known as matai ni malumu, 

who specialized in club making.9 Compensated for their 

services with food and other gifts, matai ni malumu 

crafted each club to suit the status, physique, and taste of 

its owner.10 Particularly luxurious examples were accented , 

as here, with inlays of ivory, which earned them the addi

tional designation of vonotabua, a reference to the whale 

teeth used to create the inlays. 11 The clubs were carved by 

Fijian artisans. However, the ivory inlays were produced by 

Tongan craftsmen ; they were imported directly from the 

Tongan archipelago or, perhaps, created in the communi

ties of Tongan canoe builders who resided permanently in 

Fiji. 12 The size and heft of this club would have made it an 

effective weapon , but the superb finish and lavish use of 

ivory inlay suggest that it was intended primarily for cere

monial purposes. 

1. T. Will ia ms {1858) 1982, p. 57; Clunie 19n p. 46. 

2. Clunie 1977. p. 46. 

3. T. Williams (1858) 1982, p. 78. 

4. Derr ick 1957, p. 391 . 

5. Cl un ie 1977. pp. 50-51. 

6. lbid ., p.51. 

7. Derr ick 1957, p. 391. 

8. Clunie 1977. p. 58; Ewi ns 1982, p. 33. 

9. Clunie 1977. p. 46. 

10. Derr ick 1957, p. 393; Cluni e 1977. p. 46. 

11. Clunie 1977. p. 50. 

12. Ibid .; Ewins 1982, p. 26. 

175. TURTLE-SHAPED BOWL (Darivonu) 

Fiji 

Early 19th century 

Wood 

L. 22 in. (55.9 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockef eller Memorial Collection, 

Bequest of Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1579 

As in many parts of Polynesia , Micronesia , and Island 

Melanesia , a central element in contemporary Fijian cere

monial life is the preparation and drinking of kava, a 

mildly narcotic beverage prepared from the roots of the 

kava plant.1 In Fiji kava is known as yaqona. This vessel , 

carved in the form of a vonu (turtle). is a tiinoa, a large 

bowl used to serve yaqona during communal drinking cer

emonies. Yaqona has played an important role in Fijian art 

and culture since ancient times. However, the form and 

sea le of the vessels used to serve it, as well as the socia I 



175 

context of kava drinking, appear to have changed signifi

cantly during the latter part of the eighteenth century. Prior 

to this, yaqona was consumed primarily by bete (priests) 

and initiated men as part of religious rites known as burau, 
in which participants knelt to drink yaqona from small 

shallow vessels of wood or earthenware or from small leaf

lined pits excavated in the ground. 2 These early wood 

yaqona vessels were described by the Wesleyan missionar 

Thomas Williams: "Fancy oil dishes and yaqona bowls, 

chietfy for the priests, are cut ... out of very hard wood ... 

in a great variety of forms. I have seen one carved like a 

duck, another like a turtle, many circular and very fiat, with 

a curiously wrought foot."3 Williams also noted the existence 

of larger yaqona bowls, which at the time of his mission to 

the islands, from 1840 to 1852, were already in widespread 

use: "The large bowl for preparing yaqona is very heavy, 

and is giving place to that of Tonga, which is lighter."4 

Williams's reference to the popularity of the larger type 

of yaqona bowls retfects the pervasive intfuence of Tongan 

and Samoan kava rites and vessel forms on local Fijian 

practices, which began during the latter half of the eigh

teenth century. 5 Tongans and Samoans who had initially 

arrived as warriors later settled among the Fijians, often in 

communities of specialized craftsmen, and introduced a 

different, more secular form of kava ritua I: rather than 

kneeling individually to sip directly from small vessels, 

groups sat around a large communal bowl and drank from 

cups made from coconut shell or other materials.6 As the 

Fijians gradually adopted this more communal ritual into 

their own culture, artists began to create larger bowls, or 

tanoa, from which to serve yaqona. The typical form of 

Fijian tiinoa, consisting of a large circular bowl supported 

by cylindrical legs, retfects Tongan or Samoan prototypes. 

However, the imagery of figural examples, such as the 

present work, likely derives from the forms of the smaller 

vessels used in the earlier, more sacred yaqona rites.

Almost certain! created during the earl decades of the 

nineteenth centur , as the old and new forms of yaqona 

rituals began to fuse and evolve into a distinctive! Fijian 

cultural institution , this serene turtle represents a master

ful adaptation of an ancient form to a dynamic and evolv

ing tradition, which continues to this da .8 

1. Piper meth)sticum . To activate its ps choacti\e properties, i...a\a root 
is shredded , pounded . or che\\ed and mixed" ith cold water, and 
the liquid from the resulting mixture is then\\ rung or strained into 
a bo\\ I or other vessel to create the finished be\erage. 

2. Clunie 1986, p. 1n; Clunie 1996, pp. 7-8. 
3. T. Williams 11858 1982. pp. 77- 8. 
4. Ibid .. p. 78. 
5. Clunie 1986, p. 173. 
6. Ibid . 
7. Ibid ., p. 175. 
8. For a description of the interaction bet\\een Tongan Samoan kava 

ritual and Fijian culture. see Clunie 1986. p. 173. The size of this 
\\Ork indicates that it is a tiinoa and thus postdates the arrival of 
Tongan and Samoan ka\a ritua l. HO\\e\er. it lacks the characterist ic 
lug for the attachment of a 1viitabu, or sacred cord , " hi ch came 
into 11ide use in the latter part of the nineteenth centur) see ibid ., 

pp. 174-75" 
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176. BARK-CLOTH PANEL (Masi kesa) 

Fiji 
Late 19th century 
Bark cloth, pigment 
8 ft. 9 in. x 9 ft. 2 in. (2-7 x 2.8 m) 
Gift of Adelaide and Edmund Carpenter, 1990 
1990.333.9 
Ex coll.: Robert Louis Stevenson, Samoa, 1890s 

Created in myriad forms and varieties, bark cloth in Poly

nesia is produced exclusively by women . A paperlike tex

tile typically manufactured from the soft inner bark of the 
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paper mulberry tree, bark cloth , often referred to generi

cally as tapa, was the only form of cloth in Polynesia prior 

to Western contact.1 In the Fijian archipelago bark cloth is 

known as masi. Employed in almost all aspects of daily 

and ceremonial life, masi in the past appeared in an enor

mous diversity of forms, from garments, such as turbanlike 

headdresses, sashes, and men's loincloths (malo}, to enor

mous rectangular panels that served as room dividers, 

mosquito barriers, wall hangings, and ceremonial gifts.2 In 

ceremonial houses (bure kalou) a long piece of white masi 

hung from the rafters served as a pathway down which 



divinities descended, entering the bodies of religious spe

cialists to communicate with the human world. 3 Although 

many of its former functions have been supplanted by the 

introduction of Western cloth and the adoption of Chris

tianity, masi continues to play a vital role in contemporary 

Fijian culture. 4 

In former times most masi were unadorned.5 However, 

Fijian artists both past and present also created a diversity 

of decorated types, known collectively as masi kesa. 6 In 

decorating bark cloth, Fijians probably employ a greater 

variety of decorative techniques than any other Pacific 

people.7 The bold rectilinear patterns on the present work 

were produced with the use of stencils, a technique that is 

unique to Fiji.8 Each of the numerous repeating elements 

that combine to form the overall pattern was created with 

a separate stencil (draudrau or vakamata) made from a 

banana or panda nus leaf into which the motif was cut. 9 To 

print the motif, the stencil was placed on the bark cloth 

Fig. 78. Adi Litia Vurvuru, an artist from Ekubu village on the 
island of Vatulele, applying stenciled patterns to a masi kesa 

panel to be used as a "wedding curtain" (taunamu), a ceremo
nial textile that will be displayed at a forthcoming marriage. 
Photo: Rod Ewins. From Ewins 1982, p. 11, fig. 12 

and the moist pigment was rubbed through the open areas 

using a wad of disused masi or bark fibers.'0 The artist or 

artists began at the edge of the cloth , using one or more 

stencils in succession to create the outer border, and then 

worked inward , at times leaving a blank central area 

which was later filled with larger motifs." In some areas 

the artists sketched out the pattern beforehand , making 

lines on the masi to guide them in the application of the 

stencils.12 In other places they worked freehand , their skill 

and experience enabling them to visualize and execute the 

pattern entirely from memory.'3 The patterns and, in some 

instances, the individual motifs on masi kesa were specific 

to individual localities and clans (mataqa!i).'4 Like the 

clan tartans of Scotland , the patterns of masi kesa were 

heraldic, marking the identity and affiliation of their mak

ers. '5 Although many individual motifs and design ele

ments appear on bark cloths made throughout Fiji and 

extend to other areas of Polynesia, the overall patterns 

were the property of specific groups under an indigenous 

system of copyright, which is still respected today.'6 

Large pieces of masi kesa remain a central element of 

Fijian culture, displayed and presented as lavish ceremo

nial gifts during important life-passage rites, such as wed 

dings, births, and funerals, and used to forge or to renew 

alliances between groups (see fig. 78). 17 Some masi kesa , 

particularly those used during the funerals of high-ranking 

chiefs, are of enormous scale, at times more than one hun

dred yards long, requiring scores of men and women to 

carry them and present them in ritual procession .'8 After 

receiving such a cloth , the ranking chief often orders it 

to be cut into a number of pieces, which are distributed to 

the appropriate recipients, who preserve them as objects 

of great value and importance.'9 The present work, which , 

though extensive in scale, represents a portion of a much 

larger masi kesa, may have been cut from the original as 

part of such a ceremonial distribution. Athough indisputably 

of Fijian origin , it found its way to Upolu , in Samoa , where 

it was reportedly among a group of bark cloths presented 

in the 1890s to that island 's most famous expatriate resi

dent, Robert Louis Stevenson . 

1. Alth ough the inner bark of th e paper mulberry (Broussentia 
papynfera ) was the most commonly and widely used source of raw 
material for Polynesian bark cloth , a variety of other tree species 
were also used in some areas. 

2. Kooijman 1972, pp. 408-10; Ewins 1982, p. 5; Clunie 1986, p. 127. 

3. Kooijman 1972, p. 414; Ewi ns 1982 , pp. 5-6; eich and Pender-

grast 1997, p. 103. 
4. Ewins 1982, p. 6. 

5. Ibid. , p. 7. 
6. Ibid . 
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7. Neich and Pendergrast 1997, p. 97. 
8. Kooijman 1972, p. 368; Kooijman 1988, p. 37. 
9. Kooijman 1972, pp. 366-67; Kooijman 1979, p. 368; Ewins 1982, p. 9; 

Clunie 1986, p. 126; Kooijman 1988, p. 40; Neich and Pendergrast 
1997, p. 97. Nowadays artists typically employ stencils made from 
used X-ray film , which are more durable than those made from 
leaves {Kooijman 1979, p. 368; Kooijman 1988, p. 40; Neich and 
Pendergrast 1997, p. 97). 

10. Neich and Pendergrast 1997, p. 97. 
11. Ibid. 
12. Kooijman 1972, pp. 367-68, fig. 335. 

13. Kooijman 1979, p. 368. 
14. Ewins 1982, p. 11; Clunie 1986, p. 126. 

15. Ewins 1982, p. 11; Clunie 1986, p. 126. 
16. Ewins 1982, p. 11. 
17. Kooijman 1972, pp. 410-12; Kooijman 1979, pp. 368-73; Ewins 

1982, p. 7; Clunie 1986, pp. 126-27; Neich and Pendergrast 1997, 
p. 100. 

18. Kooijman 1972, pp. 411-12, fig. 435; Ewins 1982, p. 7; Kooijman 
1988, p. 53. 

19. Kooijman 1988, p. 53. 

177. MALE FIGURE (Tiki ) 

French Polynesia, Gambier Islands, Mangareva 

18th-early 19th century 

Wood 

H. 383/, in. (98.4 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1466 

The tiki (human images) of Mangareva bear eloquent wit

ness to the achievements of Polynesian sculptors and are 

rare survivals of the great iconoclasm that followed , as it 

did throughout Polynesia , the conversion of the popula

tion to Christianity. With their sacred heads and loins 

swathed in garments of bark cloth , the figures originally 

stood in special houses at community marae (sacred sites) 

as well as in shrines erected in villages, likely for the wor

ship of individual family deities.1 Virtually the entire corpus 

of Mangarevan sculpture was burned or otherwise destroyed 

beginning in 1835. The following year, Te-Maputeoa , the 

'akariki (parmount chief) of the archipelago, was bap

tized, and the islands' marae and their sacred structures 

and images were systematically destroyed .2 Only eight 

Mangarevan tiki are known to survive.3 Most, paradoxically, 

were preserved by the Catholic missionaries responsible 

for the destruction of the remainder. The missionaries, in 

the words of Father Delmas Mouly, "took care to save 

from the hecatomb the most remarkab le specimens of 

Mangarevan art. "4 
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The information that survives about the imagery and 

identity of Mangarevan tiki is tantalizing but fragmentary. 

Wood images were fashioned to represent and contain the 

mana (supernatural power) of a variety of etua (deities), 

ranging from major gods found throughout Polynesia , 

such as Tu and Rogo, to a multitude of local divinities.5 

The latter were primarily deified ancestors or the spirits of 

unborn chiefly children who had died in miscarriage.6 

These more minor divinities revealed their existence 

through religious specialists, who became possessed by 

them while deep in a trance; one Mangarevan oral tradi

tion stated that "a tiki was carved because a new etua had 

spoken through the mouth of a priest. "7 It is possible that 

the present work represents such an ancestor or unborn 

chiefly child. However, there is evidence to suggest that it 

depicts a far more powerful deity. The Metropolitan's fig

ure is one of a group of six similar images, two of which 

are identified in historic sources as images of Rogo.8 One 

of the four main deities of the Polynesian pantheon , on 

Mangareva Rogo was an agricultural etua who brought the 

rains that sustained the growth of crops, especially bread

fruit , and whose presence was symbolized by rainbows 

and mist.9 

1. Buck 1938, pp. 230-31, 460. 
2. Ibid., pp. 99, 462; Orliac 2002, p. 201. Te-Maputeoa selected the 

decidedly un-Polynesian baptismal name of Gregoire Stanislas, in 
honor of Pope Gregory XVI (Orliac 2002, p. 201 ). 

3. These are the Metropolitan 's image, three figures in the Pontifico 
Museo Etnologica, Vatican Cit , and one each in the British Museum, 
London ; the Musee du Quai Branl , Paris; the Musee d'Histoire 
Naturelle, La Rochelle (France); and the Musee de Cahors (France) 
(see Buck 1938, pp. 461-67, figs. 62-67; ewton, Jones, and Ezra 
1987, p. 50, no. 34; Waite 1993, pp. 106-10; Serres 2001 , p. 50). 

4. Cited in Jacquemin 2000, p. 309. The translation is mine. 
5. See Buck 1938, pp. 418-27. Scientific sampling of two of the surviv

ing images indicates that the material used was miro, or Pacific 
rosewood (rhespesia populnea) {Orliac 2002, pp. 204-5). 

6. Buck 1938, pp. 424-27. 
7. Cited , in the Mangarevan, b Buck 1938, p. 460. The Mangarevan 

terms tiki and etua have here been substituted for the English 
glosses in Buck's origina l translation . 

8. See note 2, above. Of the six similar images, two exa mples n01 in 
the Vatican were identified as Rogo by one of the original mission
aries, Father Fran ~os d'Assize Caret, in an 1836 letter describing a 
group of Mangarevan objects sent back to Europe (see Buck 1938, 
pp. 462-64; Waite 1993, p. 106; Orliac 2002, p. 202). 

9. Buck 1938, pp. 422 , 463; Waite 1993, p. 107. 
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178. IMAGE (To'o) REPRESENTING 

THE DEITY 'ORO 

Society Islands, Tahiti, Maohi (Tahitian) people 

18th century 

Wood, coconut fiber, traces of feathers 

H. 18Ya in. (46 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206. 1481 
Reportedly collected by the Reverend George Bennet 

As vessels for the mono (supernatural power) of divine 

beings, sacred images in Polynesia took many forms. In 

some instances the most potent deities were not repre

sented by human or zoomorphic figures. On Tahiti , for 

example, the island 's preeminent deity, 'Oro, the god of 

war, and other divinities closely associated with him were 

manifest in more abstract images-the oblong effigies 

known as to'o. ' Fashioned from symbolic and supernatu

rally powerful materials, to 'o were composite objects. The 

images were constructed around a club-shaped core of too 

(ironwood), the primary timber used for Maohi (Tahitian) 

weapons and a material almost certainly associated with 

'Oro as god of war. 2 This central core was densely wrapped 

in layers of finely plaited coconut-husk fiber, which par

tially or completely concealed the wood portion . The 

process of wrapping was itself sacred. In some cases, once 

the wrapping had been completed , additional strands of 

fiber were applied to the surface, as here, to suggest the 

facial or other anatomical features of the deity.3 These 

wood and fiber components served as a substrate for the 

attachment of feathers, which contained the actual mono 

of the god .4 The British missionary William Ellis described 

the importance of feathers in to 'o images: 

For these feathers the gods were supposed to have a strong 

predilection .... [T]o them the power or inftuence of the god 

was imparted , and through them transferred to the objects to 

which they might be attached . ... Many idols . .. were solid 

pieces of wood , bound or covered with finely-braided fibres of 

the cocoa-nut husk; to these feathers were attached on the 

outside by small fibrous bands.5 

To protect their sanctity, to 'o, like many other Polyne

sian images, were wrapped in multiple layers of bark 

cloth , forming large bundles that were opened only on the 

most sacred occasions. As god of war, 'Oro was invoked 

and his support sought before all important military 

engagements. The British explorer Captain James Cook, 

who witnessed a sacrificial rite likely devoted to 'Oro at a 
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moroe (sacred site) in Atehuru in 17n, described the open

ing of such a sacred bark-cloth bundle: 



One end of the other bundle ... was next opened but we were 

not allowed to go near enough to examine its contents, but 

was [sic] told the Eatua [atua (god)] was concealed in it, or 

rather what is supposed to represent him. This is a thing made 

of the twisted fibres of the husk of the coca-nut, shaped some

thing like a large fid, that is roundish with one end much 

thicker than the other. We have very often got small ones from 

different people, but never knew their use before.6 

Although 'Oro was predominantly associated with war

fare, he also played other ro les. In his manifestation as 

'Oro-i -te-tea-moe ('Oro of the spear laid down), he was 

patron of the arioi, a semiprofessional class of performing 

artists composed of young men and women. 7 The arioi, 

who were permitted great personal and sexual freedom 

but forbidden to have children , honored 'Oro as the god of 

the origin and fulfillment of sexual desire and of eternal 

youth. 8 'Oro was originally a deity of the island of Ra ' iatea, 

and his worship appears to have been introduced to Tahiti 

shortly before the first European contact in 1767. Initially 

localized , the worship of 'Oro spread rapidly under the 

royal patronage of King Pomare II in the first decade of the 

nineteenth century and became the national religion of 

Tahiti. 9 'Oro's tenure as national deity, however, was brief. 

In 1816 Pomare II converted to Christianity, and the 

island 's indigenous religion was overthrown. 10 During this 

period the vast majority of to 'o and other images were 

destroyed. Stripped of their sacred feathers, those that sur

vived were, ironically, often presented to or acquired by 

missionaries who sent them back to Europe as tangible 

evidence of their evangelical achievements. 

1. Kooijman 1964, p. 120. 
2. Ibid ., p. 121 . Toa, also called aito, is generally identified as iron

wood (Casuarina equisetifolia). Maohi warriors were also referred 
to as too (Henry [1928] 1985, p. 230; Kooijman 1964, p. 121). 

3. Kooijman 1964, p. 110. The pradice of wrapping sacred obj ects in 
cordage of coconut-husk fiber was widespread in Polynesia 
(ibid ., p. 120). 

4. Ibid ., p. 115; D'Alleva 1997, p. 157. These feathers were primarily 
'ura (red feathers}--red was the most sacred color in Pol ynesia
but yellow or black feathers were also used (W. Elli s 1831, vol. 1, 
p. 354 ; Henry [1928] 1985, p. 130; D'Alleva 1997, p. 157). 

5. W. Ellis 1831 , vol. 1, pp. 338-39 . 
6. Beaglehole 1967, part 1, p. 203. Fid is a nauti cal term referrin g to a 

conical wood pin that tapers to a point, used for spli cing rope (ibid. , 
n. 1). One of the to 'o images brought back by Cook is toda in th e 
British 1useum, London (see Kaeppler 1978a, pp. 136-37, fi g. 237). 

7. Henry (1928) 1985, p. 23. Henry translates tea as "spear," but 
Kooijman argues that the term refers to a crosswise architectural 
beam or rafter of wood (Kooijman 1964, p. 122). In either instance 
the name possibl y refers to the wood core of the to 'o image. 

8. MUhlmann 1955, p. 134, cited in Kooijman 1964, p. 124. 
9. Kooijman 1964, pp. 112-14. 

10. Ibid., p. 116. 

179 . HANDLE FOR A FLY WHISK (Tahiri ) 

Society Islands, Tahiti, Maohi {Tahitian) people, or 

Austral Islands 

18th century or earlier 

Whale ivory, fiber 

H. 11Yi in. (29.8 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1965 

1978.412.875 
Presented by King Pomare II of Tahiti to the Reverend 

Thomas Haweis in 1818 

This ornate ivory fly-whisk handle formed part of the cere

monial accoutrements of the Tahitian royal family, compa

rable to the crown jewels of European monarchies. 1 
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Fashioned from whale ivory, a precious material reserved 

for the elite, it was probably originally among the heir

loom regalia of the chiefly Maohi (Tahitian) lineage into 

which the ari'i (chief) TO-nui-e-a-i-te-atua was born about 

1742. Beginning in the 1770s, TO, originally a chief of inter

mediate rank, gradually overcame his political and mili

tary rivals and united greater Tahiti under his rule. He 

became the first king of Tahiti in 1791 and subsequently 

assumed the name Pomare I. The Pomare dynasty ruled 

Tahiti and the surrounding islands directly until 1842, 

when the Society Islands were brought under French colo

nial authority, and the royals retained their titles until the 

death of the last member, Pomare V, in 1891 . This fly-whisk 

handle, together with another similar one, was among a 

group of objects sent in 1818 by King Pomare II, then a 

recent convert to Christianity, to the Reverend Thomas 

Haweis, one of the founders of the London Missionary 

Society. 2 In a letter to Haweis, Pomare II describes the two 

handles: "I also send you two little Fans [the fly-whisk han

dles] which the Royal Family of these countries were 

accustomed to fan themselves with. When the Day of the 

Festival arrived , and the King was prayed for, those were 

the Fans they used to fan away the flies, etc."3 

As Pomare II notes, these fly whisks were functional 

objects, used to prevent insects from alighting on the tapu 
(sacred) bodies of the royal family. However, the precious 

material from which they were constructed symbolically 

marked their owners as members of the chiefly elite. Fly 

whisks were among the ensemble of objects, including 

items such as stools and feather girdles, that were pre

sented to chiefs as insignia of rank during their 

investiture.4 

Such chiefly fly whisks were elite versions of the mun

dane implements used by lesser-ranking Maohi to keep 

flies off their bodies and food . Captain James Wilson , who 

brought the first British missionaries to Tahiti in 1797, 

vividly described the use of fly whisks: 

They never suffer a fly to touch their food if they can help it ; 

and should they find one dead in their puddings, or any of 

their provisions ... they throw it to the hogs. Hence they all 

carry fly-flaps; these are usually made of feathers , and fixed to 

a handle of wood ten or twelve inches long, sometimes, 

carved, sometimes plain .... Whenever you enter a house, or 

approach a place where provisions are preparing, this is the 

first thing they offer you. When the provisions are dressed and 

hot before you , the boys continue to fan away the flies with 

fly-flaps, nothing being more offensive or disagreeable than 

that a fly should get into their mouths. 5 
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Besides the two ivory fly-whisk handles presented by 

Pomare II to Haweis, only two others are known .6 All four 

examples are composed of multiple openwork segments, 

carved from the teeth of sperm whales and lashed 

together with lengths of braided coconut-husk fiber. To 

carve such delicate openwork from the dense, hard ivory 

with tools of stone and shell required enormous time and 

labor as well as exacting precision . The bases of the han

dles are adorned with stylized ti'i (human images); the 

feather or fiber brush of the whisk would have been 

attached to the slender, unadorned portion at the oppo

site end. 7 The figure on the Metropolitan 's fly whisk is the 

most natu ra I istic of those on the four handles that survive. 

