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                                                 Abstract 
       Oceania in the Museum: Changing Representations of Pacific Collections 

 

This thesis examines how the material culture of the Pacific has been represented in public 

museums. It considers such influential factors as ethnography, Eurocentrism and evolutionary 

theory, the New Museum Idea, European Primitivism, the concept of the temporary 

exhibition, decolonisation and the independence movement, the ‘new museology’, and the 

engagement of Pacific peoples in the ongoing story of how their cultural heritage is exhibited 

and represented.  

      An original contribution to knowledge offered by this thesis is the analysis of the  

changing representations of the Pacific within the context of how other non-European 

cultures, Africa in particular, have been represented by museums. Related to this is a 

comparison of changing museological attitudes towards Pacific and other collections, 

previously categorised as ethnography, and how they have impacted on the exhibiting of 

these cultures.  

      This study examines Pacific material from the time it was first known to have entered a 

museum, in Britain, in the early eighteenth century. It considers how and why Pacific cultural 

material was sought and gathered in the first instance, the responses to it in the metropole 

and, in particular, the manner in which it was exhibited to the public. It draws on both 

published and unpublished museum archives, reports and exhibition catalogues, and 

incorporates significant primary research alongside an analysis of critical museological 

writing and discourses by a range of leading writers and commentators, including James 

Clifford, Tony Bennett, Nicholas Thomas, Sally Price, Sidney Moko Mead and Paul Tapsell.  

      Key events and institutions which either pioneered or typified significant developments 

relating to the public display of Pacific collections, in the form of both temporary and 

‘permanent’ exhibitions, are identified and examined. The institutions discussed in detail 

include the Auckland War Memorial Museum and the British Museum – the one located 

within the Pacific, and the other qualifying as the earliest and most important beneficiary of 

cultural material collected in that region. The focus on exhibitions also recognises the 

significance of certain individual artworks which have illustrated aspects of the processes 

under examination. These include the sculptures Kave (from Nukuoro, Caroline Islands, 

collection of the Auckland War Memorial Museum), A’a (from Rurutu, Austral Islands, 

collection of the British Museum) and the monumental Hoa Hakananai‘a (from Rapa Nui, 
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Easter Island, collection of the British Museum). At the same time this study acknowledges 

the initiatives of selected collectors, museum directors, anthropologists, ethnographers and 

exhibition curators who have contributed to the changing representations of the Pacific, since 

material culture from the region first went on exhibition in a public museum some 240 years 

ago.  
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                                             INTRODUCTION 

 

While a small number of objects from the Pacific are known to have reached Europe in the 

late seventeenth century, the main traffic in such material began in earnest with the voyages 

of James Cook. This thesis argues that there have been three major developments 

fundamental to the changing representations and display of Pacific collections within 

museums. The first of these is that changes regarding the exhibiting of Pacific collections 

need to be examined in relation to the treatment of other indigenous and non-Western 

collections, in particular those from Africa. The second important factor has been the key role 

played by the temporary, or special, exhibition, beginning in the early decades of the 

twentieth century. Coinciding with the emergence of European Primitivism, such short-term 

events can be seen as a development of the popular national and international exhibitions of 

the previous century. Central to Tony Bennett’s Exhibitionary Complex, these opened up 

collections of foreign objects to ‘more public contexts of inspection and visibility’.1 

Temporary exhibitions now provided opportunities for objects from the Pacific – and other 

non-European cultures - to be removed from their usual museological surroundings and 

presented as art objects rather than ethnographic specimens. The third important factor 

analysed in this study is the increasing awareness and acknowledgement, beginning in the 

late twentieth century, of the engagement of Pacific source communities and indigenous 

peoples in the determination of how their own cultural traditions are to be represented within 

museums. 