Of indeterminate gender, it is portrayed with the back 

arched dramatically, so that both the feet and the head 

touch the surface above. Some scholars interpret the 

imagery of the openwork segments above the figure as a 

stylized spinal column or as abstract ti'i standing one atop 

the other, imagery possibly symbolic of the successive gen

erations of ancestors in chiefly genealogies.8 However, 

such interpretations remain speculative. 9 

1 . The manufacture of ivory fly-whisk handles is generally attributed 
to Tahiti , but some recent scholarship suggests that, like ceremo
nial drums (see cat. no. 181), ivory fly-whisk handl es may have been 
created by artists in the Austral Islands and then traded to Tahiti as 
prestige goods (see Hooper 2006, pp. 204-5, nos. 169, 170). 

2. D'Alleva 1996, p. 29; Pelrine 1996, p. 74, no. 25. See Maggs Bros. 
1958, pp. 598-99. 

3. Poma re II to the Reverend Thomas Haweis, 1818, excerpt cited in 
Maggs Bros. 1958, pp. 598-99. The other tty whisk sent by Poma re 
II is now in the Raymond and Laura Wielgus Collection {Pelrine 
1996 , p. 74, no. 25). 

4. Oliver 1974 , vo l. 2, p. 1038. 

5. W. Wilson 1799, pp. 357-58. Wilson notes that the wing bones of 
large birds, as well as wood , were used as tty-whisk handles. 

6. These are in the collection of the University of Aberdeen, Scotland , 
and in the Masco collection, Detroit (Wardwell 1994, p. 188, no. n 
Pelrine 1996, p. 74, no. 25; Hooper 2006, pp. 204-5, nos. 169, 170). 

7. Several earlier sources contend that the figural ends of the whisk 
handles represent the top rather than the base (Barrow 1972, 

p. 107, nos. 175, 176; Pelrine 1996, p. 74, no. 25). However, in all the 
surviving wood tt y-whisk handles from Tahiti and the Austral 
Islands (see cat. no. 180) the human image appears on the base of 
the object , and there is no reason to suspect that the case would 
have been any different in ivory examples. In all instances the figu
rative end is heavy and bulky and forms the logical handgrip, 
whereas the opposite end is slender and often unadorned, indicat
ing that it was likely covered by the feathers or other material com
posing the brush end of the whisk. A mid-twentieth-century photo 
of the Metropolitan 's example appears to show a length of fiber, 
now lost, attached to the nonfigurative end, which may represent 
a remnant of the original whisk (see Maggs Bros. 1958, p. 593, 
pl. XXXIX). 

8. See D'Alleva 1996, p. 30; Pelrine 1996, p. 74, no. 25; D'Al leva 1997, 
p. 153. 

9. Wardwell 1994, p. 188, no. 73. 



180. FLY WHISK (Tahi ri [?]) 

Aust1al Islands, probabl Rurutu or Tupua'i 

Early to mid-19th century 

Wood. fiber, human hair 

H. 32 in. (81.J cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

elson A. Rockefeller, 19 9 

19 9.206.148 

Car ers in the Austral Islands fashioned delicate ft \ hisks 

\ hose handles are adorned\ ith st lized human images. 

Although functional, finel car ed ft whisks such as the 

present work also likel served , as did the i or ft \ hisks of 

Tahiti (see cat. no. 1 9), ass mbols of chieft status. James 

Morrison, a ere\ member of the H 1S Bount , \ ho accom

panied that essel 's infamous mutineers on a short-Ii ed 

attempt to settle on the island of Tupua 'i in 1 89, described 

the owners and imager of Austral Island ft \ hisks: 

The Old Men ha e \ alking Sta\ es & handles of Fl f1aps made 

of the same\ ood , high! finished . on the Top of their Sta\ es 

the general! ha e Caned a double figure of a man repre

senting a figure \\ith one Bod & two Heads & some of l\\O. 

standing back to bad .. their Fl f1aps are made of the Fiber of 

the Cocoa ut l\\isted & plaited \er Curious! .1 

Morrison 's reference to the O\ ners of ft whisks and staffs 

as "old men" suggests that these objects belonged onl to 

respected elders, in all likelihood senior chiefs.2 Tipped . as 

is the present work, " ith brushlike bundles of coconut

husk fiber, these ornate ft \ hisks ma ha\e ser ed , like 

ordinar e amples, to keep troublesome insects from 

alighting on food , humans, or objects. HO\\e er, in a num

ber of examples the "brush " includes small bundles of 

pearl shell,\ hich rattle\ hen the whisk is in use and 

which, if flicked across the bod of the user,\ ould ha e 

struck painful I against the skin . For this reason one 

scholar has suggested that , rather than being emplo ed to 

chase insects, such\ hisks \ ere ritual rattles, used to clear 

supernatural rather than ph sical impurities from sacred 

places or people.3 

With curving heads and their bodies enclosed in a cage

like framework of starkl rectilinear limbs, the figures on 

this Austral Island ft whisk achie ea striking et harmo

nious juxtaposition of subtle contour and rigid angularit . 

The images depict two highl st lized male figures, \ hich 

share a single teardrop-shaped bod . The facial features 

are reduced to a bro\ line, bisected b a central ridge that 

represents the nose and extends o er the top of the head 

as a crest . The peglike projections on the forehead likel 

represent ornamental topknots of hair formerl worn b 
180 
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Austral Island men, a distinctive coiffure that was noted by 

a number of early European observers.4 The form of the 

topknots is echoed by the navel, which projects from the 

center of the belly. Shown seated with the elbows nearly 

resting on the knees, these figures, like anthropomorphic 

images elsewhere in Polynesia, probably represent deified 

ancestors or other supernatural beings, but their precise 

significance is unknown. 5 

Based on the form of the figures on the handles, schol

ars divide the fly whisks, of which roughly fifty examples 

survive, into three types. The form seen here is the most 

abstract.6 It is also likely the latest. No fly whisks of this 

type can be reliably dated to before the second quarter of 

the nineteenth century, indicating that the more stylized 

human images that appear on this work may have devel

oped during the early postcontact period.7 

1. Morrison 1935, p. 69 , cited in Rose 1979, p. 211. Although he sailed 
with the Bounty mutineers, Morrison was not one of them. He had 

300 I 0 c EA NI A: ART 0 F THE PA c IF I c I SL AND s 

180, detail 

remained loyal to Captain William Bligh but, due to lack of space, 
was unable to accompany Bligh and other loyal crew members 
when they were set adrift in the Bounty's launch (Rose 1979, p. 211). 

After meeting with a hostile reception on Tupua 'i, the mutineers 
returned for a time to Tahiti. They later settled permanently on 
Pitcairn Island, where their descendants still live today. 

2 . Several Austral Island staffs with figures virtually identical to those 
of the fly whisks also survive (see Rose 1979, pp. 211-12). 

3. Hooper 2001 , p. 36. 

4. Aitken 1930, p. 45; Rose 1979, p. 213 , n. 3; Hooper 2001 , p. 30. 
5. Kaeppler (1982, pp. 87-88) speculates that paired figures in one 

Hawaiian image may refer to two ancestral lines and that the series 
of disks below them may have served as memory aides for succes
sive generations in the recitation of genealogies. 

6. This classification was developed by Rose (1979, pp. 202-6). The 
Metropolitan 's fly whisk is an example of Rose 's Type A. 

7. Ibid., pp. 206 , 212 . Rose suggests that fly whisks of Type A were 
carved predominantly for trade to Westerners as part of the early
nineteenth-century "curio market" (ibid ., p. 212). However, Hooper 
notes that a longstanding indigenous "export trade" in fly whisks, 
drums, and other objects existed between the Austral Islands and 
Tahiti , and production of examples for Western buyers may have 
been perceived not as a rupture but as an extension of this earlier 
trade (see Hooper 2001). 



181 . DRUM (Pahu ) 

Austral Islands, possibly Ra 'ivavae 

Early 19th century 

Wood, sharkskin, fiber 

H. 51 3,8 in. (130.5 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1969 

1978.412120 
Ex coll. : James Hooper, United Kingdom 

The intricacy and refinement of the arts of the Austral 

Islands, a remote archipelago of five small islands some 

four hundred miles south of Tahiti , immediately struck the 

earliest European explorers who reached their shores more 

than two centuries ago. About Austral Island carving, 

Joseph Banks, who visited the island of Rurutu in 1769 as a 

member of English explorer Captain James Cook's first voy

age to the Pacific, wrote: "Of the few things we saw among 

these people every one was ornamented infinitely superior 

to any thing we had before seen."' We know little, how

ever, about Austral Island artists or the imagery and signif

icance of their creations. The Austral Islanders were 

converted to Christianity in the earl 1820s, largely by 

recent Maohi (Tahitian) converts sent by the London Mis

sionary Society, and the population decimated by intro

duced diseases. What historical information survives 

regarding the precontact culture of the Austral Islands is 

sparse and fragmentary.2 One early Western observer, how

ever, reported that carvers in the islands held sacred status 

and that while working they observed strict prohibitions, 

or tapu, and were fed only particular foods prepared b 

religious specialists.3 

The islands' elegant, slender drums, or pahu, were 

painstakingly hollowed from a single piece of hardwood . 

Across the upper end of the tall , thin-walled cylinder was 

placed a thin tympanum (drumhead) of sharkskin , 

stretched to the correct tension by numerous lengths of 

braided coconut-husk fiber secured to a series of rectangu

lar lugs.4 Roughly a dozen examples survive; several are 

attributed to the island of Ra 'ivavae, though the drums 

may also have been carved elsewhere in the archipelago.' 

No historical accounts of their use exist, but as in other 

Polynesian societies, drums in the Austral Islands almost 

certainly formed part of the ceremonial equipment of 

marae (sacred sites), where they were played to accompany 

songs, dances, and other ceremonies.6 Austral Island pahu, 

whose upper portions were often undecorated, are distin

guished by their elaborate openwork bases typically 

adorned , as here, with rows of stylized female figures 

with prominent triangular breasts, possibly representing 

ancestors or dancing women. - The lower bodies of some 

figures take the shape of broad , concentric crescents, which 

Western scholars have variously speculated represent 

dance skirts, curved pectoral ornaments, stylized thighs, 

or the emanation of mana (supernatural power).8 

There is evidence to suggest that the superb craftsman

ship of Austral Island pahu (an aesthetic that would likely 
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Fig. 79. john Webber 
(1751-1793), ca. 1781-

83, A Hu man Sacrifice 
at Otaheite, pen, 

wash, and watercolor 
on paper, 9-Y,; x 183Ai in. 

(24 .7 x 46-7 cm). The 
work shows a ritual 

in Tahiti, but the form 
of the drums at left 

suggests that they 
originated in the Aus

tral Islands. From 
}oppien and Smith 

1985-88, vol. 3, part 2, 

p. 357, fig. 3.100 

181, detail 
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have included their sound as well as their ornamentation) 

was recognized beyond the archipelago before the coming 

of Europeans. A depiction of a ritual on Tahiti, made in 

1777 by the artist John Webber, who accompanied Cook on 

his third voyage to the Pacific , shows what appear to be 

imported Austral Island drums in use on a Tahitian marae 

(see fig. 79).9 If this is indeed the case, such drums would 

have been brought northward to Tahiti by sailing canoes 

as part of a centuries-old network of exchange relationships 

that linked the peoples of the Austral and Society lslands.10 

1. Beaglehole 1962, vol. 1, p. 333. For additional observations on Aus

tral Island carvings from Cook's expedition, see Hooper 2001 , p. 33. 

2. Phelps 1976, p. 143; Rose 1979, p. 208; Richards 2004, p. 1. 

Although the original population is unknown , it is estimated that 

between 1821 and 1842 some go percent of Austral Islanders died 

from introduced diseases. By 1840 the population on the islands of 

Tupua 'i and Ra ' ivavae had dropped to 250 and 360, respedively 

(Richards 2004, pp. 4-5). 

3. Cuming 1827-28, cited in Richards 2004, p. 4. 

4. Pelrine 1996, p. 78, no. 27. Pelrine (ibid .) identifies the wood 

employed in the drum she describes as tamanu {Callophyllum ino
phyllum). 

5. Sheppard 1939, p. 109; Phelps 1976, p. 145; Pelrine 1996, p. 78, 
no. 27. 

6. Phelps 1976, p. 145; D'Alleva 1998, p. 105; Moyle 1990, p. 34. 

7. Pelrine 1996, p. 78 , no. 27; D'Alleva 1998, p. 105; Richards 2004, 

p. 14. 

8. Pelr ine 1996, p. 78, no. 27. See Stolpe {1890) 1927, p. 23 ; Mack 

1982, p. 210 ; Newton 1986, p. 64 . 

g. Kaeppler 1978a, p. 160, fig. 303 ; Hooper 2001 , pp. 35-36. See 

Jopp ien and Smith 1985-88, vol. 3, part 2, pp. 356-57. 
10. See Hooper 2001 , pp. 36-37. 



182 . DANCE PADDLE (?) 

Austral Islands, Ra 'ivavae or Tupua 'i 

Ca. 1820-40 

Wood 

H. 52% in. (133 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1961 

1978.412.774 

Ex coll.: William 0. Oldman, London 

In parts of Polynesia the decorative arts are characterized 

by an affinity for intricate and refined surface ornamenta

tion. This love of embellishment-of sacred and secular 

objects, bark cloth , and , through tattooing, the human 

body-arguably found its supreme expression in the la -

ishly ornamented surfaces of the distinctive paddle

shaped implements produced on Ra ' ivavae and Tupua'i, in 

the Austral Islands. The objects are as enigmatic as the 

are ornate, and there is no direct historical evidence about 

their precise purpose or function. 

William Anderson, who accompanied the British 

explorer Captain James Cook on his third voyage to the 

Pacific, noted that canoes on Tupua'i were "manag'd with 

small paddles whose blades were nearly round."1 The 

blades of the paddle-shaped implements typical I have a 

rounded form , but their size, proportions, and ornamenta

tion would have rendered them unsuitable for use as canoe 

paddles. 2 The present work, for instance, has three hand

grips and the shaft is too short and thin to allow it to func

tion effectively as a canoe paddle. Instead, it appears 

nearly certain that these objects were ceremonial , and it 

seems reasonable to speculate that, like the paddle-shaped 

rapa of Easter Island (cat. no. 198), they served as dance 

paddles, used to accentuate the movements of the bod 

during sacred and secular performances.3 

Like other Austral Island art forms such as drums (cat. 

no. 181}, dance paddles appear to have been produced 

both for local use and for trade to the Society Islands, 

where they may have been present before the arrival of 

Europeans. The paddles' form and original function , what

ever it may have been , are likely of precontact origin. 4 

However, virtually all the surviving examples were created 

between 1821 and 1842 and are one of the most prolific 

expressions of the broader eft1orescence of wood carving 

that took place in many regions of Polynesia in the earl 

postcontact period. 5 Some paddles may have been fash

ioned for local use, but the vast majority were made for 

trade to passing ships as part of what was, even then , a 

ftourishing Western market for Polynesian "curiosities. "6 

Introduced metal tools were likely used in initially shaping 
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the objects, but Austral Island carvers appear to have pre

ferred indigenous carving tools made from shark's teeth or 

shell for the finer surface carving. 7 

Although astounding in its complexity and detail , the 

surface imagery of the paddles is based on scarcely more 

than a half dozen basic motifs, which appear in an infinite 

variety of combinations such that no two examples are 

identical.a The intricate bands of designs on the blade of 

this work, for example, are composed of only three design 

elements: concentric circles with radiating lines, minute 

rows of nested crescents, and X-shaped motifs, which some 

scholars interpret as highly stylized human figures.9 The 

rectangular crossbar is adorned with two rows of more 

realistically rendered female figures, and the apexes of the 

handgrips are crowned by rings of similar figures, facing 

outward, with their heads adorned with paired topknots of 

hair. The flexed knees and upraised arms of the figures, as 

well as the portrayal of these women in lines and rings, 

suggest that they are dancing.10 If this is true, it may be a 

further indication that these remarkable objects served as 

dance paddles. 

1. Beaglehole 1967, vol. 2, p. 970, cited in Phelps 1976, p. 145. 

2. Stolpe {1890) 1927, pp. 36 , 38; Richards 2004 , p. 2. 

3. Stolpe {1890) 1927, p. 38 ; Phelps 1976, p. 145. A number of Austral 

Island chiefs' staffs adorned with similar imagery survive, and it is 

possible that the paddles, too, served as insignia of social rank. 

However, the fact that in at least one historical account both chiefs 

and commoners reportedly sought to trade the paddles to visiting 

Westerners appears to make such an identification unlikely 

{Richards 2004, pp. 2-3). 

4. Phelps 1976, p. 145; Richards 2004 , pp. 3- 4. 

5. Richards 2004, p. 9. Even within this relatively brief period the 

style of the carving evolved: earlier examples, as here, have 

rounded handgrips and more finely rendered decoration ; later 

examples tend to have ftat rectangular grips, and some are more 

roughly carved (ibid. , p. 10). 
6. Phelps 1976, p. 145; Richards 2004, pp. 3-4. Some 850 examples 

have been documented in museum and private collections, with 

perhaps 1,000 surviving globally. These numbers strongly suggest 

large-scale production for the curiosity market (Richards 2004, p. 4). 

7. Richards 2004, p. 6. In 1826 Samuel Stutchbury reported that 

carvers on Raivavae preferred to use shark's-tooth burins, shells, 

and stones in creating their works, even though iron tools were 

widely available (ibid.). 

8. lbid ., p.11. 

9. Stolpe (1890) 1927, p. 27; Richards 2004, pp. 11-16. 

10. Richards 2004, p. 14. 
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183. CHIEF'S STOOL (No'oanga) 

Cook Islands, probably Atiu 
Late 19th century 
Wood 
W. 17 in. (43.2 cm) 
Gift of john B. Elliott through the Mercer Trust, 2000 

2000.160.7 

With its thin , gracefully curved seat and robust legs, this 

chief's stool , or no'oanga, from the Cook Islands was an 

elegant symbol of chiefly status. In many parts of eastern 

Polynesia stools were, quite literally, the seats of authority. 

Prior to European contact, Polynesian houses had few 

items of furniture. Residents typically sat, slept, and per

formed other daily tasks directly on the floor, which was 

covered with one or more layers of mats. Like the thrones 

of European monarchs, chiefs' stools, though functional , 

served first and foremost as marks of status.1 In the Cook 

Islands as elsewhere in eastern Polynesia only chiefs, 

known locally as ariki or mata'iapo, were entitled to use 

stools; individuals of lesser rank sat on the ground .2 

Thought by some scholars to have originated in the Society 

Islands, chiefs' stools in various forms also occur in the 

Austral Islands and western Tuamotu Islands as well as the 

Cook lslands.3 Whereas the social elevation indicated by 

the chief's stool was substantial , the physical elevation of 

the sitter was often slight. In the Cook Islands chiefs' stools 

were low.4 Although some examples from the island of 

Aitutaki could be as many as thirteen feet wide, they 

raised the sitter only a few inches off the ground.5 

The form of the present chief's stool is characteristic of 

the island of Atiu , where it likely originated . Relatively 

small and easily portable, Atiu chiefs' stools were carved 

from a single piece of wood , preferably tamanu, a rich 

dark brown hardwood .6 Resting on distinctive heart

shaped feet, the gracefully curving legs of Atiu no'oanga 

suggest those of animals, but their exact significance is 

unknown. The present example likely dates to the late 

1800s, but carvers on Atiu continued to produce stools 

of this type until at least the late 1920s.- Recently, the 

form has been revived by contemporary Cook Island 

artists.a 

1. Barrow 1979, p. 30. 

2. Duff 1969, p. 64, no. 122; ldiens 1990, p. 32. 

3. Buck 1944, p. 421 ; ldiens 1990, p. 32 . 

4. The only exception is a unique stool from the island of Rarotonga , 

which is approximately eighteen inches (45.7 cm) in height (see 

Buck1944, p~48-4~ . 
5. I bid ., p. 421. 

6. Buck 1927, p. 43 ; Buck 1944, p. 48. 



7. Buck (1927, p. 43) notes that stools were still being carved "for trade" 
on Atiu in 1927; in 1944 he states that they were ca rved unti l "recent 
times," indicating the practice had likely ceased (Bu ck 1944 , p. 48). 

8. See ldiens 1990, p. 32, fi g. 23. 

184 . LIDDED BOWL (Kotue ) 

Marquesas Islands, 'Enana {Marquesan) people 

Late 18th-early 19th century 
Wood 

L. 13 Y, in. (34.J cm) 
Gift of Evelyn A.}. Hall, 1986 

1986.476.4a, h 

Ex coll.: Musee d'Histoire Nature/le, La Rochelle, France 

The lidded bowls, or kotue,1 of the Marquesas Islands are 

among the most elegant expressions of Polynesian wood 

sculpture. Only about a dozen examples are known , all of 

which share the same distinctive shape, with a subtly curv

ing form that suggests the body of a bird adorned at one 

end with a projection resembling a bird 's tail and at the 

other with a fully modeled human head . With their promi

nent goggle-shaped eyes, narrow bandlike mouths, and 

serene facial expressions, the heads on the kotue are simi

lar to those of other human images, or tiki, which appear 

throu ghout the islands' sculpture and decorative art. Mar

quesan tiki typicall y represented etua (supernatural beings 

consisting primaril y of deified ancestors) whose powers 

protected and sustained the community. 2 

Despite the rarity of kotue, examples have been collected 

from nearly all of the six inhabited islands in the Marquesan 

archipelago, indicating that the form may once have been 

widespread .3 Versatile as well as elegant, bird-shaped vessels 

in the Marquesas were first noted by Western observers in 

the late eighteenth century, and a number of names and 

functions are attributed to them in the historic sources. 4 The 

earliest description of kotue is that of the English missionary 

William Pascoe Crook, who noted that the vessels were 

adorned , as here, with "a Nob, carved in imitation of a 

mans [sic] head" and that they were used "to hold provi

sions."5 Fitted with removable lids to protect their contents, 

kotue were used for storing a variety of items, including 

popoi (a paste made from pounded breadfruit that was, and 

remains, a staple of the Marquesan diet), personal ornaments 

and other valuables, and 'eka (turmeric), a precious yellow

orange powder used to adorn the skin .6 
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Besides their everyday functions, som e kotue appear to 

have been used in funerary contexts. As in other Polyne

sian societies, in the Marquesas the head was considered 

the most sacred part of the body. During the earl y contact 

period , Marquesan artists created special vessels to contain 

the skulls of haka'iki (chiefs) and other important ind ividu 

als, and the contemporary Marquesan cultural authority 

Toti Te 'ikiehu'upoko states that vessels known as kotue 

were created specifically as skull containers. 7 An early

twentieth-century account states that small oblong vessels 

adorned with birds' heads were used to carry the heads 

(likely in the form of skulls) of haka'iki to the islands' 

sacred ritual sites, or me'ae.8 The collections of the com

munity museum on the Marquesan island of Ua Huka 

today include two bowls recovered from a burial cave, sim

ilar in shape to the present work, both of which still hold 

human skulls.9 

1. The Marquesan language consists of two dialects, one of which is 

spoken in the northern islands and the other in the southern 

islands of th e archipelago. The northern form is given here. In the 

southern dialed these vessels are referred to as 'otue. 
2. For a discussion of etua, see Kj ellgren 2005a , pp. 13-15. 

3. Ibid ., p. 107. 

4. For a di scussion of th e names attributed to these vesse ls in ea rl y 

historic accounts, see ibid ., pp. 107-8. 

5. Crook 1800, p. 81. 
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6. Steinen 1925-28, vol. 2, p. 262. 

7. Toti Te'iki hu'upoko, perso nal com mu nica t ion to Carol Ivory, 2004 

(see Ivory in Kjellgren 2005a, p. 107). 

8. Handy 1923, p. 114. 

9. Ivory in Kje ll gren 2005a, p. 108. Linton (1923, pp. 365, 369) also 

noted the prese nce of a small bi rd -shaped bowl in a Marqu esa n 

bu ria I cave. 

185 . HEADDR ESS (Uh ika na) 

Marquesas Islands, 'Enana {Marquesan) people 
Late 19th century 
Pearl shell, turtle shell, fiber 
L. 18 in . (45.7 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 
Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1964 
1978.412.832 

Marquesan art is particularly notable for the richness and 

diversity of ornaments created to adorn the human body. 

Like fine jewelry in Western societies, personal ornaments 

in the Marquesas were worn primarily on important occa

sions such as feasts, festivals, and religious rites, as well as 

by warriors going into battle.1 Among the finest Marquesan 

ornaments were the headdresses known as uhikana, which 

were an important component of ceremonial regalia for 



haka'iki (chiefs) in the southern islands of the archipelago. 2 

Worn on the forehead , uhikana consist of a headband of 

coconut-husk fiber adorned with a large central disk of iri

descent pearl shell overlaid with a delicate openwork 

plaque of turtle shell .3 The ends of the headband are 

adorned with smaller pearl- and turtle-shell plaques and 

end in loops through which a short length of cordage was 

tied to secure the headdress at the back of the head. 

The exquisitely detailed plaques of the uhikana were 

fashioned from the fragile, translucent plates that form the 

outermost layer of sea-turtle shells. Consisting of complex 

openwork compositions whose central elements are further 

adorned with human faces and other motifs in low relief, 

these plaques were among the most intricate and techni

cally challenging works produced by Marquesan artists. The 

plaques on uhikana are carved in two distinct styles, an 

earlier type consisting of geometric motifs and a later figu

rative form known as the "tiki star," in which the faces of 

six tiki (human images) radiate from a central disk.4 The tiki 
star is, as in the example seen here, surrounded by an cir

cular openwork band surmounted by two hooklike forms, 

which resemble the ceremonial fishhooks from which sacri

ficial victims, or heana, were formerly suspended as part of 

some Marquesan religious rites. 5 

185 

Whether this distinctive configuration of tiki faces had 

a specific meaning at the time the uhikana were made is 

unknown, but some contemporary Marquesans state that 

the six faces symbolize the six inhabited islands of the 

Marquesan archipelago. 6 The tiki-star image appears on 

wood clubs created for sale as curiosities during the last 

decades of the nineteenth century, suggesting that this 

type of uhikana may date to the same period .7 The tiki 
star is one of several Marquesan motifs that appear in the 

work of the islands' most renowned expatriate resident, 

Paul Gauguin (1848-1903), who spent the final years of his 

life in the archipelago and is buried at Atuona, on the 

island of Hiva Oa .8 

1. Kjellgren 2005a, pp. 9-12. 

2. Ibid. , p. 65. 

3. In rare instances uhikana have two pearl-shell disks (see Kaeppler 

1978a, p. 165, fig . 307). 

4. Stein en 1925-28, vol. 2, pp. 167-72. See also Ivory 1990, pp. 166-68; 

Ivory in Kjellgren 2005a, pp. 65-66. 

5. Handy 1923, pp. 237, 241. For an example of a ceremonial fishhook, 

see Panoff et al. 1995, p. 131 , no. 155. 

6. Heetoua Epetahui , personal communication to Carol Ivory, June 

1999 (see Ivory in Kjellgren 2005a, p. 66). 

7. See Ivor 1995. 
8. Kjellgren 2005a , pp. 21-23, fig . 9. For further discussion of the 

inf1uence of Marquesan imagery on the works of Gauguin , see 

Varnedoe 1984, pp. 192-93; Rotschi 1995. 
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186. IVORY EAR ORNAMENTS (Hakakai) 

Marquesas Islands, 'Enana (Marquesan) people 

Early 19th century 

Whale ivory 

L. of each 2'l4 in. (7 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockef eller Gift, 1979 

1979.206.1639a, b 

Ivory ear ornaments, or hakakai, were made from whale 

teeth or, in smaller examples, pig tusks and were worn by 

both men and women .1 Obtained in precontact times only 

from chance strandings, whale teeth were among the 

rarest and most precious objects in the Marquesas. 

Describing Marquesan ornaments, Captain David Porter, 

an American naval officer who visited the islands in 1813, 

observed : " No jewel , however valuable, is half so much 

esteemed in Europe or America , as is a whale 's tooth 

here."2 Ear ornaments of whale ivory may have existed in 

the precontact period . However, they became far more 

abundant in the early nineteenth century, when European 

and American whalers and traders seeking sandalwood (a 

fragrant timber that grew in abundance in the islands), 

brought large numbers of whale teeth to the islands to 

exchange for sandalwood , food , and other commodities.3 

Carved in one piece from the massive teeth of sperm 

whales, larger hakakai, such as the pair seen here, were 

worn by men. In form , hakakai consist of a large disk worn 

in front of the ear and a curved spur, inserted through a 

large hole in the earlobe, that projected behind the ear. A 

small stick, placed through a hole drilled through the spur, 

held each ornament in place, and a length of cordage 

attached to the spurs of the two ornaments was passed 

over the top of the head to support their considerable 

weight.4 In both large and small hakakai the spurs were 
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frequently adorned , as here, with small tiki (human 

images). However, prior to Porter's visit , no Marquesan ear 

ornaments with such tiki figures were either described or 

collected , suggesting that this more ornate form developed 

in the early nineteenth century as both large supplies of 

ivory and steel carving tools became available through 

trad e with passing vessels. 5 

1. Some sma ll er exa mpl es are also made from white shel l in imitat ion 

of ivory pro totypes. 

2. Porter (1815) 1986, p. 309. 

3. Kj ellgren 2005a , p. 74. 

4. Handy 1923, pp. 286-87. 

5. Ivory 1990, p. 240. 

187. Pl PE BOWL (Epaepa or pioro) 

Marquesas Islands, 'Enana (Marquesan) people 

Early 19th century 
Whale ivory 

H. 2YB in. (6 cm) 

Gift of Evelyn A.). Hall, 1986 

1986.476.5 

One of the first Western practices to be widely adopted in 

Polynesian cultures was the cultivation and smoking of 

tobacco. In the Marquesas Islands archaeological surveys 

reveal the presence of clay trade pipes as grave goods in 

contexts that otherwise show no evidence of outside con

tact, indicating that pipes, and presumably tobacco, were 

among the earliest foreign goods to gain wide acceptance.1 

By the early nineteenth century Marquesans had begun to 

cultivate tobacco as wel I as to create their own distinctive 

smoking pipes, which they called epaepa or pioro. 2 

Although direct historical evidence is scant, the earliest 



epaepa appear to have been composite objects consisting 

of a carved stone pipe bowl with a hole in the side into 

which a separate pipe stem, made from a hollow reed, was 

inserted.3 Pipe bowls of whale ivory, such as the present 

example, likely began to be manufactured in the early 

nineteenth century when whale teeth, extremely rare in 

the precontact era, were brought to the islands in large 

numbers as trade goods by European and American whal

ing ships and other vessels. 4 This example is adorned with 

three small tiki (human images) whose poses and features 

resemble those of tiki on Marquesan ivory ear ornaments 

dating from the same period (see cat. no. 186).5 As else

where in Marquesan art, these tiki likely portray deified 

ancestors. 

At least some Marquesan artists appear to have special

ized in pipe making. In 1843 a French missionary reported 

that one Marquesan chief was able to earn the majority of 

his living through carving pipes.6 Even when they were in 

widespread use, epaepa remained highly valued objects. 

Like the earlier clay trade pipes, some continued to be 

buried with their owners.- Others were treasured within 

families as heirlooms and by the early twentieth century 

had already been passed down for several generations.8 

Enjoyed by members of both sexes, the use of pipes and 

tobacco, like many other aspects of Marquesan culture, 

was governed by sacred restrictions, or tapu. Men and 

women were not permitted to smoke together, and in 

some localities a woman could not smoke a pipe belong

ing to a man, whereas a man could smoke one belonging 

to a woman.9 

1. Linton 1923, p. 334. Polynesian artists in Hawai 'i, Rapa ui (Easter 

Island), and Aotearoa ( ew Zealand) also created distinctive smok

ing pipes (for examples, see Jenkins 1989, pp. 206-7; Kjellgren 

2001 , p~68-69 ; Anon. 2005, p.1 ~. 

2. Dordillon (1904) 1999, p. 154. Steinen (1925-28, vol. 2, p. 58) gives 

the Marquesan name as paepa or paipa; Panoff et al. (1995, p. 120) 

lists puoro as another variant. 

3. Kjellgren 2005a, p. 90. For examples, see Linton 1923, pl. 49c,o. 

4. Kjellgren 2005a, pp. 90-91. For a discussion of the earl y

nineteenth-century trade in whale ivory, see Dening 1980, 

pp. 121-22. 

5. Kjellgren 2005a , p. 91 . 

6. Gra~ia 1843, p. 149, cited in Linton 1923, p. 268. 

7. Panoff et al. 1995, p. 120. 

8. Linton 1923, p. 335. 

9. Handy 1923, p. 261 . 

188. GABLE FIGURE (Tekoteko) 

Aotearoa (New Zealand}, Te Arawa region, Maori people 

1820s 
Wood, paint 

H. 26 in. {66 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1437 
Ex coll. : Staatliches Museum fur Volkerkunde, Munich, 

acquired in 1825 

A Maori proverb states: "My strength comes not from one 

source but from thousands; from my ancestors."1 Ancestors, 

or tupuna, play a central role in Maori art and culture. They 

include all forebears, from the founding ancestors who 

arrived in canoes from eastern Polynesia and gave rise to 

the different Maori groups, or iwi, that exist today to indi

viduals who were born and died within living memory. 

Tupuna of both sexes are honored and revered throughout 

Maori society. The great majority of human images, or 

tiki, in Maori art depict ancestors in myriad manifestations 
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on works ranging from personal ornaments to monumen

ta I scu I ptu re. 2 

Some of the finest ancestor images were, and are, cre

ated as architectural ornaments. This imposing tiki is a 

tekoteko (gable ornament), which would have adorned the 

roof peak of one of the major community buildings in a 

Maori village, likely that of a pataka (storehouse) belong

ing to the village chief, used to store food , tools, weapons, 

and other items.3 Each tekoteko depicts a founding ances

tor, the progenitor of the group or iwi of which the com

munity formed a part. 4 Like all major ancestors, the figure 

is depicted standing, from a frontal perspective. 5 His mus

cular limbs spread in an imposing stance, the ancestor 

stares down at the viewer with wide eyes and mouth 

agape, giving an impression of strength and martial 

prowess that is enhanced by a kotiate (a type of hand club) 

firmly grasped in his right hand . The kotiate was used in 

hand-to-hand combat in a manner similar to other Maori 

hand clubs (see cat. no. 190), and its presence here sug

gests that, like many tupuna, this ancestor was an accom

plished warrior. The eyes would originally have been 

completed by iridescent inlays made from paua shell , a 

relative of the abalone. 6 The figure is flanked by smaller 

tiki, who stand upon his shoulders; his feet and phallus 

rest upon a large human face, likely representing another 

ancestor, which lacks the elaborate relief carving seen in 

the other images. Probably carved in the 1820s, this work 

appears to have been collected not long after it was made 

and still preserves its original polychrome paints made 

from kokowai (red ocher), charcoal , and white pipe clay. 7 

1. Maori proverb, translated by gaahuia Te Awekotuku {Awekotuku 

1996, p. 30). 

2. Neich 1996, p. 83. 

3. Roger Neich , personal communication , 2005. For more on pfitaka , 
see eich 1996, pp. 102-4. 

4. eich 1996, p. 103. 

5. Ibid., p. 91. 

6. The pfiua {Haliotis sp.) is a species of marine snail. 

7. Stylistically, this work dates from the 1820s or 1830s {Roger eich, 

personal communication , 2005). It reportedly entered the collec

tion of the Staatliches Museum fUr Volkerkunde, Munich, in 1825 

(see Appel 2003, pp. 281-85, 318, fig . 1), at which date it would ha e 

been relatively new. For a description of Maori pigments, see eich 

1996, p. 74. 

189. WEAVING PEG {Turuturu) 

Aotearoa {New Zealand}, Whanganui region, Maori people 
Early 19th century 
Wood 

H. 14 5,8 in. (37.1 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 
Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1600 

Ex coll.: Harry G. Beasley, Cranmore Ethnographical Museum, 

Chislehurst, England, 1850-70 
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Before the coming of Pakeha (Europeans), Maori clothing 

was made primarily from flax, or harakeke, which was 

woven (or, more accurately, twined), to create a variety of 

garments. 1 Garment weaving was a woman 's art form, 

though weavers created clothing for both sexes. 2 Maori 

clothing consisted primarily of cloaks and matlike cloths 

worn around the waist, as well as belts and sandals.3 In the 

most prestigious cloaks the flax foundation was often 

embellished with precious materials such as feathers or 

dog skin, or accented with intricately woven decorative 

borders.4 Maori weavers did not use a loom. Rather, they 

employed two upright weaving pegs, or turuturu, which 

held the threads of the textile during weaving.5 Carved by 

men, the two pegs were of different types. The peg on the 

left side was undecorated; that on the right was consid

ered sacred (tapu) and was often adorned, as here, with 

one or more tiki (human images), likely representing 

important ancestors.6 

A woman's career as a weaver began in earliest child

hood when, at the age of eight days, she was ceremonially 

dedicated to the art of weaving. This initial ceremony was 

followed by many years of practice and observation of 

experienced weavers. 7 When the time was deemed appro

priate she would be initiated into the fare para (house of 

weaving) in a ceremony assisted by a tohunga (religious 

specialist). During the ceremony the weaving pegs were 

inserted into the ground and the ti rst ti ber of the new tex

tile was stretched between them. Before the young woman 

began to weave, the tohunga chanted an incantation: 

Stick in the peg; it is the peg 

Of eager desire, of swiftness. 

Stand medium of authority, stand medium of the house, 

Send here the weft to be hastily woven 

So it may be woven quickly to be soon completed , 

Soon above, soon below; 

Soon to be completed the bottom end , 

Completed wide apart, completed in the house. 

Tremble the hill , 

The hill heaped up, the mound gathered together; 

Heaped up to the sky, 

Widely across the land. 

Be completed! Be completed! 8 

At the conclusion of the chant, the young woman bent for

ward and bit the sacred right-hand weaving peg, and the 

power embodied in the chant entered her body through 

her mouth.9 After the ceremony was concluded, the 

weaver was deemed to have the necessary mana (super

natural power) and confidence to join the company of the 

weavers and continue to master her art.10 Weaving 

312 I OCEANIA: ART OF THE PACIFIC ISLANDS 

declined markedly in the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries due to the introduction of imported cloth . How

ever, the weaver's art endured, and during the past several 

decades it has undergone a renaissance as a new genera

tion of Maori weavers has embraced and revitalized the 

traditions and techniques of their ancestors. 

1. Maori weavers use two types of ttax: harakeke (Phormium tenax}, 
which is the most widely used, and wharariki {Phormium 
wokianum}, which is occasionally used for special purposes (Pen
dergrast 1996, p. 116). 

2. Pelrine 1996, p. 100, no. 40; Pendergrast 1996, pp. 114, 126. While 
weaving was typically restricted to women , in some areas men 
reportedly participated to a limited extent (Best 1898, p. 635, cited 
in Pelrine 1996, p. 100, no. 40). 

3. Pendergrast 1996, p. 116. 
4. Ibid. , pp. 117, 130 . 
5. Ibid ., p. 126. A description of the weaving technique can be found 

in ibid. , pp. 126-29. In larger textiles a second set of pegs was 
often employed to hold the cloth off the ground {Pelrine 1996, 

p. 100, no. 40; Pendergrast 1996, p. 126). 
6. Newton, Jones, and Ezra 1987, p. 53; Pelrine 1996, p. 100, no. 40. 

7. s. Mead 1969, p. 169. 
8. Original Maori text in Best 1898, p. 628; translation by the Maori 

scholar Hirini Moko Mead (S. Mead 1969, p. 170). 

9. S. Mead 1969, p. 170. 
10. Ibid . 

190. HAND CLUB (Mere pounamu) 

Aotearoa (New Zealand}, Maori people 

19th century 
Greenstone (nephrite) 

H. 14 5-s in . (3? 1 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1459 

One of the principal weapons of Maori warriors was the 

patu, a teardrop-shaped hand club used to strike a thrust

ing or slicing blow to the head or torso of an opponent 

during hand-to-hand combat. 1 The clubs were typically 

made from wood , whalebone, or grayish stone, but the 

most prized examples, known as mere pounamu, were 

fashioned from pounamu (greenstone), a type of jade. 2 

When not in use, patu were suspended from the wrist by a 

loop or worn at the waist thrust into a belt. Patu served as 

symbols of authority and martial prowess as well as practi

cal weapons. Joseph Banks, who accompanied Captain 

James Cook to Aotearoa in 1770, noted this symbolic role 

of Maori patu: "The principal people seldom stirrd [sic] out 

without one of them [a patu] sticking in his girdle ... inso

much that we were almost led to conclude that in peace as 
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well as war they wore them as a war-like ornament in the 

same manner as we Europ~ns do swords."3 

Painstakingly ground from precious and extremely 

hard greenstone, mere pounamu were created for rangatira 

(chiefs).4 They were passed down within families as taonga 

(treasures). Like other Maori weapons, many bore individ

ual names and were among the most coveted trophies of 

war.5 So prestigious were the mere pounamu that when 

captured in battle, chiefs in some instances reportedly 

handed the clubs to the victors and asked to be slain with 

them rather than more ordinary weapons. According to 

the early-twentieth-century Maori historian Makereti , 

"When a tangata rangatira [chien was captured and was 

about to be slain , he often passed his own patu pounamu 

to his captor, asking that he might be killed with it. If his 

captor was also a tangata rangatira , the request would be 

granted, for a chief of high rank would do this ."6 

Used, reused , captured , and treasured for generations, 

many mere pounamu and other weapons accrued illustri 

ous histories and formidable mana (supernatural power). 

Imbued with the mana of their successive owners, 

weapons also absorbed the mana of the individuals they 

had slain . As noted by the Maori scholar Ngahuia te 

Awekotuku , such venerable weapons continue to be 

"treated with considerable reverence and caution " by con

temporary Maori .7 

1. Barrow 1984, p. go; J. Evans 2002, p. 31. 

2. Du ff 1969, p. 44 ; Awekotuku 1996, p. 38. The name patu pounamu 
is used by some au th ors to refer to clubs of thi s type (Barrow 1984, 

p. 92; Ril ey 1987, p. 62). Ch emica ll y, th e va riou s types of greenston e 

used by th e Maori are nephrite or semi- nephrite (Brail sford 1984, 

p. 11). 

3. Beagleho le 1962, vo l. 2, p. 27. 

4. Awekotuku 1996, p. 38 , fi g. 22. 

5. Ib id, p. 38. 
6. Makeret i 1938, ci ted in Ri ley 1987, p. 62. 

7. Awekotuku 1996, p. 28. 
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191 . TREASURE BOX (Papa hou ) 

Aotearoa (New Zealand), Bay of Plenty region, Maori people 

18th century 

Wood, shell 

L. 175/B in. (44.8 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Purchase, 

Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1960 

1978.412.755a, b 

Personal ornaments are precious and powerful objects in 

Maori culture. Worn primarily to accent the beauty of the 

face and neck, ornaments in the past ranged from orna

mental combs of wood or bone to ear ornaments and pen

dants of pounamu (greenstone). whale ivory, and other 

materials, as well as natural objects, such as the distinctive 

white-tipped black feathers of the huia bird . Many of these 

ornaments continue to be made and used today.' Inti

mately associated with the head , the most sacred part of 

the body, ornaments absorbed and retained the mana 

(supernatural power) of their wearers and were handled 

and preserved with care when not in use. To contain orna

ments and other small valuables, in former times carvers 

fashioned ornate treasure boxes, which were designed to 

be suspended from the rafters of houses to keep the boxes' 

valuable and supernaturally powerful contents safely out 

of reach. Suspended from lugs carved at either end , trea

sure boxes hung above the heads of the household resi

dents and were most often seen from below. As a result, 

the underside, as here, was often as lavishly embellished 

as the lid and sides.2 Adorned with the sinuous relief carv

ing for which Maori tohunga whakairo (expert wood

carvers) are renowned, the boxes were regarded as taonga 

(treasures) in their own right and , like other taonga, bore 

individual names and histories.3 
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Treasure boxes occur in two basic forms. Shallow rec

tangular examples, such as the present work, were known 

as papahou, and the deeper oval type were called 

wakahuia. 4 The Metropolitan 's papahou likely dates from 

the eighteenth century.5 The composition consists prima-

191, underside 

rily of tiki (human images), 

almost certainly represent

ing tupuna (ancestors), 

which cover virtually the 

entire surface. In many 

instances the eyes are inlaid 

with the iridescent shell of 

the paua, a marine snail 

related to the abalone. At 

either end of the underside, 

human bodies-one male, 

one female-appear in low 

relief; their necks curve 

upward around the ends of 

the box to join fully mod

eled heads, which served as 

the suspension lugs. Other, 

smaller tiki figures curve 

from the lower surface up 

the sides, where their heads 

and arms appear in rows 

interspersed with spi ra Is. 