      Elaborating on Michel Foucault’s analysis of the asylum, the clinic and the prison as 

‘institutional articulations of power and knowledge relations’, Douglas Crimp suggested that 

‘another such institution of confinement’, the museum, was ripe for consideration. Extending 

this, Tony Bennett has related the emergence of the art museum to that of a wider range of 

institutions – museums of history and natural science, dioramas and panoramas, national and 

international exhibitions, arcades and department stores. He describes these as ‘linked sites 

for the development and circulation of new disciplines’, among them anthropology, which is 

of fundamental interest to this thesis. But whereas the asylum, clinic and prison were 

associated with confinement, the nineteenth-century museum opened its doors to the general 

public, and was therefore an institution of exhibition and a purveyor of knowledge. Bennett 

has identified an Exhibitionary Complex, which developed from the late eighteenth to the 

mid-nineteenth century and represented the transfer of collections from the ‘enclosed and 
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private domains in which they had previously been displayed (but to a restricted public) into 

progressively more open and public arenas’.2 This allowed the people, ‘en masse rather than 

individually … to become the subjects rather than the objects of knowledge’.3 Bennett has 

noted that the museum’s new conception as an instrument of public instruction envisaged it 

as ‘an exemplary space in which the rough and the raucous might learn to civilise themselves 

by modelling their conduct on the middle-class codes of behaviour to which museum 

attendance would expose them’.4 In other words, new exhibitionary forms ‘simultaneously 

[ordered] objects for public inspection and [ordered] the public that inspected.’5 

      This thesis develops and extends Bennett’s concept of the Exhibitionary Complex with 

regard to the representation of the material culture of the Pacific in public museums, from the 

time it first entered those institutions – in particular the British Museum, in the late eighteenth 

century – to the present, focusing on particular case studies. The primary concern is not 

Pacific material culture as such, but the various ways in which it has been exhibited and 

presented to the public. This process is illustrated by a selection of key institutions, with 

emphasis on the British Museum and the Auckland War Memorial Museum, and also 

including others from England, Europe, the United States and the Pacific region.  

 

By the mid-nineteenth century, Pacific collections were held in leading public museums in 

England, Germany, France, the United States and New Zealand. These institutions were 

variously museums of natural history, science, ethnology or ethnography, where non-

European collections fell within the ambit of anthropology, a relatively new science which 

Bennett credits with playing a crucial role within the Exhibitionary Complex by ‘connecting 

the histories of Western nations and civilizations to those of other peoples.’ Those other 

peoples ‘dropped out’ of the historical order of peoples and races altogether, ‘in order to 

occupy a twilight zone between nature and culture’, and thereby appeared to confirm 

polygenetic conceptions of mankind’s origins.6 As this research analyses, the distribution and 

variation of Pacific people and their cultural practices was of particular interest to nineteenth-

century European science.  

      The ‘museum’ is considered here in its broadest sense, covering the range of institutions 

which have collected and, in particular, exhibited Pacific material. The origins of the museum 

have been traced back some 2500 years, to ancient Babylon,7 but it is the Ashmolean 

Museum, established in Oxford in 1683, which is recognised as the world’s first such modern 

public and purpose-built institution,8 while it was also an early recipient of Pacific material 

gathered on Cook’s voyages. Previously, private collectors had acquired objects from other 
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distant parts of the world, and, beginning in the late eighteenth century, this interest – now 

taken up by a growing number of public museums – was extended to the Pacific, a region 

then frequently referred to as the South Seas. 

 

Thesis outline 

 

The focus of this thesis are the islands of the Pacific, within the sub-regions of Melanesia, 

Micronesia and Polynesia. The changing representations of Pacific collections are discussed 

here according to four specific and largely chronological chapters.  

 

      The first chapter, ‘‘Artificial Curiosities’: The Earliest Exhibitions of Pacific Collections 

in Europe’, examines the background to European collecting and understanding of the 

Pacific, noting earlier European responses to the first arrival of objects from Africa and the 

Americas. Collecting in the Pacific began in earnest on Cook’s voyages, and provided the 

basis for the first significant exhibition of such material, the South Sea Room at the British 

Museum. Capitalising on Cook’s fame and navigational achievements, that exhibition 

reflected the strong general interest in the Pacific, and material from the region was now in 

demand both by museums and private collectors. There are no known visual records of the 

British Museum’s South Sea Room, but contemporary published descriptions of Pacific 

material culture have survived. While several of these express admiration for technical 

expertise, as demonstrated by Pacific weaving, that region’s carving tradition remained 

largely unfathomable to European sensibilities. 