The closely fitted I id is 

adorned with a handle 

formed from three reclining 

tiki shown nearly in the 

round . Two of the figures 

a re portrayed in the act of 



procreation, perhaps symbolizing the continuity of the 

mana of the ancestors through successive generations of 

their living descendants. 

1. Hunted sustainably by the Maori in precontact times, the huia 
(Heteralocha acutirostris) was driven to extinction in the late nine
teenth and early twentieth centuries, when its distinctive feathers 
became fashionable among Westerners in New Zealand and abroad. 

2. Neich 1996, pp. 96-97. 

3. Capistrano 1987, p. 61; D. Brown 2003 , p. 126. 

4. The distinction between papahou and wakahuia is partly temporal 
and geographic as well as typological. Papahou were characteristic 
of the northern region of the north island of Aotearoa in the eigh
teenth and early nineteenth centuries {Capistrano 1987, p. 23; Neich 
1996, p. 96 , pl. 59). Wakahuia are more typical of the eastern region 
of the north island and begin to appear in large numbers in the 
early nineteenth century; by the second half of that century the 
wakahuia had become the predominant form of treasure box 
(Capistrano 1987, p. 23). 

5. Roger Neich , personal communication, 2005. 

192 . FIG U RE 

Hawai'i, Mokumanamana {Necker Island), Marae 12 

9th-11th century {?) 

Vesicular basalt 

H. 7~ in. (19.7 cm) 

Rogers Fund, 1976 

1976.194 

Collected May 27, 1894, by Willam K. Freeman and 

Benjamin H. Norton of the Hawaiian 

government vessel lwalani 

The stone images of Necker Island , now known by the 

Hawaiian name Mokumanamana, remain one of the great 

enigmas of Polynesian art. A steep, barren ridge of volcanic 

rock less than a mile long and seldom over four hundred 

feet wide, Mokumanamana lies more than three hundred 

miles from the main islands of the Hawaiian archipelago. 

Uninhabited when first encountered by the French explorer 

Jean-Fran<;:ois de Galoup, comte de La Perouse, in 1786, it 

lacks sufficient water and arable land to sustain any sub

stantial permanent human population .' Nonetheless, the 

island is home to a wealth of archaeological sites indicat

ing that it was inhabited , or at least regularly visited, pos

sibly as a place of pilgrimage, by Polynesians in ancient 

times, perhaps circa A.D. 1000.2 More than half the sites 

appear to be religious structures and were called marae by 

one early-twentieth-century archaeologist because of their 

resemblance to the architecture of some marae (sacred 

sites) in the Society and Tuamotu lslands.3 More than thirty 

such marae have been identified on Mokumanamana, but 

all the stone images appear to have been associated with a 

single structure, known as Marae 12 .4 
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Reportedly sighted by a previous visitor in 1879, the 

stone images were first described and collected in 1894 by 

members of the annexation party aboard the steamer 

lwalani, sent by the provisional Hawaiian government 

to formally claim the island for Hawai 'i.5 The engineer 

Benjamin H. Norton later described the discovery of the 

figures, including the present work: 

From where we were sitting, (Captain] Freeman and I were idly 

shying rocks at a bird when he happened to pick up an image 

fragment. We immediately fell to searching for other pieces, 

finding plenty. The parts of each idol were close together as if 

they had been separated only by the weather which had split 

them and the disturbance caused by [roosting] birds .... 

There was no indication that the idols had been thrown about 

or broken by human beings .... Th e idols seemed to have 

been originally standing but to have fallen on their faces, as 

we discovered them face down on the wall [temple platform]. 

They were scattered along a distance of perhaps 12 feet. ... 

Putting in our shirts the pieces we had , we hurried to the 

landing.6 

The expedition brought the figures back to Honolulu , 

where they caused a minor sensation. -

All the surviving Mokumanamana images depict styl

ized male figures with broad , flattened bodies, robust 

limbs, and large round heads set so low between the 

shoulders that the ears almost touch them . The present 
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work is a fragment, consisting of a head and torso from 

which the arms and legs have been broken . Portions of the 

shoulders remain , visible below the ears, as does the junc

ture of the legs and phallus, indicated by a knoblike pro

jection. Like the marae on which they stood , the figures 

show stylistic affinities with works from eastern Polynesia, 

particularly in their wide bandlike mouths and large 

round eyes, which resemble those of tiki (human images) 

from the Marquesas Islands (see cat. nos. 184-187).8 Where 

arms are present, however, they are shown hanging full 

length at the sides of the body-a feature typical of later 

Hawaiian sculpture but absent in eastern Polynesia, where 

the hands typically rest on the abdomen .9 This combina

tion of stylistic features suggests that these ancient images 

preserve a transitional phase between the ancestral sculp

tural tradition brought to Hawai'i by its first settlers, who 

came from eastern Polynesia, and later Hawaiian sculp

ture.10 The identity of the beings depicted in the Moku

manamana figures is unknown, but it is probable that, like 

other Polynesian images, they represent gods or deified 

ancestors. 

1. Kirch 1985, p. 97. 
2. Newton, Jones, and Ezra 1987, p. 13. Kirch (1985, p. 94) states that 

there are sixty archaeological sites located on the crest of the 
island 's central ridge. In the absence of carbon 14 dates, however, 
the dating of the occupation(s) remains mostly conjedural. 

3. See Emory 1928, pp. 59-61, 106- 111 ; Kirch 1985, p. 96. The 
Hawaiian term for a sacred site is heiau. 

4. Emory 1928, p. 68; Kirch 1985, p. 96. Kirch (ibid.) states that there 
are thirty-four marae on the island; Emory (1928, p. 59) gives the 
number as thirty-three. 

5. Emory 1928, pp. 54-55. The Hawaiian monarchy was overthrown 
in 1893, in a coup lead by several American businessmen assisted 
by U.S. troops. The islands were then governed as the Republic of 
Hawai 'i from 1894 until 1898, when they were formall y annexed 
by the United States. 

6. Cited in Emory 1928, p. 57. 
7. Anon. 1894, p. 153; Emory 1928, pp. 55-56. 
8. Emory 1928, pp. 111-12. 
9. Ibid. , pp. 111, 118. 

10. Rose 198oa, p. 166, no. 39. 
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193. STICK GOD (Akua ka'ai) 

Hawai'i 
18th-early 19th century 
Wood 
H. 12 /4 in. (31.1 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 
Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 
1979.206.1625 
Ex coll.: Harry G. Beasley, Cranmore Ethnographical Museum, 
Chislehurst, England1 

Hawaiians venerated , and in some cases still honor, a mul

titude of supernatural beings, or akua. Akua were inti

mately involved in all aspects of daily and religious life. 

The four primary gods, Ku , Kane, Lono, and Kanaloa , sus

tained the cosmos, and other more minor deities and pow

erful spirits served as patrons and protectors for specific 

phenomena, activities, and art forms and for individual 

families.2 Although akua could be invoked in the abstract, 

during religious observances they were frequently called 

upon to manifest themselves in natural or manufactured 

objects. These served as vessels for their supernatural 

power, or mono , through which they could be honored 

and asked for assistance in times of trouble or with impor

tant undertakings.3 Images in human or zoomorphic form , 

such as the present work, were known as ki'i.4 Each ki'i 

represented the form of a specific akua, as the nineteenth

century native Hawaiian historian David Malo described : 

The only gods th e people ever saw with their eyes were the 

images of wood and stone which they had carved with their 

own hands after the fashion of what they conceived the gods 

of heaven to be. If their gods were celestial beings, their idols 

should have been made to resemble the heavenly .... If the 

gods were supposed to resemble beings in the firmament, 

birds, perhaps, then the idols were patterned after birds, and 

if beings on the earth , they were made to resemble the 

earthly. 5 

The vast majority of ki'i were destroyed following the for

mal abandonment of the ancient religion in 1819 by the 

Hawaiian king Liholiho, also known as Kamehameha II , 

and the subsequent conversion of the population to Chris

tianity.6 Among the ki'i that survive are a number of small 

"stick images," probably known as akua kii 'ai, in which the 

figure is carved atop a pointed stake, which allowed the 

carving to be stood upright in the ground or inserted into 

the thatched walls of houses or other structures.- Rela

tively light and easily portable in comparison to the mas

sive wood images erected permanently at places of 

worship (heiau), akua kii 'ai, such as the present example, 
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may have been personal images, carried by their owners 

for use in acts of private devotion.8 If so, some may repre

sent 'aumiikua, supernatural beings associated with partic

ular families, skills, and activities.9 

As with the majority of surviving Hawaiian images, the 

specific identity of the being represented in the Metropoli

tan 's akua kii'ai is unknown. Although the gender is not 

explicitly indicated, the robust musculature and the gar

ments of the figure indicate that it is almost certainly mas

culine. The head is adorned with a central crest, which 

may represent a mahiole, the crested helmet worn by high

ranking male chiefs during warfare and other dangerous 

or ritual occasions.10 The presence of the helmet, reserved 

for the elite, suggests that the image depicts a chief, possi

bly the deified ancestor of its owner, or a divine being 

clothed, as befits his exalted status, in the chiefiy regalia . 

1. Beasley believed this work to have been colleded in 1825 by Mid
shipman John Knowles of the HMS Blonde from the site of Hale-o
Keawe, at Honaunau, on the island of Hawai'i (Emor 1938, 
pp. 9-10). The attribution has been repeated b a number of 
subsequent authors (see Cox and Davenport 1988. p. 141 , K 11). 
However, there exists no historical documentation to support this 
attribution {Kaeppler 1978b, p. 36). The central sedion of the right 
arm. absent in early photographs (see Emor 1938, pl. 111; Cox and 
Davenport 1988, p. 141 , K 11), has been restored . 

2. Malo 1951 , pp. 81-83; Rose 198oa, p. 162; Kaeppler 1982, p. 83. 
3. Luquiens 1933, p. 225; Kaeppler 1982, p. 83. 
4. Pukui and Elbert 1971, p. 136. Ki'i is the Ha\ aiian form of the more 

familiar term tiki, which is used to refer to an image in human 
form in Marquesan , Maori , and some other Pol nesian languages. 

5. Malo 1951 , p. 83. Malo was a Christian convert when he wrote his 
seminal work. Hawaiian Antiquities ( 1alo 1951), and his language 
here likely refteds the influence of his missionar education . 

6. Cox and Da enport 1988. p. 21 . Only about 150 to 160 Hawaiian ki'i 
are known to survive (Rose 198oa, p. 162: Cox and Davenport 1988. 
pp. \ii , 118). 

7. Cox and Davenport 1988, pp. 81 , 85. Small portable images, 
referred to as akua ka'ai, are mentioned in earl historic sources. 
While the images' exad form is not described , the term likel 
applies to the t pe of image seen here (ibid ., p. 81 ). Roughly forty
five e am pies of akua kti 'ai exist toda (ibid.). 

8. Ibid ., p. 87. 
9. Rose 198oa, p. 162. 

10. Kaeppler 1982, pp. 88-89 ; Cox and Davenport 1988, p. 84 , pl. 38. 
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194. WHALE-TOOTH NECKLACE 

(Lei niho palaoa) 

Hawai'i 
Early 19th century 
Walrus ivory, human hair 
L. 16 in. (40. 6 cm) 
The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 
Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 
1979.206.1623 

Like the crowns of European aristocrats, the hook-shaped 

pendants known as lei niho palaoa were worn by Hawaiian 

ali'i (chiefs) as marks of noble birth and exalted status.1 

During the early nineteenth century these distinctively 

shaped pendants typically formed the centerpiece of neck

laces made from tightly braided coils of human hair.2 An 

element of formal regalia for chiefly men and women , lei 

niho palaoa were worn , as noted by the nineteenth-century 

native Hawaiian historian David Malo, " [i]n battle or on 
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occasions of ceremony and display (ho[7okahakaha)" and 

often appear in early Western portraits of the Hawaiian 

nobility (see fig. 8o). 3 

The name lei niho palaoa means "whale-tooth neck

lace," a reference to the preferred material used for the 

pendants in the early nineteenth century.4 Obtained in 

precontact times only through chance strandings, whale 

ivory was a rare and precious substance reserved for the 

ali'i. A chiefly necklace made from whale ivory and human 

hair is described in Hawaiian oral tradition , by 'Umi, an 

ali'i, who probably lived in the fifteenth century. He notes 

that, in his district, "The necklace of our chiefs is of ivory, 

made of whale 's teeth : that is the royal necklace and 

securely tied with cords of hair. "5 During the early 1800s, 

when large quantities of whale teeth and walrus tusks 

were brought to Hawai ' i as trade items by European and 

American vessels, artists began to fashion the pendants 

almost exclusively from ivory.6 However, none of the earlier 

examples of lei niho palaoa recovered from archaeological 

contexts, the oldest of which dates from A. O. 800-1000, 

are made from ivory, and many early historical examples 

are of shell , coral , or other materials.7 

The diverse substances from which the pendants have 

historically been fashioned indicate that it was likely the 

form of the pendant, rather than the material , that served 

as the symbol of chiefly authority.8 The interpretation of 

the distinctive hook shape remains controversial. Some 

scholars believe that the pendant represents a stylized 

tongue or refers more broadly to the prognathous lower 

jaws seen in some Hawaiian ki'i (human images). 9 One 

researcher takes the interpretation further, proposing that 

the pendants represent highly stylized human heads with 

protruding tongues whose hair is represented by the 

strands of the necklace.10 Another states that the form may 

derive from the ceremonial fishhooks worn as pendants in 

some areas of Polynesia. 11 A more metaphorical interpreta

tion is offered by the native Hawaiian historian Lucia 

Jensen, who suggests that the pendants "represent the 

embryonic form , shaped in a crescent, the ho'aka (cres

cent), which .. . symbolized the vessel of mana [supernat

ural power] ."12 

The delicate hair necklaces from which the pendants 

are suspended were equally remarkable. They were 

formed from a single continuous length of finely braided 

human hair, gathered into two large coils on either side of 

the central pendant, through which only a small number 

of loops of the hair braid passed.13 The coils were tied 

together with fiber and the upper ends were attached to 

cords, which were tied at the back of the neck.14 The labor 



Fig. Bo. A portrait of the Hawaiian chief Boki, governor 
of the island of O'ahu, and his wife, Liliha, made when 
the couple was visiting England with the king and queen 
of Hawai'i, 1824. Boki is clothed in a feather cape and 
crested helmet (mahiole), both garments reserved for high 
chiefs, while Liliha wears a lei niho palaoa as a sign of 
her elite status. Lithograph after a sketch by British artist 
John Hayter {1800-1891), 1824. From Barrow 1972, p. 149 

and precision necessary to produce the hair braid were 

astonishing. While the coils on most lei niho palaoa are 

typically composed of two hundred to three hundred 

strands, some have over a thousand , requiring a length of 

more than 1,700 feet of continuous braid .'5 The precise 

source of the hair is unknown. The English explorer Cap

tain James Cook, the first European to visit Hawai 'i, noted 

that Hawaiians at times exchanged locks of hair, and it is 

possible some of these were incorporated into such neck

laces.16 Human hair was a sacred substance. Derived from 

the head, considered the most supernaturally powerful 

part of the body, t he hair enhanced the mana of the neck

lace and its nob le wearer.,-

1. D. Young 2004, p. 74. 

2. Buck 1957, p. 535. In the earliest historic examples, which date 

from the late eighteenth century, the lei niho palaoa wast pica II 

suspended on thinner bundles of twisted human hair ; in the latter 

part of the nineteenth century they were often strung together 

with large ivory beads, often accompanied by glass trade beads 

(Buck 1957, p. 538; Kaeppler 1978a, pp. 91-92; D. Young 2004, p. 75). 

3. Malo 1951 , p. 77. 

4. Young notes, however, that the use of lei niho palaoa as the 

generic term for these pendants may be inaccurate, as in early 

museum records examples made from other substances had dif

ferent names (D. Young 2004, p. 75). 

5. Fornander 1917, p. 222. 'Umi does not mention , however, the exact 
form of the necklace. 

6. Rose 198oa, p. 196; D. Young 2004, p. 75. 

7. Kirch 1985, p. 197; D. Young 2004, p. 75. 

8. Cox 1967, p. 416. 

9. Ibid ., p. 421; Kaeppler 1982, p. 89 ; Cox and Davenport 1988, p. 42. 

The Hawaiian word lelo (short for ale/a or elelo, meaning "tongue") 

is used to refer to the front tip of the lei niho palaoa (Cox 1967, 

p. 423). However, this term may simply refer to its shape, as with 

the " tongue" of a shoe in the \Vest , rather than to its iconography. 

10. Cox 1967, p. 423. 

11. Wardwell 1994, p. 240. 

12. Jensen 1977, cited in Rose 198oa, p. 196. 

13. Buck 1957, p. 537. 

14. Ibid ., p. 535. 

15. Ibid . 

16. Cook 1785, vol. 2, p. 219 ; P. Craig 1983, p. 38. 

17. Kaeppler 1982, p. 93. 

195 . MALE FIGURE (Moai tangata ) 

Rapa Nui {Easter Island}, Rapa Nui people 
Early 19th century 
Wood, obsidian, bone 
H. 16 in. (40.6 cm) 
Gift of Faith-dorian and Martin Wright, in honor of Livia 
Scamperle, 1984 
1984.526 

The artists of Easter Island , whose indigenous Polynesian 

inhabitants today refer to themselves and their homeland 

as Rapa ui , are best known for their massive stone fig

ures, or moai (see fig. 5). The island, however, also had a 

strong tradition of wood sculpture. Rapa Nui sculptors 

fashioned a diversity of wood images, from emaciated 

male figures to broad , fiat female effigies and enigmatic 

images that combine the features of humans with those 

of birds or lizards (cat. no. 197).' Among Rapa ui wood 

sculptures the naturalistic male figures known as moai 

tangata , with their enlarged heads, strictl frontal orienta

tion, prominent stomachs, and arms extended down the 

sides, bear the closest formal resemblance to the island's 

familiar stone figures. In their stance, proportions, and 

the positions of their limbs, both the wood and the stone 

figures exhibit the classic conception of the human image 

that appears throughout Polynesian sculpture, from 

Tonga (cat. no.172) to Mangareva (cat. no. 177), Hawai 'i 

(cat. no. 193), and Rapa Nui. 

With its erect stance, robust body, and naturalistic 

physiognomy, the present work embodies the characteristic 
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features of moai tangata . Little is known about the precise 

significance and use of these remarkable images. Like 

other Rapa Nui wood figures, they likely portray ancestors 

or other powerful supernatural beings, and they may have 

been venerated as part of family or individual religious 

observances. 2 Possibly representing family ancestors, some 

moai tangata , although their features are conventional 

ized , may have been intended to portray specific individ

uals.3 Sporting the small goateelike beard typical of both 

male and female Rapa Nui wood images, this figure wears 

large circular ornaments in the artificially elongated lobes 

of his ears.4 What at first appears to be hair is actually a 

group of three low-relief images depicting fishlike crea

tures with human heads and long flowing beards. Similar 

motifs appear on the crania of many moai tangata. These 

distinctive "fish men," virtually identical to petroglyphs at a 

number of Rapa Nui rock-art sites, may depict mythical 

shark-human spirits known as nuihi.5 The figure also has a 

hole pierced through the back of the neck, indicating that 

this work, like other types of wood images, may have been 

worn around the neck of its owner as a pendant during 

harvest festivals and other rituals or hung from the rafters 

of a house when not in use.6 

1. See Kjellgren 2001 , pp. 46-57. 

2. Metra ux 1940, p. 259; Kaeppler 2001, p. 34. 

3. Routledge 1919 , pp. 270-71. 
4. Wo rn by both sexes, th ese ornaments were typicall y made from the 

vertebrae of large fi sh (see Kaeppler 2001, p. 40). 

5. Kjellgren 2001, p. 53. For examples of nuihi, see Lee 1992, pp. 39-40, 

164 . 

6. Metraux 1940, pp. 259-60. 

196 . FEMALE FIGURE (Moai papa ) 

Rapa Nui {Easter Island), Rapa Nui people 

19th century 

Wood, glass, paint 

H. 23 5/s in . {60 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Bequest of 

Nelson A. Rockefeller, 1979 

1979.206.1478 

Ex coll.: Charles Rattan, Paris 

Easter Island 's female images, or moai papa, are far rarer 

than their male counterparts and display a distinctly dif

ferent approach to the human form , with wide planklike 

bodies that contrast with their fully modeled heads. The 

name moai papa , which can be roughly translated as "flat 

image," may have religious associations. The term papa lit

erally denotes a flat horizontal surface of volcanic rock. 
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However, it may also be an oblique reference to Papa , the 

female personification of the earth , or "earth mother," in 

many Polynesian traditions. If this is indeed the case, the 

moai papa figures may be images of Papa. 1 

According to one Rapa Nui oral tradition , the first 

moai papa images were made by the legendary carver 

Tuu-ko-ihu. In a dream Tuu-ko-ihu encountered two 

female spirits, named Paapa Ahiro and Paapa Akirangi , 

who attempted to conceal their pubic regions with their 

hands, in a manner similar to that depicted in the wooden 

figures. On waking, Tuu-ko-ihu carved images of the spir

its he had seen .2 

Although indisputably female, moai papa display mas

culine features : they have the goatee beards and , in most 

instances, the bald heads characteristic of male images. The 

significance of this imagery is unknown, but the incorpora

tion of such male elements into female figures may indicate 

that the female deities or ancestors they likely represented 

were perceived as the equals of their male counterparts .3 

With its dramatically flattened body, bald head , and 

somewhat heavy facial features, the present example 

embodies the classical form of the moai papa image. The 

cavities in the cheek and right leg and the presence of 

numerous wooden plugs in other areas of the work indi

cate that this is likely a relatively early example, created 

before large unblemished blocks of wood became avail

able through trade with European and American vessels . 

1. Rout ledge and Routl edge n.d, pp. 269-70. 

2 . Metraux 1940, pp. 260-61 ; Rout ledge and Routl edge n.d., 
pp. 269-70. 

3. Kjellgren 2001 , p. 51. 

197. LIZARDMAN FIGURE (Moko) 

Rapa Nui {Easter Island}, Rapa Nui people 

19th century 

Wood, obsidian, bone 

L. 19%i in . (49 cm) 

Rogers Fund, 1995 

1995.416 

Among the most distinctive of Easter Island 's wood images 

are the gracefully curving moko, or lizard men. Mako means 

" lizard," but the images are composite beings, with the heads 

and tails of lizards, the fan like tails of birds, and crouching 

human bodies whose prominent ribs, backbones, and 

phalluses resemble those of the emaciated male wood figures 

known as moai ka vakava. Although their form resembles 
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that of the island 's native lizards,1 the images probably 

represent powerful spirits. Lizards and lizardlike creatures 

play a significant role in the mythology of a number of 

Polynesian cultures. Often endowed with monstrous attri

butes that belie their diminutive size, some of these mythical 

lizards may reflect distant memories of the crocodiles in 

the ancient Polynesian homelands in the Western Pacific. 

Lizard man images on Easter Island appear to have 

been intimately associated with the built environment and 

were involved in the creation , defense, and destruction of 

dwellings and ceremonial structures. During the rites asso

ciated with the completion of important houses, possibly 

those of chiefs, wood lizardmen were placed at each side 

of the entrance. The paramount chief, or ariki mau , and a 

high priest then entered and ate a ceremonial first meal 

inside the new dwelling.2 These images may have pro

tected the threshold from supernatural foes; larger exam

ples were reputedly used as clubs to defend the entrance 

from human enemies.3 Lizard figures also played a role in 

the destruction of houses built for koro feasts held in 

honor of living parents. At the conclusion of the cere

monies, the feast house was broken apart with the aid of 

wooden lizard images.4 The heads of some larger exam

ples bear scars and wear patterns indicating that they may 

have been used for this purpose. 

Smaller moko, such as the present example, probably 

had similar symbolic associations, but they are too fragile 
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to have served as clubs or demolition tools. Instead , they 

may have been placed on the threshold or hung from the 

rafters of houses as supernatural protectors. Small lizard 

images were reportedly worn as pendants by dancers dur

ing feasts, and larger versions were carried in the arms and 

moved rhythmically in time to the dance. 5 The holes 

drilled through the backs of most smaller images, includ

ing the present work , likely accommodated the cordage 

used to suspend them from house rafters or the necks of 

moving dancers. 

The exquisitely detailed face and crisply defined ribs 

and spinal column of this lizardman image likely reflect 

the greater technical precision made possible through the 

introduction of Western steel tools. The figure is an accom

plished expression of the great efflorescence of Rapa Nui 

carving that occurred during the first ha If of the nine

teenth century. Its wide, staring eyes and delicate human

like nose give it a lively quality that contrasts with the 

more rigidly stylized features of other moko images. 

1. Cryptoblepharus boutonii. 
2. Routledge and Routledge n.d ., p. 243. 

3. Metraux 1940, pp. 169, 265. 

4. Routledge and Routledge n.d ., p. 234. 

5. Geiseler 1883, pp. 32, 48. 



198 . DANCE PADDLE (Rapa ) 

Rapa Nui {Easter Island}, Rapa Nui people 

Early 19th century 

Wood 

H. 28 %, in . (71.8 cm) 

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection, Gift of 

Mrs. Gertrud A. Mellon, 1972 

1978.412.1571 
Ex coll.: Gertrud A. Mellon, New York and Virginia 

Rapa Nui art is particularly remarkable for the diversity of 

its approaches to t he human figure. In contrast to the rela

tive naturalism of the moai tangata (cat. no. 195), which 

portray readily recognizable human subjects, the island 's 

dance paddles, or rapa, push the human image to the 

limits of abstraction . The paddles depict highly stylized 

human figures, reduced to two bladelike lobes represent

ing the head and abdomen . The detailed facial features 

seen in other Rapa Nui wood sculpture are reduced to a 

single curving brow line that incorporates the nose and 

extends downward at the sides to small hemispherical 

knobs, which represent ear ornaments. ' The eyes, a promi

nent feature of most Rapa Nui wood and stone sculpture, 

are absent. The result is a striking, minimalist composition 

whose spare, elegant lines make rapa among the most 

remarkable human images in all of Pol ynesian sculpture. 

According to one nineteenth-century account, the faces on 

the paddles portray accomplished female dancers.2 

An essential accessory in a variety of dances and cere

monies, rapa were usually carried in pairs and spun on 

their axes to the rhythm of a chanted accompanim ent; at 

times only a single example was used .3 Dance paddles 

were employed by members of both sexes, but men and 

women seldom performed together.4 However, at feasts 

known as kaunga, boys and girls danced as a group. Hold

ing a rapa in each hand, the children danced in singl e file 

while their parents looked on. 5 Rapa Nui men also report

edly used rapa as part of funerary rituals during which 

they kept a vigil over the body of a slain comrade. Their 

bodies covered in black ash , the mourners carried rapa as 

they performed sacred chants intended to assist them in 

avenging the victim 's death .6 

1. Kjel lgren 2001 , p. 73. 
2. Thomson 1891 , p. 535. Although the phallic form s that project from 

the abdomens of the rapa appear to contradict thi s ident ifi cation , 
these appendages may depict the artifi cial elongat ion of the clitor is 
(repe) formerl y practiced by Rapa Nui women (see Metraux 1940, 

p. 264). 

3. Thomson 1891 , p. 469 ; Metraux 1940, p. 267. 

4. Thomson 1891 , p. 469 . 

5. Metraux 1940, p. 350. 
6. Routledge and Routledge n.d., p. 229. 
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bark cloth-a paperlike textile made from the inner bark of cer

tain species of trees. In many areas the preferred tree is the paper 

mu I berry (Broussonetia papyri/era). 

betel nut-The fruit of the areca palm (Areca catechu). Widely 

used in Island Southeast Asia , Melanesia, and portions of Micronesia, 

betel nut is usually chewed together with powdered lime and the 

leaf of a particular vine to produce a mild stimulant effect. 

betelnut mortar-A sma ll , cup-shaped mortar typically made 

from wood , used by individuals who have lost their teeth as an 

aid in chewing betel nut. When chewing the fibrous nut, the indi

vidua l periodically removes it from the mouth and places it, 

together with a sma ll amount of lime, in the mortar, mashing the 

mixture with a pestle to release the active ingredients before plac

ing it back in the mouth. 

Bislama-An English-based trade language developed during the 

colonial period that today serves as the official language and 

lingua franca of the nation of Vanuatu . The term Bislama is 

derived from beche-de-mer (sea cucumber, class Holothuroidea), 
an early trade commodity. 

breadfruit-The large, roundish , textured fruit of the breadfruit 

tree (Artocarpus a/ti/is). A stap le food in many areas of the Pacific; 

when cooked, the flesh has a flavor and consistency similar to 

doughy bread . 

bullroarer-A musical instrument consisting of a thin , oblong 

plank of wood with a hole pierced through one end for the 

attachment of a long cord . Swung rapidly through the air by the 

cord , the plank spins, producing a deep, reverberating sound . 

Bullroarers serve as ceremonial instruments in the religions of a 

number of Pacific peoples. 

cassowary-A large, flightless, ostrichlike bird native to New 

Guinea and to northern Queensland in Australia . There are three 

species of cassowary, all in the genus Casuarius. The distinctive 

black feathers of the cassowary are frequently employed by artists 

in New Guinea and the Torres Strait, and its leg bones are often 

used for making daggers. 

chambered nautilus-A shelled marine cephalopod (Nautilus 
sp.), a relative of octopuses and squids. While the exterior of the 

she ll is white and brown , it has a lustrous interior, which is used 

as a source of mother-of-pearl for inlays and ornaments. 

conus shell-Derived from a number of species of marine snail 

of the genus Conus, conus shell is widely used in New Guinea and 

parts of Island Southeast Asia to create disks or rings of shell for 

use as ornaments and trade items. Large examples are also used 

to make armbands, which in the Massim region of New Guinea 

serve as important exchange va luab les. 

Dreaming-English term used by Australian Aboriginal peoples 

to refer to the primordial creation period in which ancestral 

beings emerged from the earth and created both the physical 

landscape and the humans, anima ls, and plants that inhabit it. 

Although its events largely took place in the distant past, 
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Dreaming is an ongoing phenomenon ; the creative (or destructive) 

power of Dreaming beings remains within the landscape, where it 

can be accessed through ritual activities. In earlier literature the 

Dreaming is ohen referred to as the "Dreamtime." 

dugong-A large marine mammal (Dugong dugon), similar to a 

manatee, that is native to parts of Island Southeast Asia , Australia , 

and the western Pacific. Yielding an abundant supply of meat, 

dugong are hunted for food throughout most of their range. 

fernwood-The fibrous trunk of the tree fern composed of a 

mass of aerial roots surrounding a central woody core. Fernwood 

(typically from Cyathea medullaris) is widely employed by sculp

tors in Vanuatu to create grade figures (see below) and other 

images. Various types of fernwood are more rarely used elsewhere 

in the Pacific and Island Southeast Asia . 

flying fox-General term for any of a number of species of large 

fruit bat (family Pteropodidae) found in Island Southeast Asia and 

the western Pacific. Hunted for food , flying foxes at times also 

play important roles in art and oral tradition. 

flute stopper-A plug, typically made from wood , used to seal 

the opening at the upper end of a hollow bamboo flute. 

grade ritual- A ceremony that forms part of a hierarchical 

sequence of initiations practiced in a number of areas of Vanuatu . 

Passing through each successive grade ritual confers a successively 

higher rank or "grade" on the individual , which brings with it 

greater social prestige and esoteric religious knowledge. 

grade figure-A figure commissioned and used as part of the 

ceremonial requirements for certain grade rituals (see above) in 

northern and central Vanuatu . 

horn bi II-General term for any of a number of species of large 

forest birds (family Bucerotidae) with massive bills that ohen have 

hornlike protuberances on the upper portion of the beak. In 

Oceania hornbills are found in Island Southeast Asia and portions 

of Melanesia . Primarily fruit eaters, hornbills, who pluck the fruit 

of trees much as warriors in former times took the heads of ene

mies, are metaphorically associated with headhunting in a num

ber of cultures. 

house post-A large vertical post in a ceremonial house or 

dwelling that supports the horizontal timber or timbers that hold 

up the roof or upper story. 

ikat-Derived from the Malay word mengikat, meaning "to tie ," 

ikat is a technique used to create images on textiles, in which the 

images are dyed onto the threads before they are woven into the 

finished fabric. To create each color that will appear in the final 

pattern , the unwoven threads are secured to a tying frame and 

the portions of the design that are to remain undyed are pro

tected by wrapping in a dye-resisting fiber; the threads are then 

removed from the frame and dyed. This tying-and-dying process is 

repeated for each successive color that will appear in the finished 

textile. When the dying has been completed , the threads are 

placed on the loom and woven into the completed fabric. 



kava-A mild I narcotic beverage prepared from the roots of the 
kava plant (Piper methysticum). Kava drinking is practiced in the 
majorit of Pol nesia as well as portions of Melanesia and 
Micronesia. 

Lapita-Archaeological term for the culture whose people, or 
peoples, were ancestral to the contemporary populations of 
Polynesia, eastern Micronesia, and portions of Island Melanesia . The 
Lapita culture first arose around 1500 B.C. It is named after the site 
of Lapita in ew Caledonia , which was among the first places that 
archaeologists discovered the culture's distinctive decorated potter . 

lime-An alkaline white powder produced b burning coral or 
shells. Lime is a ke ingredient in the chewing of betel nut. It is 
also used by artists in some areas as a white pigment, which is 
often rubbed into the engra ed designs on bowls and other wood
carvings to make the motifs stand out against the darker color of 
the surrounding wood . 

lime container-A container, typical! made from gourd or bam
boo, used to hold the lime required for the che\ ing of betel nut. 

lime spatula-An implement used to remove a small portion of 
lime from a lime container and sprinkle it on the betel nut during 
the process of chewing the nut. 

mana-Supernatural power. Ultimate! of di ine origin , mana 
can be manifest in people, places, and both natural and manufac
tured objects such as stones or carved images. The word mana is 
used throughout Pol nesia ; the term , or related forms of it , also 
occurs in some other areas of the Pacific. 

men 's house, men 's ceremonial house-A building constructed 
exclusive! , or primaril , as a venue for male religious acti ities, 
sacred objects and ritual paraphernalia . In e\ Guinea and man 
areas of Island Melanesia , men 's houses are the center of male 
religious life, serving as venues for ceremonial performances and 
the main locations where sculpture and other sacred objects are 
created , used, and stored . Melanesian men 's houses also ser e as 
social gathering places and in some areas as d\ ellings for the vil 
lage men. In Micronesia , men 's houses are used primaril for 
social rather than religious purposes. 

nassa shell-General term for an of several small , \ hite marine 
snails of the genus assarius. Various t pes of nassa shells are 
widel used in Oceania in the making of jewelr , as appliques or 
inla s, and in some areas as currenc . 

out rigger-A de ice used to increase the stability of a canoe, con
sisting of a long narrow ftoat of wood attached to the main hull 
b two or more horizontal booms. Although most outrigger 
canoes have onl a single ftoat , double outrigger canoes, which 
have a ftoat on either side of the vessel , are made in some areas. 

overmodeled-A term referring to a technique used to decorate 
masks, shields, skulls, and other objects in\ hich all or part of the 
original surface is covered with resin , cla , or other substances, 
which are often further sculpted , painted , and inlaid\ ith materi
als such as shells or mother-of-pearl. In the case of overmodeled 
skulls, the sculptor generally seeks to reproduce the facial features 
of the deceased. 

pandanus-General term for any of several species of 10\ , shrublike 
trees (genus Pandanus) whose long, narrO\ leaves grow in a spiral 
up the trunk. Throughout the Pacific the leaves are used to make 
plaited textiles such as mats and other fiber works. The fibrous fruits, 
which are eaten in some cultures, are composed of numerous small 
sections, or keys, which in some areas are used as paint brushes. 

pearl shell-The shell of the pearl o ster (genus Pindada). 

rock shelter-A shallO\ , cavelike overhang of rock. 

sago-A starch food produced from the inner core of the sago 
palm (Metroxylon sp.) . Prepared in a variet of wa s, including dry 
forms resembling ftour or hard bread and wet forms similar to 
thick porridge or pudding. Sago is a staple food in man areas of 
eastern Island Southeast Asia and e\ Guinea and is also eaten in 
some parts of Island Melanesia and Pol nesia . 

sago petiole-The base of the leaf of the sago palm (Metroxylon 
sp.), which\ hen growing wraps around the trunk of the tree. In the 
Sepik region of ew Guinea and some other parts of Melanesia . 
artists remove the sago leaves, trim off the fronds. and ftatten the 
petioles to produce barklike sheets on' hich the create paintings 
to adorn ceremonial houses or for other purposes. 

scarification-The process of creating permanent scar patterns 
on the body b cutting the ftesh with a sharp implement and , t p
icall , rubbing certain substances into the\ ound to create raised 
scars and aid in healing. In man lelanesian cultures the ritual 
scarification of the bod forms an essential elPment in the process 
of initiating oung bo sand girls into adulthood . 

tapu -Pol nesian term meaning sacred , forbidden , or restricted . 
lndi iduals, locations, and objects' ith large amounts of mana 
(supernatural power; see abo e) were considered tapu . These 
powerful people, places, and things\ ere potential! harmful to 
their ordinar counterparts, and the designation tapu ser ed as a 
warning. Tapu is the origin of the English word taboo. 

taro-General name for a starch root crop (consisting of one of 
several closel related species belonging to the genera Colocasia 
or Alocasia) ' idel culti ated throughout the Pacific. Taro is a 
staple item in the diet of man Pacific peoples. 

Tok Pisin-An English-based trade language developed during 
the colonial period that toda serves as an official language and 
the lingua franca of the nation of Papua e\ Guinea . 

t ree ka ngaroo-General term for an of several species of arbo
real kangaroos genus Dendrolagus) native to e\ Guinea, \ here 
the are hunted for food . Tree kangaroos also occur in 
Queensland in northern Australia and parts of eastern Indonesia. 

tu rtle shell-A mottled , translucent material consisting of the 
thin , hornlike plates that co er the thick, bon shell of certain 
species of sea turtle, primaril the hawksbill (Eretmochelys imbri
cata). This material is also common I , though inaccurate! , 
referred to as tortoiseshel I. 

turmeric-a ellow-orange pO\ der derived from the turmeric 
plant Curcuma tango used to adorn the skin and in some areas 
as ad e for bark cloth . 

tusker pig- A male or, more rarel , interse (hermaphroditic) pig 
whose upper tusks have been intentional! removed so that the 
curving lo\\ er tusks, \ hich normall wear dO\ n b rubbing 
against thei r upper counterparts, are free to grO\ indefinite! , 
idea II to form one or more complete circles. Essential as sacrifi
cial and exchange animals in virtual! all aspects of ceremonial 
life in Vanuatu , tusker pigs were also raised in a number of other 
parts of Island 1elanesia and e\\ Guinea . 

washing blue-An earl form of clothes\ hitener introduced b 
European traders. Sold in small blocks, washing blue\ as ground up 
and used b man 1elanesian peoples to create a deep cobalt 

blue paint. 
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figures (fig. 3). 5, 5 
Bongiora village, New Guinea (fig. 25), 63 
books of ritual knowledge (cat. no. 118), 203, 

204 , 204-5, 205, 206 
boomerangs (cat. no. 88), 144, 147, 147-48 
Borneo (cat. nos. 131-35). 21 , 197, 222-31 
Bosman people, 102-3 
Bosngun village, New Guinea, 102-3 
Botel Tobago (Lan YO) Island (cat. no. 153), 

258-59 
Bougainville Island (cat. nos. 97, 98 ; fig. 52), 

163-67, 167 
bowls (cat. nos. 6, 35, 43, 44 . 65, 70, 170, 171 , 

175, 184), g, 35, 35, 73, 73, 84, 84 , 108-9, 
109 , 115, 115-16, 266, 282, 282, 283, 283, 

290-91, 291, 305-6, 306 
bracelets (cat. no. 126; fig. 63), 214 , 214-15, 215 
breastplates (cat. nos. 104, 173; figs. 54 , 77), g, 

111, 152, 175, 175-76, 176, 286, 288 , 
288-89,289 

Breri people (cat. nos. 58, 59). 100-101 
Breton, Andre (1896-1966), 18, 39 
British explorers, 12. See also Cook, Captain 

James 
Brunei , 197 
buah sempuyong (skull basket) pattern , 230 
Buddhism , 197, 218 



buk (cat. no. 83; fig. 45), 20, 134-37, 135, 137 
Buka Island (cat. no. g8), 163, 165-67 
bukumo, 151 
bu/iya , 133 
Bulolengabip village, ew Guinea (fig. 22), 

51 
bu/ul (cat. no. 151), 8, 1g8, 255, 255-56 
bungee jumping, 16, 2rn.18 

buni (cat. nos. 167, 168), g, 266, 279, 27g-80 
bwongago, 100, 101 

Caldwall, J. (fig. 1ob), 13 

canoes, g, 265. See also boats 
charms (cat. no. 72), g, 118, 118-1g, 173 
figureheads (cat. no. 100; fig. 53). g, 152, 

170 , 170-71, 171 , 172 
imagery, 28 , 77. 1og, 120, 258 
long-distance voyages (fig. 20). 40-41 , 41 

paddles (cat. no. g8). g6, 165, 165-67, 166 

prow ornaments (cat. nos. 11, 72, 81, 148; 
figs. g, 43, 70), g, 12, 12 , 38, 42, 42, 

118, 118-1g, 131 , 131-32, 132, 250-53, 
251 , 253 

prows (cat. nos. 10, 41), g, 40 , 40-41 , 82, 82 
in Satawan funerar rites, 270 
spirit (cat. no. 5; fig. 1g), 33 , 33-34 , 34 

Carlton , Paddy (ca. 1g25-2006; fig. 12), 15 

Caroline Islands (cat. nos. 160-62). 11 , 265, 
266, 270-74 

carrying bowls (cat. no. 170), 282, 282 

cassowar , 45 , 54 . 57, 61 
bone, 67 ; daggers (cat. no. 26), 32 , 61 , 61 

feathers, 32, 41 , g6 
catfish , 78, 83 
Cenderawasih (Geelvink) Bay (cat. nos. g, 10). 

38-41 
ceramics: 

Chinese trade, 1g7, 206-7, 222-23 
La pita (fig. 2). s. 5 
from ew Guinea (cat. nos. 33 , 35), 70, 70, 

73, 73, 112 
Chachet Baining people (cat. no. g1 ; fig . 48), 

10, 151 , 152, 154-56, 155 
chalk figures (cat. no. g6; fig. 51), 151 , 162, 

162-63, 163 
Chambri people (cat. no. 47). 86-87 
charms, 222, 287 

canoe (cat. nos. 72, 81; fig. 43), g, 118, 

118-1g, 131 , 131-32, 132, 173 
dugong-hunting (cat. no. 85 ; fig. 46), 138, 

138-3g, 139 
warrior's neck ornaments (cat. no. 66 ; 

fig. 36). 110 , 110-11 
weather (cat. no. 161 ; fig. 75), 266, 272-73. 

273 
chief's stools (cat. no. 183), 304-5, 305 
Choiseul Island , 170, 173 
Christianit and Christian missionaries, 8, 12, 

14, 24 , 3g , 114, 116, 134, 152, 153, 162, 
171 , 188n.10, 1go, 1g7, 1g8, 234 , 266, 268, 
286, 2g3, 2g4, 301 

circumcision ceremonies, 114, 115 
civanovonovo (cat. no. 173; fig . 77), g, 286, 288 , 

288-8g, 289 
clam, giant. See Tridacna shell 
clubs, g 

Fijian (cat. no. 174), g, 289-go, 290 
Maori (cat. no. 1go), g, 311, 312-13, 313 

commerce. See exchange networks 
contemporary-art movements (fig. 13), 15-16, 

16, 24 , 142, 286 
Conus-shell rings (fig. 40), 116, 116 

Cook, Captain James (1728-177g; fig . 10), 12, 13 , 

28h 2g6-g7, 301 , 302, 303 , 312 , 31g 
Cook Islands (cat. no. 183), 285, 304-5 

copper alloy (cat. no. 120; fig. 61 ), 1g8, 207, 
20 -g, 209 

cotton, 10, 216. See also cat. nos. 128-30, 
135-37, 13g-41 

Cotton, Shane (b. 1g64; fig . 13), 16 

cowrie shells, g6, 170 
creation traditions. See origin traditions 
crocodile, 322 

bone daggers, 32 
figures (cat. no. 25). 20 , 60 , 60-61 
imager (fig. 45). 82 , 83, 84 , 8g , g1 , g2, 137, 

212, 218 , 238-40, 252-53, 263 
skulls, 131 
in Toraja cosmolog , 232-33 

Crook, William Pascoe, 305 
Cubism , 247 
cu rrenc holders (cat. no. 73), 120, 120 

dagak (cat. no. 112; fig. 58), 152, 190, 1g0-91 , 
191 

daggers (cat. nos. 4, 26). 32, 32, 61 , 61, 6 
dance regalia (figs. 6, 43, 4g), g, 9, 111 , 120, 

132 , 157, 266. See also headdresses; 
masks 

paddles (cat. nos. 182, 1g8), 286, 303 , 303-4 , 
323,323 

wands (cat. no. g2: fig. 4g), 153 156 , 156-5 , 

157 
Darap illage, e1 Guinea , 104 
darimo , 12g, 132 
darivonu (cat. no. 175), 2g0-91 , 291 

datu (fig . 61). 206, 20 , 208, 2og, 209 
Da11elor Island , 24g, 250 
Da11era Island , 24g, 250 
da dance (fig . 48), 154, 155 

debating stools (cat. no. r ; fig . 30), 75, 5- 6, 
76 

deer i mager , 232 , 233 
det (cat. no. 3; fig . 18 1, 30. 30-31. 31 
diba , 134 
Dibadiba. 104 
dilukdi (cat. no. 158; fig . 4), 20, 266, 267, 

26 -68,268 
dodot (cat. no. 130; fig . 65). 9, 220, 220-21, 221 

Dong Son culture, 1g-
door boards 1cat. nos. 1 , 113; figs. 22 , 5g , 50, 

50-51 , 51, 152, 192 , 1g2-g3, 193 
dragon imager . 203. 20 . 225, 263 
Dreaming, 141-42, 144, 146, 148 
drel (cat. no. 166), 10, 266, 278, 2 g 
dress mats cat. no. 165; fig . 76), 10, 264, 266, 

276, 276- ' 277 
dromu vonotabua cat. no. 174 , g, 28g-go, 290 
drums (cat. no. 181 ; fig . g), 20 .301. 301-2,302 
dubu daima , 123 
dugong hunting, 131 

charms (cat. no. 85; fig. 46), 138, 138-3g, 139 
Duke of York Islands (cat. no. g3), 158 
Dumont d 'Urville, Jules-Sebastien-Cesar 

(17go-1842), 21n .4 
Dutch exploration and colonialism , 12, 213, 

242 , 243 
d11ellings (figs. 31, 73), 24 , 43 , 50 , 8, 79, 143, 

246-47, 249, 25g, 260, 260, 322. See also 
architedural car ings 

dyeing techniques, 220-21, 240 

earlobes, piercing and extension of, 13 
ear ornaments (cat. nos. 142, 186; fig . 66), 1 1, 

1g8, 1gg, 202n.16.225, 243 , 243-44 , 308, 
308, 309, 320 

earthem are. See ceramics 
Easter Island . See Rapa ui 
effigies: 

crocodile (cat. no. 25), 20, 60 , 60-61 

headdress (cat. no. g1 ; fig. 48 . 10. 20, 151 , 
154 , 154-56, 155 

turtle-shell , 134 

egadakua (cat. no. 164), 10, 266, 276, 276 
eharo masks (cat. no. 8; fig . 42), 126-28. 

127, 128 

Elema people (cat. no. 78; fig . 42). 126-28, 128 
Ellis, I illiam. 2g6 
emakame, 3 , 38 
emak cem (fig. 1g), 33-34 , 34 

'Enana ( 1arquesan) people (cat. nos. 184-8 

305-9 
epaepa (cat. no. 18 ). 308-9, 309 
Era people, 126 
eravo, 128 
Ernst , 1ax (18g1-1g76). 18 
Erub Island (cat. no. 84), 134-37 
Etul galgal 1weleun, Chief (fig . 55), 1 8, 178 
eu karowan , 32 
exchange networks and trade, 141, 144, 1g , 

256, 26g , 302, 308, 318 
in e1 Guinea, 40-41 , go, 104, 114. 115, 11 , 

118-1g, 120, 121 , 122 
spice trade, 11-12, 40, 1g . 215 , 218 , 233 

facial hair (fig . 66), 210 , 225, 245 
famil emblems (cat. no. 163), 10, 266, 275, 275 
fangkon , 180 
Fania village, Ambr m Island (cat. no. 105; fig . 

55). 1 6- 8, 178 
fans (cat. no. 166), 10, 266, 278 , 27g 
feast bowls (cat. no. 65), 108-g, 109 

feathers (figs. 36 , 66), 41 , 110 , 225, 2 5. See also 
cat . nos. 4, 10. 16, 54 , 66 , 83, g2, 1 8 

female figures : 
from e11 Guinea (cat. nos. 21 , 28), 6, 55 , 

55-56, 64 , 64 
from Pol nesia (cat. nos. 172, 1g6 ,, 20 , 286, 

287, 287-88, 31g , 320-21 , 321 
fence elements, ceremonial (cat. no. 38), , 77 
fern-wood figures (cat nos. 10 -g ; figs. 56. 5 ), 

180-83, 180-84 
fertilit rites, 46 
fiber arts, g-10. See also bark cloth ; basketr ; 

textiles 
1icronesian (cat. nos. 162-66; fig . 6 . 10, 

266, 274-78, 2 4--g 
Pol\ nesian. 286 

figureheads. canoe (cat. no. 100; fig . 53), g, 152, 
170, 1 0--1 , 171 

figures. See also ancestor figures; female fig
ures; male figures 

from Island 1elanesia (cat. nos. g6, 10 , 
108; figs. 51. 56. 5 ), 151 , 152, 162 , 

162-63, 163, 180-83, 180-83 
from Island Southeast Asia cat. no. 131). 

222, 222-23 
from 1icronesia (cat. nos. 158, 160: fig . 4), 

20, 266,26. 26 -68, 268, 2 0 , 271 

La pita (fig . 3), 5, 5 
from New Guinea (cat. nos. 12, 14 , 15, 

1g-24, 2 . 32, 52 , 56 , 5g; figs. 25, 27), 
2, 4, 6, 8, 18. 20, 23 , 24 , 43 , 43-44,45, 
45-4 . 46, 53 , 53-5g , 56 , 57, 59, 61 , 
62, 62-63, 63 , 66, 6 . 67. 68-6g, 69, 
go, 92 . g2-g3. g8, 98 , 100-101 . 101 

from Pol nesia (cat. nos. 1g2, 1g ), 6, 286, 
315,315-16,31g, 321-22, 322 

Fiji (cat. nos. 173- 6 , 5, 12, 285, 28 , 288-g4 
finials , staff (cat. nos. 75, 120; fig. 61 . 122. 122, 

206. 207, 20~-g.209 
ftnola (cat. no. 1 o), 282, 282 

firearms, 203, 226 
fish imager , 42 , 8, 83 , 111 , 161 
fishnet floats (cat. no. 101 , 172, 172 
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flax , 10, 312 
Flores Island (cat. nos. 138, 13g), 234-38 
flute masks (cat. no. 55). g7, 97 
fl utes, 8g, g2-g3 

flute stoppers (cat. nos. 48, 4g). 45-46, 88 , 
88-8g, 89 , go 

Fly River (cat. nos. 81 , 85 ; fig . 43), 131-32, 132, 

138-3g 
fly whisks (cat. nos. 17g, 180), 20 , 286, 297, 

2g7-300, 299, 300 
French exp loration and colonialism, 12, 1g5 
French Polynesia (cat. no. 177), 285, 2g4-g5 
frigate bird , 136, 174 , 176 

feathers (fig. 36), 110, 110, 275 
Fumeripits, 25 
funerary rites and objects, 66-67, 1g1 , 1g3, 233, 

240, 270, 2g3, 306. See also ancestor 
figures 

grave markers (cat. nos. 14g, 150; fig. 71). 

253 , 253-55, 254 
Kamoro (emakame). 37 
in New Ire land (cat. nos. g4-g6; figs. 50 , 51), 

3, 18, 20, 150 , 151-52, 159, 15g-61 , 
160 , 162 , 162-63, 163 

Ngadju and Ot Danum (cat. no. 131), 222 , 
222-23 

Sulka, 153 
Sum ban (cat. no. 141), 240-42, 241 
Toba Batak, 1gg 
Torres Strait, 134, 136, 137 

gabaela (cat. no. 73), 120, 120 
gable figures : 

Belauan (cat. no. 158; fig . 74), 20 , 266, 267, 
267-68,268 

Maori (cat. no. 188), 8, 3og-11 , 310 
gable ornaments (cat. no. 1og), 8, 184, 185 
Gadawu (fig. 62), 211 
Gaikorob i vil lage, New Guinea (fig. 2g). 72 

ganabi (cat. no. 82; fig. 44), 133 , 133-34 
garments, g, 10. See also skirts, women 's 

Javanese (cat. no. 130; fig. 65). g, 220 , 
220-21,221 

Maori, 312 
Sumban (cat. no. 141 ; fig . 68), g, 240-42, 

241,242 
Gaua Island (cat. no. 108; fig. 57), 182 , 182-83, 

183 
Gauguin , Paul (1848-1go3; fig. 14). 17, 17, 307 
gawa (fig. 44), 133, 133 
Gee lvi nk (Cenderawasi h) Bay reg ion (cat. nos. 

g, 10), 38-41 
gender symbol ism , 24g-50, 252 
Germa n Expression ists, 18 
gerua (cat. no. 16), 47-50, 48, 49 
giant clam. See Tridacna shell 
Gibu vil lage, New Gu inea (cat. nos. n 7g), 

125-26, 12g 
Gil semans, Isaac (ca. 1606-1646 or 1647; fig. g), 

12 
Gina, Bi ll , 168 
Gogodala peop le (cat. no. 82; fig. 44), 133 , 

133-34 
Ga l, Wogeo Island (fig. 35), 108 
gold , g, 210, 213, 221 , 240, 252. See also per

so nal ornaments; cat. nos. 124-26, 
142 

gongs. See slit gongs 
gape (cat. nos. 77, 81; fig. 43). g, 123, 125 , 

125-26, 131 , 131-32, 132 
Gape people (cat . no. 80), 130-31 
Goyen , g2 
gra (cat. nos. 1g, 20), 2 , 53 , 53-54 , go 
grade figures (cat. nos. 107, 1og; fi gs. 56, 57), 

152, 180, 180-83, 181-83 

grade rites (fig. 56), 152, 178n.8, 17g, 180-82, 

181 , 184, 188 
Grand Terre Island (cat. nos. 112, 113; figs. 58, 

5g), 151 , 152, 1go--g3, 191 , 193 
grave markers (cat. nos. 14g, 150; fig. 71). 253 , 

253- 55,254 
greenstone (nephrite) (cat. no. 1go), g, 312-13 , 

313, 314 
grere'o (cat. no. gg), g, 20, 152, 168, 169 

Groote Eyla ndt (cat. no. 86), 143-44 
gu, 123, 125, 126 
Guada lcana l Island (cat. no. gg). 168-6g 
Guam , 265, 266 
Gurdmau vil lage, Belau (fig. 74). 268 

Ha 'apai Islands (cat. no. 172), 287-88 
hair ornaments (cat. nos. 50, 67 ; fig. 37). go, 

90, 111, 111-12, 112 

hakakai (cat. no. 186), 308, 308, 3og 
hampatong (cat. no. 131), 222 , 222-23 
hangings (cat. no. 136), g, 196, 232, 232-33 
hantakoi (cat . no. 157), 262-63, 263 

hareiga (cat. no. g1; fig. 48), 10, 20 , 151 , 154 , 

154-56, 155 
hassebou (fig. 52), 165, 167 
Hassell, J. L. van , 38 
hats, 134 
Hawai 'i (cat. nos. 1g2- g4 ; fig . 1oc). 5, 13 , 15, 

2111 .18, 285, 287, 3oon .5, 315- 18, 31g 
Haweis, Rev. Thomas, 2g8 
Hayter, John (1800-18g1 ; fig . 80), 319 
headcloths, 214 
headdress effigies (cat. no. g1 ; fig. 48). 10, 20 , 

151 , 154 , 154- 56 , 155 
headdresses: 

Marquesan (cat. no. 185). g, 112n .2, 306-7, 

307 
Minangkabau (cat. no. 125; fig . 63), 214 , 

214-15, 215 
from New Guinea: (cat. no. 16; figs. 40 , 44), 

47-50 , 48 , 49, 116, 116, 133, 133-34 
Solomon Island (fig. 52), 165, 167 
Sulka (cat. no. go). 151 , 153, 153-54 

head-hunting, 14 , 17, 171, 173 
in Island Southeast Asia , 222, 226, 230, 242, 

252, 256, 260, 261 
in New Guinea (cat. nos. 76, 80 ; fig . 41), 20 , 

24 , 26 , 28 , 30 , 32 , 35,36, 60 , 77, 123 , 
123-25, 124, 126, 130, 130-31 

head rests (cat. no. 45), 85, 85 
heads, wood (cat. nos. 31 , 33, 80 , 82 ; figs. 28, 

44). 68, 68-6g, 69 , 70 , 70, 130, 130-31, 
133 , 133- 34 

Heckel, Erich (1883- 1g70), 18 
heda (fig. 67), 234 , 235 
helmet masks (cat. nos. go, 111), 152, 153, 

153- 54, 188, 189 
hemba maramba , 240 

Hermit Islands, 265, 266, 283 
hevehe, 126, 12h 128 
Hinduism, 1g7, 204 
hinggi (cat. no. 141 ; fig . 68). g, 240- 42, 241 , 242 
HMS Bounty, 2gg , 3oon.1 
Hodges, William (1744-17g7; figs. 10b, d). 13 
hohao, 126 
Holden, Horace, 270 
Holmgren, Robert J. , 21 
hook figures (cat . nos. 1g, 20, 24; fig. 23), 2, 20, 

53 , 53-54,54, 58-5g , 59, go 
hooks. See also suspension hooks 

skull (cat. no. 76; fig. 41), 20 , 123 , 123-25, 
124 

hornb il ls (fig. 66), 71-72, 84, 1g7, 212 , 225, 225 

horses (fig. 67). 207, 234-36, 235 , 238, 243 
hos (ca t. no. 161 ; fig. 75), 266, 272-n 273 
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hose (cat. no. g8), 165, 165- 67, 166 
house-post figures (cat. nos. 12, 52), 8, 20 , 43 , 

43- 44 , 92 , g2--g3 
house posts (cat. nos. 13, 60, 153), 8, 43- 44 , 44, 

102, 102-3, 103, 258 , 258--5g 
hudoq (cat. no. 132; fig . 66). 223-25, 224 , 225 , 

226 
huia bird , 314 , 315n.1 
human body, as venue for artistic expression , 

g, 24, 256 
Hunstein Mountains, New Guinea (cat. nos. 1g, 

20), 2 , 53-54 
hunter-gatherers, 142 
hunting (cat. nos. 85 , 134; fig. 46), 54 , 57, 58, 

74 , 78 , 134, 138, 138--3g, 139, 147, 1g8, 
228 , 228-2g, 229 

Huon Peninsula , 115, 116 

latmul people (cat. nos. 37-47; figs. 4, 2g-33), 

7. 46 , 71 , 72, 73. 75-87, 76, 79 , 81 , 87 
Iba Anak Temenggong Koh , 230 
I ban people (cat. nos. 134, 135), 228-31 
lfugao people (cat. no. 151), 255-56 
lgana people (cat. nos. 58, 5g). 100-101 
ikat cloth (cat. nos. 135, 136, 13g). g, 218, 

230-33 , 231,232 , 236-38, 237 
imunu , 123, 126, 12g 
increase rites, 134, 136 
India (cat. nos. 156, 157), 1g7, 262-63 
Indian trade cloth , 1g7, 233, 234 , 240-42 
Indonesia (cat. nos. 115-48), g, 11 , 23 , 40 , 144, 

1g7, 1gg--253. See also specific peoples 
and objects 

Borneo (cat . nos. 131-35), 21 , 1g7, 222-31 
Flores (cat. nos. 138, 13g), 234-38 
Java (cat. no. 130). 1gg, 204, 214 , 216, 218, 

220-21 , 233 , 236, 243 
Maluku Tenggara (cat. nos. 146-48), 11 , 12, 

1g7, 247-53 
Nias Island (cat. nos. 122-24), 210-13 
Sulawesi (cat. nos. 136, 137), 21 , 232-34, 243 
Sumatra (cat. nos. 115-21 , 125-2g), 2111 .3, 

1gg- 2og, 202 , 213 , 214-20 
Sumba (cat. nos. 140-42). 21 , 238-44 
Timar (cat. nos. 143- 45), 244-47 

lngava, 173 
lngura people (cat. no. 86), 143 , 143-44 
initiation rites, 37, 12g, 130, 312. See also male 

initiation rites 
lnyai-Ewa people (cat. nos. 21-23; fig . 24). 6, 

55-58 , 56 
Islam, 1g7, 1g8, 214 , 220, 22g, 254 
Island Melanesia (cat. nos. go-114). 3, 4-5, 7, 

12, 20, 1ogn.1, 111 , 112, 151-g5, 1g7, 265, 
285. See also specific peoples and objects 

ew Britain (cat. nos. go-g3; figs. 3g , 48, 
4g). 10, 20, 114 , 114 , 115, 151 , 153-58, 
155, 157, 158 

New Caledonia (cat. nos. 112-14; figs. 58, 

5g), 5. 18, 151 , 152, 1go-g5, 191 , 193 
New Ireland (cat. nos. g4--g6; figs. g, 50 , 

51), 3. 12, 12, 18, 20, 151-52, 15g-63, 
160, 163 

Solomon Islands (cat. nos. g7-104 ; figs. 

52-54). 4. 5. 5. 11 , 20, 111, 151 , 152, 
163-76, 167, 171, 176 

Vanuatu (cat. no. 105-11 ; figs. 55-57). 3, 
5. 18, 2111.18, 151, 152, 176-8g, 178, 
181 , 183 

Island Southeast Asia (cat. nos. 115-57), 3, 4. 8, 
10-11, 20-21 , 10gn.1, 1g7-263, 265, 266, 
285. See also Indonesia; specific peoples 
and objects 

Nicobar Islands (cat. nos. 156, 157), 1g7, 
262-63 



Philippines (cat. nos. 14g-52), 11, 12, 1g7, 

253-57, 258, 265, 266 
Taiwan (cat. nos. 153-55), 1g7, 258-61 
Timor-Leste (East Timor; cat. nos. 143-45), 

1g7, 244-47 
lsneg people (cat. no. 152; fig . 72), 256-57, 257 

itara (cat. nos. 144, 145), 246-47 
itrir, 26g 

ivory, 1g7, 252. See also whale ivory 
iwika and iwipot, 262-63 

jaki-ed (cat. no. 165; fig. 76}, 10, 264, 266, 276, 

276-77, 277 
Japan, 206 
Jara heda (fig. 67), 234-36, 235 
Java (cat. no. 130), 1gg, 204, 214 , 216, 218, 

220-21 , 233 , 236, 243 
Jensen , Lucia , 318 
jewelry. See personal ornaments 
jovo (cat. no. 113; fig. 5g), 152, 192, 1g2-g3, 193 

Kabiterau village, ew Guinea (cat. no. 12), 43 , 

43-44 
kaiaimuru (cat. no. 7g), 12g. 129 
kalambagi (cat. no. 124; fig. 62), g, 211, 213 , 213 

kamana (cat. no. 35), 73. 73 
Kam bot (Tin Dama) people (cat. nos. 52 , 53; 

fig. 34), 20 , g2-g5, 93 
Kambrambo village, New Guinea , g1 
Kamehameha II , King, 316 
Kaminimbit village, ew Guinea (cat. no. 42), 

83 
Kamoro (Mimika) people (cat. no. 8), 37-38 
Kanak peoples (cat. nos. 112-14; figs. 58 , 5g), 

18, 152, 1go-g5, 191 , 193 

Kanduanum village, New Guinea (cat. no. 57), 

9g 
Kaniet Islands (cat. no. 170), 265, 282, 283 
kapkap (cat. no. 67; fig. 37), 111 , 111-12, 112, 175 
kapurei (cat. no. go), 151, 153, 153-54 

kara (cat. no. 83; fig. 45), 20, 134-37, 135 , 137 
Kararau village, ew Guinea (cat. no. 38 ; fig . 

32), 77, 80 , 81 

Karawari people (cat. no. 25), 20, 60-61 
kareau (cat. no. 156), 262 , 262-63 
kare u ta (cat. no. 114), 152, 194 , 1g4- g5, 195 

Kari ' i (fig. 47), 146 
kava , 2go-g1 
kawa rigit (cat. no. 37 ; fig . 30), 75, 75-76, 76 
Kayan people (cat. nos. 132, 133; fig . 66), 

223-27, 225 
kelemui (cat. no. 65), 108-g, 109 

keno (cat. no. 75), 122, 122 
Kenyah people (cat. nos. 132, 133; fig. 66), 

223-27, 225 
Keram River (cat. nos. 52-54), g2-g6 
Kerema village, New Guinea (fig . 42), 128 
Kerewa people (cat. no. 76 ; fig . 41), 123, 

123-25, 126, 12g 
Kesoko, 170 
Khowibwangem, Mme, 191 
ki'i, 316 , 317n-4 . 318 
Kilenge people (fig. 3g), 114 , 114-15, 151 
Kirchner, Ernst Ludwig (1880-1g38), 18 
Kiriwina Island , 121 
Kisar Island (cat. no. 147), 24g-50 
Kiwai people (cat. nos. 81 , 85; fig . 43), 130, 

131-32, 132, 138-3g 
klau or kliau (cat. no. 133), g, 226, 227 
Kngwarreye, Emily Kame (ca . 1g10-1gg6), 15 
knife sheaths (cat. no. 155), 9, 261 , 261 
kobo (fig. 28), 68, 69 , 69 
koi, 126 
kokorra (fig. 52), 163, 165, 167, 167nn.2, 3 
kolopeo , 1og 

Komindimbit village, ew Guinea (cat. no. 42), 

83 
Kominimung people, 100, 101 
Kongel (fig. 8), 9 
Kopar people (cat. nos. 55 , 56). g7-g8 

kora ulu (cat. no. 148; fig. 70), 250-53, 251 , 253 
Korewori River (cat. nos. 21-25), 6, 55-61, go 
kor nganap, 46 
Korogo village, ew Guinea (fig. 4), 7, 7 
korombo (figs. 25 , 27), 62 , 63 , 67 
korwar (cat. no. g), 7, 18, 38-3g , 39 , 41 
Kosrae, 274 
kotiate , 311 
kotue (cat. no. 184), 305- 6, 306 

krar (cat. no. 83 ; fig. 45), 20 , 134-37, 135 , 137 
ku/a , 118-1g, 122 
ku/ap (cat. no. g6 ; fig . 51). 151 , 162 , 162-63, 163 

ku/au dance (fig. 4g), 156, 157 

Kulumbowi , 74 
Kunggandyi people (fig . 47), 146 

Kununurra , Australia (fig. 12). 15 

Kwaguse, 82 
Kwa 'lung'gei village, ew Guinea , 74 
Kwanga people (cat. no. 26), 61 
Kwoiam, 136 
Kwoma people (cat. no. 33), 68 , 70 
Kyaka Enga people, 46 

Lake Sentani (cat. nos. 12, 13; fig. 21), 43-44, 44 

Lampung (cat. nos. 127-2g), 21, 215-20 
La Perouse. Jean-Fran<;oise Galoup, comte de, 

315 
Lapila peoples (figs. 2, 3), 4-5 , 5, 151 , 265, 286 
/au hada (cat. no. 140; fig. 68), g, 238- 40, 239, 

242 
lawo butu or lawo ngaza (cat. no. 139), 9, 

236-38, 237 
leaves (figs. 37, 43 , 51 , 66), 10, 112 , 132, 162, 163 , 

223, 225, 245. See also cat. nos. 3, g1 
lei niho pa/aoa (cat. no. 1g4; fig . 80}, g, 286, 

318 , 318- 1g, 319 
le op (cat. no. 84), 20 , 134- 37, 136 

Jerlo/, 24g 
Leti Island (cat. no. 146), 24 -4g 
lewa (cat. no. 64 ; fig. 35,, 107, 107-8, 108 

ligale headdresses fig. 44. 133 , 133- 34 
Liholiho, King, 316 
Lili ha (fig. 80), 319 

lime containers (cat. no. 47), 86 , 86-87, 105 
lime spatulas (cat. nos. 46 , 73. 75 ; fig . 33). 86 , 

86-87, 87, 105, 120, 120, 122, 122 
lizard imagery, 44 , 205, 238, 322 
lizard man figures (cat. no. 1g7), 31g , 321-22, 

322 
loom weaving, g, 230, 232 , 266, 274 
for (cat. no. g3). 158, 158 

lost-wax process, 209 
Loli , Pierre (Louis-Marie-Julien Viaud ; 

1850-1g23), 17 
Louisiade Archipelago (cat. no. 73), 120 
Loyalty Islands, 1go 
Luangku , 233 
Lum ban Gaol , Arna Batu holing (fig. 61), 209 
Lum ban Gaol , Isaak (fig . 61), 209 

Luzon Island (cat. nos. 151, 152), 255- 57 

Mabuiag Island (cat. no. 83 ; fig. 46), 134-37, 

139 
Magalhaes, Fernao de (Ferdinand Magellan; 

ca. 1480-1521), 266 
Magamoag, 258 
maghe (fig. 56), 178n.8, 17g, 180-82, 181 

maghe ne hivir or maghe ne noun (cat. no. 107; 
fig . 56), 152, 180 , 180-82, 181 

ma hevehe (fig . 42), 126-28, 128 

mai masks (cat. no. 40; figs. 4, 31 ), 7, 7g-81 , Bo, 
81 

Makereti , 313 
malagan (cat. nos. g4 , g5; fig. 50), 3, 18, 20, 

150 , 151-52, 159 , 15g-61 , 160 

Malaita Island (cat. no. 103), 174 
Malakula Island (cat. nos. 1og- 11), 176, 182, 

184-8g 

Malaysia (cat. nos. 134, 135), 1g7, 1g8, 228-29 
male figures : 

Mangarevan (cat. no. 177), 20, 286, 2g4 , 
295, 31g 

from ew Guinea (cat. nos. 22 , 23, 54 , 61, 
7g), 6, 55-58 , 56, 57, 5g , g6, 96, 104 , 
104-5, 12g, 129 

Nicobarese (cat. no. 156), 262 , 262- 63 
Rapa Nui (cat. no. 1g5), 286, 31g-20, 320, 

323 
male initiation rites (figs. 25, 26), 60-63, 63, 

64, 65 , 66, 67, 71 , 72n-4 , 85, 86, 8g , 113, 
114-15, 133, 134, 136, 163-64 

Malingai village, New Guinea fig. 30), 76 
malita kandimbwag (cat. no. 61), 104 , 104-5 
1alo, David , 316 , 317n .5, 318 

malu boards (cat. no. 34), 20, 22 , 71, 71-72 
Maluku Tenggara (Molucca Islands; cat. nos. 

146-48}, 11, 12, 1g7, 247-53 
mamuli (cat. no. 142), 1g8, 243 , 243-44 
mana , 8, 286, 2g6, 301, 312, 313, 314 , 315, 316 
Mana , Ben , 1og 
Mangal , Pita , 101 
Mangareva (cat. no. 177). 2g4-g5, 31g 
mani (cat. no. 11), g, 42 , 42 
1anus Island , 108, 110, 111 

manyan (cat. no. 50), go, 90 
Maohi ahitian) people (cat. nos. 178, 17g), 

2g6-g8, 301 
Maori people (cat. nos. 188-g1 , figs. 7, 1oa, 13), 

6, 8, 10 , 13 , 15, 16, 3og-15 
marae (fig. 79), 8, 301 , 302 , 302 , 315 , 316 
Maramasike Island , 174 
marapu, 243 
Mariana Islands, 11 , 12. 265, 266 
Marquesas Islands (cat. nos. 184-87). 11 , 17, 18, 

285, 305-g 
marremarre /age/ag cat. nos. 167, 168), 9, 266, 

279, 27g-80 
marriage rites (figs. 64 , 78}, 66, 88, 115, 120. 

218, 219 , 220, 221 , 240. 243 , 293 
Marshall Islands (cat. nos. 165-6g; fig. 76), 265, 

276, 276-81 
Marua (Woodlark) Island (cat. nos. 72 , 74), 

118-1g, 121-22 
masi kesa (cat. no. 176; fig . 78), g, 17, 286, 292 , 

2g2-g4 , 293 
masks: 

from Island 1elanesia (cat. nos. g3, g7, 111, 
112; fig. 58), 151 , 152, 158, 158, 163 , 

163- 64 , 188, 189, 190, 1go-g1 , 191 

Kenyah/ Ka an (cat. no. 132; fig . 66), 223-25, 
224 , 225 , 226 

Micronesian, 266 
from ew Guinea (cat. nos. 3, 2g, 40, 51 , 55 , 

58 , 63 , 64 , 6g , 78 , 83 , 84 ; figs. 4. 18, 
26, 32, 35, 42, 45), 7, 30 , 30-31 , 31, 65 , 
65- 66, 7g-81 , 80 , 81 , 91 , 91, g7, 97, 
100, 100 , 106, 106, 107, 107-8, 108, 

114 , 114-15, 126-28, 127, 128, 134-37, 

135-37, 151 
Timorese (cat. no. 143 ; fig . 6g), 244 , 244-45, 

245 
Massim region (cat. nos. 72-75), 118-22 
Matankol people (cat. nos. 65 , 67; fig. 36), 

108-g, 110 , 111-12 
maternity mats (cat. no. 163), 10, 266, 275 , 275 
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Matisse, Henri (1869-1954), 18 
Matta (Roberto Matta Echaurren ; 1911-2002; 

fig. 16), 18, 19 
Ma'u-funga village, Tongatapu (fig. 8), 11 
mawa' (cat. no. 137), g, 233-34, 234 
Mbanua village, Ndende Island (fig . 54), 176 
Medina , New Ireland (fig. 50). 160 
Mekmek people, 60 
Melanesia, 3, 4, 12, 17, 20, 2rn.1, 197, 283. See 

also Island Melanesia ; New Guinea 
Mel pa people, 46 
Melville, Herman (1819-1891), 17 
Mendi people (fig. 6). 9 
men 's (ceremonial) houses, 7-8, 23-24 

Belauan (fig. 74), 266, 267-68, 268 
Big Nam bas, 184 
in New Guinea (figs. 4, 17, 19, 25, 27, 30, 34), 

7. 23-24, 25-26, 29, 30, 33-34, 34 . 37. 
38 , 53- 54 , 62 , 63, 64, 67, 75-76, 76, 
77, 78, 83 , 92 , 93 , 94. 96, 101, 102-3, 
106, 112- 13, 123, 128, 129, 130, 132 

mere pounamu (cat. no. 190), g, 311 , 312-13, 313 
metalwork (cat. no. 120; fig. 61 ), 10, 198, 

199nA, 207, 207-9, 209. See also gold 
Micronesia (cat. nos. 158-71), 3. 4-5, 8, 12, 

2rnn. 1, g, 109n.1, 197, 259, 265-83. See 
also specific peoples and objects 

Belau (cat. nos. 158, 159), 8, 20, 265, 266, 
267-69 

Caroline Islands (cat. nos. 160-62), 11 , 265, 
266, 270- 74 

Kaniet Islands (cat. no. 170), 265, 282, 283 
Marshall Islands (cat. nos. 165-69), 265, 

276- 81 
Nauru (cat. nos. 163, 164). 265, 275-76 
Wuvulu or Aua Island (cat. no. 171), 265, 

266, 283 
Mimika (Kamoro) people (cat. no. 8), 37- 38 
Minangkabau people (cat. nos. 125, 126; fig. 

63). 214- 15, 215 
Mindimbit village, New Guinea (cat. no. 41 ; fig . 

33). 82 , 87 
mindja (cat. no. 32), 68-69, 69 
Minjemtimi , 74-75 
Misima Island (cat. no. 73), 120 
missionaries. See Christianity and Christian 

missionaries 
moai (fig. s). 6, 8, 8, 17, 18, 285, 319 
moai papa (cat. no. 196), 320-21 , 321 
moai tangata (cat. no. 195), 286, 319-20, 320, 

323 
Mobul , 92 
Modernist movement, 18 
moguru, 129 
moko (cat. no. 197), 319 , 321- 22, 322 
Mokumanamana (Necker Island ; cat. no. 192), 

6, 315, 315-16 
Molucca Islands. See Maluku Tenggara 
Morakau , 104 
Morobe district (cat. no. 14), 45-47 
Morrison, James, 299, 3oon.1 
mortars and pestles, 45 

betel-nut mortars (cat. no. 62), 105, 105 
Mortlock Islands, 266 
Mouly, Father Delmas, 294 
Mountain Ok (cat. no. 17). 50 , 50--51 
Mount Hagen region (cat. no. 15), 45- 47 
mulgani (cat. no. 89), g, 148, 149 
Mundugumor (Biwat) people (cat. nos. 48-51), 

46 , 88-91 , 99 
munkuris (cat. no. 72), g, 118, 118-19 
Mu nu village, New Guinea (cat. no. 1), 25-26 
Murik people (cat. nos. 61 , 62), 97, 103, 104-5 
murup (cat. no. 61 ), 104, 104-5 
Museum of Primitive Art, New York, 18-20 

musical instruments: 
boomerangs, 147 
drums (cat. no. 181 ; fig. 79), 20, 301 , 301- 2, 

302 
flutes, 89 , 92-93 
flute stoppers (cat. nos. 48, 49), 45-46, 88, 

88- 89, 89, go 
slit gongs (cat. nos. 42, 105; fig . 55), 58, 83, 

83, 152, 176-78, 177, 178 
Mussau Islands (fig. 3), s. 5 
musu musu (cat. no. 100; fig . 53), g, 152, 170 , 

170-71 , 171 , 172 

naga , 207, 255 
nagega, 119 
Nage people (cat. no. 138; fig . 67). 234-36, 235 
Nalawan , 188 
Nalo, Joe, 109 
Narubutau , 119, 122 
Nauru (cat. nos. 163, 164), 265, 275- 76 
nausung (fig . 39), 114 , 114-15 
nautilus shells. See cat. nos. 99 , 100, 139 
naven , 87 
navigational charts (cat. no. 169), 265, 280-81 , 

281 
ndam pisuwe (cat. no. 4), 32 , 32 
Ndao, 243 
ndat, 30 
Ndende Island (fig. 54), 176 
Necker Island . See Mokumanamana 
necklaces (cat. nos. 124, 194; figs. 62 , 80), g, 

211 , 213 , 213, 286, 318, 318-19, 319 
neck ornaments, warrior's (cat. no. 66; fig . 36), 

110, 110- 11 
Nenumbo Site, Reef Islands, Solomon Islands 

(fig . 2), s. 5 
Nevimbumbaau . 188 
New Britain (cat. nos. go--g3; figs. 39 , 48, 49), 

10, 20, 114, 114 , 115, 151 , 153-58, 155, 
157, 158 

New Caledonia (cat. nos. 112-14; fi gs. 58, 59). 
s. 18, 151 , 152, 190--95, 191 , 193 

New Georgia (cat. nos. 99-101 ), 168-72, 173 
New Guinea (cat. nos. 1- 85), 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 12, 17, 

20, 23- 139, 151 , 197. See also specific peo
ples 

Admiralty Islands (cat. nos. 65-67). 108-12 
Cenderawasih (Geelvink) Bay region (cat. 

nos. g, 10), 38-41 
Eastern Highlands (cat. no. 16), 47-50 
Lake Sentani (cat. nos. 12, 13), 43- 44 
Massim region (cat. nos. 72-75). 118- 22 
Morobe district (cat. no. 14). 45-47 
Mount Hagen region (cat. no. 15), 45-47 
northern coast (cat. nos. 68-71), 114-17 
Papuan Gulf region (cat. nos. 76- 82). 

123-34 
Sepik region (cat. nos. 17-64), 50- 108. See 

also Sepik peoples 
Siane people (cat. no. 16), 47-50 
southwestern coast (cat. nos. 1- 8), 25-38 
Torres Strait Islander people (cat. nos. 

83-85), 134-39 
Wakde-Yamna region (cat. no. 11), 42 

New Ireland (cat. nos. 94-96; figs. g, so, 51), 3, 
12, 12 , 18, 20,151-52, 159- 63 , 160 , 163 

New Zealand , 15, 285. See also Aotearoa 
'nga (cat. no. 73), 120, 120 
Ngada people (cat. no. 139), 236-38 
Ngadju people (cat. no. 131), 222-23 
Nggela (Florida) Islands. 168, 170 
nggwalndu (cat. no. 27 ; figs. 25, 27). 61 , 62 , 

62-63, 63 , 66, 67, 67 
nguzu nguzu (cat. no. 100; fig. 53), g, 152, 170, 

170-71, 171 , 172 
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Nias Island (cat. nos. 122-24), 210--13 
Nicobar Islands (cat. nos. 156, 157). 197, 262- 63 
nieded (cat. no. 165; fig . 76). 10, 264 , 266, 276, 

276-n 211 
nifato-fato or ni'ohalagae (cat. no. 124; fig . 62), 

g, 211 , 213, 213 
Nimangki , 188 
Ninigo Islands, 265, 283 
Nissan Island , 163, 164, 165 
Niue, 285 
Nolde, Emil (1867-1956), 18 
no'oanga (cat. no. 183), 304-5 , 305 
Norma (fig . 47), 146 
Norton, Benjamin H., 315 
nose ornaments (figs. 37, 54), 112 , 134, 176 
noukwi, 68 
Nukuma people (cat no. 32). 68-69, 70 
Nuku-Te-Apiapi , Aotearoa (fig. 7). 10 

oa ha/an headdresses (fig . 40), 116, 116 
Oceania : 

aesthetic standards in , 6 
artistic activity in , 10--11 
decorative arts in , 9-10 
exploration and settlement of, 3-5, 2rn .9, 

23 , 151 , 197, 285 
geographic and stylistic regions of, 3 
Metropolitan Museum's collection of works 

from, 18-21 
oldest surviving works from (cat nos. 14, 15; 

figs. 1-3, s), 4, 4, 5, s- 6, 8, 45 , 45-47, 
46 

religious aspects of art in , 6- 8 
renaissance of arts and cultures of, 15-16, 

286-87 
Western art and culture influenced by, 

16-18 
Western exploration and colonization of, 

11- 16, 24, 152, 195, 197, 198, 266, 286, 
301 , 302n.2 

Olal village, Ambrym Island (fig . 56), 181 
Omadesep village, ew Guinea (cat no. 2; fig. 

17). 26-29 , 29 
Omang, Beta, 99 
Ono Niha people (cat nos. 122- 24 ; fig . 62), 

210--13, 211 
opercula , 161 
origin traditions, 7, 25, 26, 61 , 82 , 141-42, 221 , 

309 
ornaments. See canoes-prow ornaments; per

sonal ornaments 
'Oro (cat no. 178), 286, 296, 296-97 
Orokolo village, New Guinea (cat no. 78). 

126-28 
osa'osa (cat. no. 123), 198, 211-12, 212 
Ot Danum people (cat no. 131), 222-23 
owasa , 210, 211 , 213 

Paa I en , Wolfgang (1905 or 1907-1959), 18, 98 
paddles: 

canoe (cat no. 98), 96, 165 , 165-67, 166, 303 
dance (cat nos. 182, 198), 286, 303 , 303-4, 

323,323 
pahu (cat no. 181). 20, 301 , 301-2, 302 
Pai ' ia 'a village, New Guinea (cat no. 76). 

123-25 
paintings (fig . 8). 11 

Aboriginal rock art (fig. 1). 4, 4, 8, 141 , 143 
bark, Aboriginal (cat no. 86), 141 , 142, 143 , 

143-44 
Kam bot (cat no. 53). 8, 94-95, 95 

Paiwan people (cat nos. 154, 155; fig. 73), 
259-61 , 260 

pakiri mbo/a, 240 
palepai maju (cat no. 127), 215-16, 216 



Paluan people, 10S 
Palu Toraja people, 233 
Pantjapong, 106 

papafita (cat. no. 103), 1s2, 174, 174 

papahou (cat. no. 1g1). 284 , 314 , 314- 1s 
Papua New Guinea , 23, 24 , 1s1 , 26s 
Papuan Gulf region (cat. nos. 76-S2), 123-34 
Para-Micronesia (cat. nos. 170, 171), 26s, 

2S2-S3 
pare (fig . 7), 10 

Parkinson , Richard, 163, 2S3 
Parkinson , Sydney (fig . 1oa), 13 

parpanggalahan (cat. no. 117). 1gS, 203, 203 
parrying shields (cat. no. Sg). g, 14S, 149 
pataho, 222 

patola, 240-42 
pa tu (cat. no. 1go), g, 312-13, 313 

pearl shell (cat. nos. 1s2, 173, 1Ss; figs. 72 , 77). 
g, 112n.2, 2s6-s7, 257. 2S6, 288 , 

2SS-Sg, 289, 306-7, 307 
pendants (cat. nos. 67, 103, 142, 163, 167, 16S; 

fig . 37), g, 10, 111 , 111-12, 112, 1s2. 174, 
174, 1gS, 243, 243-44, 266, 27s , 275, 279, 
27g-So, 2S7 

pepadon, 216 
perminangken (cat. no. 11g), 1gS, 206, 206-7 
personal ornaments, g, 1g7, 1gS, 2S7, 2SS 

gold (cat. nos. 124-26, 142; figs. 62 , 63), g, 
1gS,211, 213 , 213,214, 214-1s, 215 , 

243 , 243-44 
from Island Melanesia (cat. nos. 102-4; 

fig . S4), 111 , 1s2, 173-76, 173- 76 
from Island Southeast Asia (cat. no. 1s2; 

fig. 72), 2s6-s7, 257 
from Micronesia (cat. nos. 167, 16S), g, 266, 

279 , 27g-So 
from New Guinea (cat. nos. so , ss, 66, 67 ; 

figs. 36-3S). 24 , go, 90 , g7, 97, 110 , 

110-13, 111-113, 134 
from Polynesia (cat. nos. 173, 1Ss, 1S6, 1g1 , 

1g4; figs. n So), g, 112n.2, 284, 2S6, 
288 , 2SS-Sg, 289 , 306-7, 307, 30S, 
308, 3og, 314, 314-1s, 318, 31S-1g,319 

peti, 22S 
Philippines (cat. nos. 14g- s2), 11 , 12, 1g7, 

2s3-s7, 2sS. 26s, 266 
Picasso, Pablo (1SS1-1g73), 1S 
pigment bowls (cat. nos. 43, 44). S4 , 84 

pigs, 24 , S4 , S7. 161 , 1So, 1S1 , 1SS 
pig skulls, 131 
pigs' tusks (fig. 3S), 113, 113 , 1n 1SS, 30S 
pig-trap sticks (cat. no. 134). 1gS, 228, 22S- 2g, 

229 
pipe bowls (cat. no. 1S7), 30S-g , 309 
pi pisuwe, 32 
Pitcairn Islands, 2Ss, 3oon.1 
plaitwork, g, 121 

Micronesian (cat. nos. 163-66; fig . 76), 10, 
266, 275-78 , 27s-7g 

Pol ynesian (cat. no. 17S), 2S6, 296, 2g6-g7 
plaques, shell (cat. no. 102). 173, 173 

platters (cat. no. 106), 17g, 179 
p'naret (cat. no. 109), S, 1S4, 185 

Pohnpei (cat. no. 162), 26s, 274 
Polynesia (cat. nos. 172-9S). 3, 4-5 , 6, 7, S, 9, 

11 , 12, 14, 20, 21 , 1s1 , 1g7, 2sg , 26s, 
2Ss-323 

Aotearoa (New Zealand ; cat. nos. 1SS-g1), s. 
6, S, 12, 2Ss, 2SA 3og-1s 

Austral Islands (cat. nos. 17g-S2), 2g7-304 
Cook Islands (cat. no. 1S3), 2Ss, 304-s 
Fiji (cat. nos. 173-76), s. 12, 2Ss, 2S7, 

2SS-g4 
Hawai 'i (cat. nos. 1g2-94; fig. 1oc). s, 13 , 

2Ss, 2S7, 3oon .s, 31s-1S, 31g 

Mangareva (cat. no. 177), 2g4-gs, 31g 
Marquesas Islands (cat. nos. 1S4-S7), 11 , 17, 

1S, 2Ss, 3os-g 
Rapa Nui (Easter Island ; cat. nos. 1gs-gS; 

figs. s. 1ob), s, 6, S, 8, 13 , 17, 1S, 2rn .3, 
2osn.1 , 2Ss, 31g-23 

Tahiti (cat. nos. 17S, 17g), 16, 17, 2rn.1S, 2Ss, 
2g6-gS, 3oonn.1 , 7, 301 , 302 , 302 

Tonga (cat. no. 172). s. 12, 2Ss, 2S7-SS, 2g1 , 

319 
Pomare I, King, 2gS 
Pomare II , King, 2g7, 2gS 
Pombia village, New Caledonia (fig . S9), 193 
Pondoken , 110 
porilonjong (cat. no. 136), g, 196, 232 , 232- 33 
porpoise-bone figures (fig. 3), s. 5 
Porter, Captain David, 30S 
Portuguese explorers, 11-12, 266 
powder horns (cat. no. 117), 1gS, 203, 203 

Prado y Tovar, Don Diego de, 134 
praying mantis, 26 , 32 , 1s3, 1s4n.2 
prows, prow boards, and prow ornaments. See 

canoes 
pua ' kumbu ' (cat. no. 13s), g, 230, 231 

Puang Matua , 234 
pukpuk, 206, 207n .3 
puppets (cat. nos. 11s, 116; fig . 60), 1gg- 202, 

200-202 
Purari people , 126 
pustaha (cat. no. 11S), 203, 204 , 204- s, 205, 206 

Ra ' iatea, 2g7 
Ra ' ivavae (cat. nos. 1S1 , 1S2), 301- 4 
Raja Laut, 22g 
rat (cat. no. 166), 10, 266, 278, 279 
Ramu River (cat. no. 60), 102-3 
rapa (cat. no. 19S), 303, 323 , 323 
Rapa ui (Easter Island ; cat. nos 19s-gS; figs. 

s. 1ob), s. 6, S, 8, 13 , 17, 1S, 2rn .3, 
2osn .1, 2Ss, 319- 23 

Rarotonga , 304n .4 
rattan , 226. See also cat. no. 127 
Ratu Tanoa Visawaqa (fig . 77), 289 
rebbilib (cat. no. 169), 26s , 2So-S1 , 281 

Reef Islands (fi g. 2), s. 5 

rei, 1s3 
Rekohu (Chatham Islands), 2Ss 
rhinoceros horn , 1g7 
rice deities (cat. no. 1s1), S, 1gS, 255, 2ss- s6 
rice rituals (fig . 66). 223, 225 
rock art : 

Aboriginal (fig. 1). 4, 4 , S, 141 , 143 
Rapa ui, 1S, 320 

rock-shelters (fig . 24), s6 , 56 , S7-sS 
Roemahorbo, Gajoes (fig . 60), 202 
Rogo, 294 
Romantic movement , 16, 17 
Romkun people (cat. no. sS), 100, 101 
Rongkong Toraja people (cat. no. 136), 232- 33 
rongorongo, 17, 2rn .3, 2osn .1 
Rousseau , Jean-Jacques (1712- 177S). 16 
Ruk-Ruk secret society (fig. s2). 167 
Rurutu (cat. no. 1So), 2gg- 300, 301 

Sabarl Island, 120, 121 
Sa 'dan Toraja people, 232 
safan, 2S, 30 , 31 
sago bowls (cat. no. 3s). 73, 73 
sago-palm petioles (cat. no. S3), g4-gs, 95 
samban (cat. no. 3g ; fig. 31). 78, 7S-79, 79 
Samoa , s. 17, 2rn .1S, 2Ss, 2SS, 2g1 , 293 
Sanio people (cat. no. 1S), s2 , 52 

Santa Ana Island , 174 
Santa Cruz Islands (cat. no. 104; fig. S4), s, 111 , 

1s1 , 17s-76, 176 

Santa Isabel Island (cat. no. g9). 16S-69, 170 
Sarawak (cat. nos. 134, 13s), 19S, 22S- 2g 
sashes (cat. no. 162), 274 , 274 
Satawan Island (cat. no. 160), 270- 71 
Savu, 243 
sawfish dance (fig . 4Sl. 137 

Sawos people (cat. nos. 34-36), 20, 71-7s 
Schmidt-Rotluff, Karl (1SS4-1g76), 1S 
Schouten Islands (cat. no. 64 ; fig . 3S). 107-S, 

108 

seats (cat. no. 123), 1gS, 211- 12, 212 , 216. See 
also stools 

SeGenun, 22S 
Sentani people (cat. nos. 12, 13). 43-44 
Sepik region (cat. nos. 17- 64), 46, so-10S 

Abelam people (cat. nos. 27-30; figs. 
2s-27), 61 , 62-67, 63 , 65 , 67, So 

Angoram people (cat. nos. s6 , S7), 73. 
9S- 99 

Bahinemo people (cat. nos. 1g, 20), 2 , 53 , 

S3-S4 . 90 
Biwat (Mundugumor) people (cat. nos. 

4S- s1). 46 , SS-g1 , gg 
Boiken people (cat. no. 63), 61 , So , 106 
latmul people (cat. nos. 37-47 ; figs . 4, 

2g-33), 7. 46 , 71, 72, 73. 7s-S7, 76, 79, 
81 , 87 

lnyai-Ewa people (cat. nos. 21-23; fig. 24), 

6, ss-sS, 56 
Kam bot (Tin Dama) people (cat. nos. s2, 53 ; 

fig. 34), 20, 92-gs, 93 
Karawari people (cat . no. 2s), 20, 60-61 
Kopar people (cat. nos. ss . s6), g7-gS 
Kwanga people (cat . no. 26), 61 
Kwoma, Nukuma , and Yasyin-Mayo peoples 

(cat. nos. 31-33; fig . 2S), 6S- 70 , 69 
lower Ramu River (cat. no. 60), 102-3 
Murik people (cat. nos. 61 , 62). 97, 103, 

104- s 
Nukuma people (cat . no. 32), 6S-69, 70 
Romkun , Breri , and lgana peoples (cat. nos. 

sS, sg), 100-101 
Sanio people (cat. no. 1S), s2 , 52 
Schouten Islands (cat. no. 64 ; fig. 35), 107- S, 

108 
Telefolmin people (cat. no. 17), 50, so-s1 
Yasyin-Mayo people (cat. no. 31), 6S-6g 
Yimam people (cat. no. 24), S4 , sS- s9 , 59. 

go 
shark 's teeth , 27s, 276, 304 
shells, 10, Srn.6 , 1s2, 170, 304 . See also pearl 

shell ; Tridacna shell ; turtle shell ; cat. 
nos. S4 , 79, 92, g9 , 100, 139, 140, 1g1 

Conus-shell rings (fig . 40), 116, 116 

shields, 9 
Aboriginal (cat. nos. S7, Sg ; fig . 47), g, 140 , 

144- 46, 145 , 146 , 14S, 149 
Kenyah / Kayan (cat. no. 133), 9, 226, 227 
from New Guinea (cat. nos. 7, 1S, 57), 36, 36, 

s2 , 52 , 99 , 99 
Solomon Island (cat. no. g9), 9, 20, 152, 16S, 

169 
"ship cloths," 216 
Si Adji Donda Hatahutan , 20S-9 
Siane people (cat. no. 16), 47-50 
Siassi Islands (cat. no. 6g), 114-15, 116, 117 
si gale-gale (cat. nos. 11s, 116; fig. 60), 199-202, 

200-202 
sikilowas, 6S, 6g , 70 
silk, 10, 216 , 21S 
silum (cat. no. 6S ; fig. 113), 112-13, 113 

singa, 19S, 207 
sipattal (cat. no. 1s2; fig . 72), 2s6-s7, 257 
siraha sa/awa or siraha nomo (cat. no. 122), 

19S, 210, 210-11 
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Si Tapi Radja Na Uasan, 208-9 
siye kon (cat. no. 106), 179, 179 
skirts, women's (cat. nos. 129, 139, 140, 165; 

figs. 64 , 68, 76), g, 10, 218-20, 219, 
236-40, 237, 239, 242, 264, 276, 276-77, 

277 
skull hooks (cat. no. 76; fig. 41 ), 20, 123 , 

123-25, 124 
sku 11 huts, 173 
skulls (fig . 73), 84, 126, 129, 173, 226, 260, 260, 

306 
wood heads as substitutes for (cat. no. 80), 

130 , 130-31 
slaves, 40, 213, 238, 240, 242n.17, 249 
slit gongs (cat. nos. 42, 105; fig . 55), 58 , 83, 83, 

152, 176-78, 177, 178 
snake imagery, 69 , 96 , 207, 252-53, 255, 

259-60, 261 
social status (fig. 56), 65-66, 152, 178n.8, 179, 

180-82, 181 , 184, 188, 194, 211, 213, 215, 
216 , 218, 220, 230, 240, 242, 247, 249, 
259, 286, 304, 318 

Society Islands (cat. nos. 178, 179), 6, 285, 

296-98, 302,303, 304,315 
Solomon Islands (cat. nos. 97-104; figs. 2, 

52-54), 4, 5, 5, 11 , 20, 111 , 151, 152, 
163-76, 167, 171 , 176 

Somerville, Boyle, 170 
Southeast Asia , 3-4 , 197. See also Island 

Southeast Asia 
Spanish explorers and missionaries, 11 , 12, 

266 
spear foreshafts (cat. no. 110), 9, 186, 186, 187 
spice trade, 11-12, 40, 197, 215, 218, 233 
spider imagery, 104, 238 
spiral motifs, 44, 71 , 109, 117, 126, 173, 1n 

252-53, 314 
spirit boards. See boards, ceremonial 

spirit canoes (cat. no. 5; fig . 19), 33 , 33-34 , 34 
Spondylus shell, 120 
Srivijaya empire (ca. A.D. 650-1400), 218 
staffs (cat. nos. 75, 120, 121 ; fig. 61 ), 122, 122, 

198, 206, 207-9, 207-9, 304n.3 
status. See social status 
stenciled patterns (fig . 78), 293, 293 
Stevenson, Robert Louis (1850-1894), 17, 21 , 

293 
stick charts (cat. no. 169), 265, 280-81 , 281 
stick gods (cat. no. 193), 286, 316-17, 317, 319 
stonework (cat. nos. 14, 15, 74, 123, 190, 192; 

fig. 5), 4, 6, 8, 8, 9, 10, 17, 18, 23 , 45 , 
45-47, 46, 121 , 121-22, 198, 211-12, 212, 
285, 312-13,313, 314 , 315 , 315-16, 319 

Stone, George Cameron, Bequest, 20 
stools. See also seats 

chief's (cat. no. 183), 304-5, 305 
debating (cat. no. 37 ; fig. 30), 75, 75-76, 76 

string winders (cat. no. 147), 198, 249-50, 250 
Suau Island (cat. no. 72), 118-19 
Sulawesi (cat. nos. 136, 137), 21 , 232-34 , 243 
Sulka people (cat. no. go), 151 , 152, 153- 54 
Sulu Archipelago (cat. nos. 149, 150), 253- 55 
Sumatra (cat. nos. 115-21 , 125-29), 21n.3, 

199-209, 202 , 213, 214-20 
Sumba Island (cat. nos. 140-42), 21 , 238-44 
sunduk (cat. nos. 149, 150; fig. 71), 253 , 253-55, 

254 
Sunuhu village, New Guinea (cat . no. 26), 61 
suque, 183 
surfing, 16, 2rn.18 
"Surrealist Map of the World " (fig . 15), 18, 19 
Surrealists, 18, 39 , 98 
suspension hooks (cat. nos. 39, 71; fig . 31), 78 , 

78-79, 79, 117, 117 
Tabar Islands, 16rn.22 

Tabeloho village, Nias Island (fig. 62), 211 

Tagula Island (cat. no. 73), 120 
tahiri (cat. nos. 179, 180), 20 , 286, 297, 

297-300, 299, 300 
Tahiti (cat. nos. 178, 179; fig. 79), 16, 17, 2rn.18, 

285, 296-98,3oonn. 1, 7,301,302,302 
Tain Mal , Chief (cat. no. 105), 176-78 
Tainmal , James, 178 
Taiwan (cat. nos. 153-55), 197, 258-61 
tajahan, 222 
taki (cat. no. 25), 20, 60, 60-61 
tale (cat. no. 113; fig . 59), 152, 192 , 192-g3, 193 
Talepakemalai , Mussau Islands (fig. 3), 5, 5 
tambaran kakao, 158 
tambe (cat. no. 104; fig. 54), 111 , 152, 175 , 

175-76, 176 
Tami Islands (cat. nos. 70 , 71), 114, 115-17 
Tami style, 115 
tampon (cat. no. 128), 9, 215-16, 217, 217-18 
Tanimbar Island (cat. no. 148), 250--53 
taningu, 240 
tanoa , 290--91 
tap (cat. no. 46 ; fig. 33), 86, 86-87, 87, 105 
tapa. See bark cloth 
tapis (cat. no. 129; fig. 64), 9, 218-20, 219 
tapu , 286 
Tasman, Abel Janszoon (1603?- ?1659; fig. 9), 

12, 12 
Tasmania , 12 
tattooing, g, 11 , 16, 2rn.18, 303 
taunamu (fig. 78), 293 
tekoteko (cat. no. 188), 8, 309-11 , 310 
Telefolmin people (cat. no. 17), 50 , 50- 51 
telum (cat. no. 68; fig . 113), 112-13, 113 
tema (cat. no. 104; fig . 54), 111 , 152, 175 , 

175-76, 176 
Te-Maputeoa , 294 
temes mbalmbal (cat. no. 111), 152, 188, 189 
tempayan , 222-23 
Tente village, New Guinea (fig . 6), 9 
tepatu (cat. no. 104; fig . 54), 111 , 152, 175, 

175-76, 176 
tetepeku (cat. no. 28), 64 , 64 
textiles, 9-10 , 20 , 21, 198, 256. See also bark 

cloth ; fiber arts 
Indian trade cloth , 197, 233, 234, 240- 42 
from Island Southeast Asia (cat. nos. 

127-30, 135-37, 139-41 ; figs. 64 , 65, 
68), 9. 215-21 , 216- 21 , 230, 231, 232 , 
232-34 , 234, 236-42, 237, 239, 241 , 
242 

Maori , 312 
from Micronesia (cat. no. 162), 266, 274 , 274 

Thailand , 206 
Thomas, Rover (ca. 1925-1998; fig. 12), 15, 15 
tiki: 

Mangarevan (cat. no. 177), 20 , 286, 294, 

295, 319 
in Maori objects, 309-11 , 312, 314-15 

in Marquesan objects, 305 , 307, 308, 309, 316 
tiki-star motif, 307 
Timor-Leste (East Timor; cat. nos. 143-45), 197, 

244-47 
Tin Dama (Kam bot) people (cat. nos. 52 , 53; 

fig . 34), 20, 92- 95, 93 
Tingou village, Admiralty Islands (fig. 37), 112 
Tin Mweleun (cat. no. 105), 176-78, 177 
tiye (cat. no. 18), 52 , 52 
Toba Batak people (cat. nos. 115-21 ; figs. 60 , 

61), 21n .3, 199-209, 202 , 209 
tobwatobwa , 121 
Tokelau , 285 
Tolai people (cat. no. 92 ; fig. 49), 156-57, 157, 

158 
To'Liman-Turalir, Julie, 158 
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toluk (cat. no. 159), 269 , 269 
tomok (cat. no. 153), 258, 258-59 
Tonga (cat . no. 172), 5, 12, 285, 287-88, 291 , 

319 
Tongatapu (fig. 8). 11 
to 'o (cat. no. 178), 286, 296, 296-97 
tor (cat. no. 162). 274 , 274 
Toraja people (cat. nos. 136, 137), 232-34 
Torres Strait Islander people (cat. nos. 83-85 ; 

fig . 45), 20, 134-39, 137 
totemic animals, plants, and spirits, 24 , 72, 78, 

94 , 127, 129, 132, 133-34, 136, 146 
toto isu (cat. no. 100; fig . 53), 9, 152, 170 , 

170-71 , 171 , 172 
trade. See exchange networks and trade 

treasure boxes (cat. no. 191), 284 , 314 , 314-15 
"tree of life" {fig . 64), 218, 219 
Tridacna shell : 

ornaments (cat. nos. 67, 103, 104, 167, 168; 
figs. 37, 54), 9, 111 , 111-12, 112, 152, 

174, 174 , 175 , 175-76, 176, 266, 279, 
279-80 

plaques (cat. no. 102), 173, 173 
rings (cat. no. 30 ; fig. 27), 66-67, 67 

Trobriand Islands, 119, 121 , 122 
tshambwan (cat. no. 39 ; fig. 31), 78, 78-79, 79 
tshambwan pauv, 71 
Tuamotu Islands, 304 , 315 
tunggal panaluan (cat. no. 121), 206, 207-9 , 

208 
tungkot malehat (cat. no. 120; fig. 61), 198, 207, 

207-9 , 209 
tuntun (cat. no. 134), 198, 228, 228-29, 229 
TO-nui-e-a-i-te-atua, 298 
Tupua 'i (cat. nos. 180, 182), 286, 299-300, 

302n .2, 303-4 
tupuna , 309-11 , 314 
Turama people (cat. nos. n 79), 125-26, 129, 

130 
turtles (cat. no. 175), 33, 131 , 290--91 , 291 
turtle shell (cat. nos. 67, 73, 104, 159, 185; figs. 

37, 54), g, 111 , 111-12, 112, 112n.2, 120, 
120, 134, 152, 175, 175-76, 176, 269, 269, 
306-7, 307 

tu rtle-shel I masks (cat. nos. 83 , 84 ; fig . 45), 

134-37, 135-37 
turuturu (cat. no. 189), 311 , 311-12 
Tuu-ko-ihu , 321 
Tuvalu , 285 

Ubuo'o village, New Guinea (fig. 41), 123 
uhikana (cat. no. 185), 9, 112n.2, 306-7, 307 
Ulawa Island, 174 
ulute (cat. no. 103), 152, 174, 174 
Umboi Island (cat. no. 69), 114-15 
'Umi , 318 
upa , 131 
Urama people, 126 
Urupo (fig. 75). 273 
Ussiai people (fig . 37), 108, 112 

Vanuatu (cat. nos. 105-11 ; figs. 55-57), 3, 5, 
18, 21n.18, 151 , 152, 176-89, 178, 181 , 
183 

Vella Lavella Island (fig . 53), 168, 170, 171 , 173 
Viaud, Louis-Marie-Julien {Pierre Loti ; 

1850-1923), 17 
Vietnam , 197, 206 
Vitiaz Strait , New Guinea, islands of, 114, 115, 

151 
Vorun, 259-60, 261 
vovoso, 173 
vunikau bulibuli vonotabua (cat. no. 174), 9, 

289-90, 290 
Vurvuru, Adi Litia (fig . 78), 293 



Wagu village, New Guinea (fig . 23). 54 , 54 
Waiben Island (fig. 45), 137 
Waitere, Tene (1854-1g31 ; fig. 7), 10 
wakahuia , 314 , 315n-4 
Wakde-Yamna region (cat. no. 11), 42 

waken (cat. no. 42), 74 , 78, 81, 83, 83 
walage, 107-8 
wale (cat. no. 63), 106, 106 
Wallis and Futuna, 285 
Wanim Island (cat. no. 73), 120 
Wapo Creek (cat. no. 80), 130-31 
Wara Wauwu (fig. 37), 112 
Wardaman people (fig. 1), 4, 4 
ware (cat. no. 63), 106, 106 
warfare, g, 14, 17, 54 , 57. 58 , 60 , 74, 78, 82 , 134, 

144, 171, 173, 226, 242, 245, 24g, 256. See 
also head-hunting; warriors ; weaponry 

Waropen (fig. 20), 41 
warriors (cat. nos. 66, 173; figs. 36 , 77), g, 84 , 

110, 110-11 , 286, 288, 288-8g, 289. See 
also weaponry 

washing blue, 63, 157, 188 
Washkuk Hills region (cat. nos. 31-33; fig . 28). 

68-70, 69 
water buffalo (cat. no. 117), 1g8, 1gg, 203, 203, 

20h 214 , 233, 234, 243 
weaponry, 20, 1g8, 266. See also shields; 

warriors 
boomerangs (cat. no. 88), 144, 147, 147-48 
clubs (cat. nos. 174, 1go), g, 28g-go, 290, 

311 , 312-13, 313 
daggers (cat. nos. 4, 26), 32 , 32, 61 , 61, 67 
powder horns (cat. no. 117), 1g8, 203 , 203 
spears (cat. no. 110), g, 186, 186, 187 

weather charms (cat. no. 161 ; fig. 75), 266, 

272-73, 273 
weaving pegs (cat. no. 18g}, 311 , 311-12 
Webber, John (1751-17g3; figs. 1oc, 7g}, 13 , 302, 

302 
wenena gerua (cat. no. 16), 47-50, 48, 49 
Whakarewarewa , Aotearoa (fig. 7), 10 
whale ivory (cat. nos. 172-74, 17g, 186, 187, 

1g4; figs. n 80) g, 20, 286-go, 287-90, 
297, 2g7-g8, 308, 308-g , 309, 314 , 318, 
318-1g, 319 

Williams, Rev. John (fig. 11), 14 
Williams, Thomas, 28g, 2g1 
Wilson , Captain James, 2g8 
witkurpag, 102-3 
Wogeo people (cat. no. 64; fig . 35), 107-8, 108 
women (fig . 10b), 8, 13 , 23, 36 , 152, 268n.1 , 

3og. See also female figures 
in fiber arts and textiles (fig . 8), 10, 11, 1g8, 

230, 236, 240, 266,276, 277, 286, 
2g2, 312 

garments for (cat. no. 130; figs_ 63 , 65), g, 
214 , 215, 220, 220-21, 221. See also 
skirts, women's 

maternity mats for (cat. no. 163}, 275 , 275 
valuables for (cat. no. 15g}, 26g, 269 

wood carving, 6, 10. See also specific objects 
Aboriginal. See cat. nos. 87-8g 
indigenous tools for, 148, 304 
in Island Melanesia. See cat. nos. go, g2-g5, 

g8, 100, 101 , 105-13 
in Island Southeast Asia . See cat. nos. 115, 

116, 118, 11g, 121, 122, 131-34, 138, 

143-51, 153-57 

in Micronesia. See cat. nos. 158, 160, 170, 171 
in ew Guinea . See cat. nos. 1-3, 5-13, 

16-25, 27, 28 , 31 , 32 , 34 , 36-52, 
54-66, 68-72, 74-77, 7g-82, 85 

in Po lynesia. See cat. nos. 174 , 175, 177. 178, 
180-84, 188, 18g, 1g1 , 1g3, 1g5-g8 

Woodlark (Marua) Island (cat. nos. 72, 74). 
118-1g, 121-22 

written languages, 3, 17, 2rn.3, 204, 205n.1 
wuramon (cat. no. 5; fig . 1g). 33, 33-34, 34 
Wuvulu Island (cat. no. 171), 265, 266, 283 

Yabim people (fig . 40), 116, 116 
Ya mas village, New Guinea (cat. no. 5), 33-34 , 34 
yamate (cat. no. 8}, 37, 37-38 
yam ceremonies (figs. 26, 28), 65 , 65-66, 

68-70, 69 
Ya mi people (cat. no. 153), 258-5g 
yam masks (cat. no. 2g ; fig . 26}, 65, 65-66 
Yamok village, ew Guinea (cat. no. 36), 74-75 
Yap (cat. no. 161), 265, 266, 272-73 
Yaraldi people, 148 
Yarrabah , Australia {fig . 47), 146 
Yasyin- 1ayo people (cat. no. 31), 68-6g 
yena (cat. nos. 31 , 33 ; fig . 28}, 68, 68-6g, 69, 

70, 70 
yene (cat. no. 146), 7, 1g8, 247-4g, 248, 250 
Yentschemangua village, New Guinea (cat. no. 

43), 84 
yeu (fig. 17), 25-26, 29, 30 
Yimam people (cat. no. 24), 54 , 58-5g, 59, go 
yipai pokumbu, 30 
yipwon cat. no. 24), 20, 54 . 58-5g, 59, go 
yua (cat. no. 30 ; fig. 27), 66-67, 67 
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