 

      The second chapter, ‘Ethnography and the Pacific: Science and the Nineteenth-Century 

Museum’, discusses the introduction of ethnography and evolutionary theory to the museum, 

and the implications for the Pacific within the wider context of non-European collections. 

This chapter examines the treatment of Pacific displays in selected museums, again with 

particular emphasis on the British Museum and Auckland Museum. The mid-nineteenth 

century also saw the arrival of popular public attractions in the form of national and 

international exhibitions, large and spectacular events which were able to showcase the 

artistic and technical achievements of Pacific and other indigenous traditions in a manner that 

was not likely to be possible in the typically cluttered museum displays of the day. These 

exhibitions were arranged for what Bennett describes as ‘increasingly large and 

undifferentiated publics’9 and, unlike the typical museum, ‘[rendered] a small number of 
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objects accessible to the inspection of a multitude’.10 Just as these events can be seen as the 

origin of the concept of the temporary or special exhibition, as was later adopted by public 

museums, they too were beneficiaries of earlier developments. As identified by Bennett, 

these precursors included panoramas, Mechanics’ Institute exhibitions, art galleries and 

arcades, as well as museums, and the resulting new exhibitionary forms would have a 

‘profound and lasting influence on the subsequent development of museums, art galleries, 

expositions, and department stores.’11 This chapter identifies specific events outside the 

public museum - such as the 1869-70 Manchester Missionary Exhibition - which included 

Pacific collections. Significantly, such exhibitions reflected the growing interest in Africa in 

the latter half of the nineteenth century, a development which would have implications for 

Pacific collections in the early decades of the following century, as discussed in the next 

chapter.  

      The national and international exhibitions of the nineteenth century provided another 

significant benefit. Bennett notes that in addition to attracting over six million visitors, the 

Great Exhibition of 1851 ‘vastly stimulated the attendance at London’s main historic sites 

and museums’.12 While the emphasis of many of these exhibitions was on industrial 

processes, presenting ‘material signifiers of progress’,13 collections from colonial territories 

was also be included, albeit ‘subordinate adjuncts to the imperial displays of the major 

powers’.14 At this stage, representations from the Pacific and other non-Western regions were 

likely to consist of natural materials suitable for commercial exploitation, or exhibit evidence 

of those cultures’ apparent need for the civilizing benefits of Europe.  

      By the mid-nineteenth century, Pacific collections had largely lost the pre-eminence they 

had been given earlier by virtue of their association with Cook. European exploration,  

trading, colonising and missionary activities had shifted to Africa, and it was that continent 

which now appealed to the public imagination. The representation of the Pacific in selected 

European museums during this period is therefore examined in relation to the corresponding 

collections from Africa. The increased interest in and prominence being given to African 

collections – and, in particular, with the arrival of Benin material in Europe in 1897 – would 

be central to the reassessment of non-Western collections in general, as examined in the next 

chapter. In addition, the second chapter addresses the nineteenth-century ethnographic 

distinction between collections from the Pacific and Africa and those from certain Oriental 

civilizations, which Bennett describes as being allotted an ‘intermediary position’15 in the 

perceived hierarchy of cultural development.  
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      The focus of the third chapter, ‘Primitivism and the Temporary Exhibition: Representing 

the Pacific in the Early Twentieth Century’, is the significant role played by the new concept 

of the short-term display in the representation of Pacific collections in museums.  This 

extends Bennett’s Exhibitionary Complex and discusses a development which would enable 

non-Western collections to be displayed and appreciated from an aesthetic rather than 

exclusively ethnographic point of view. This development originated with the emergence of 

Primitivism in Europe, and the early twentieth-century avant-garde’s interest in non-Western 

collections, as has been examined by Varnedoe, Flam and Rubin (Rubin, 1984) and Flam and 

Deutsch (2003). The focus of this chapter is on the Pacific, again with reference to Africa, 

and how such collections were initially presented in temporary exhibitions in commercial and 

dealer galleries in the main centres of Europe, New York and, later, London. In those 

nineteenth-century national and international exhibitions which had included ethnographic 

displays, collections from Africa were invariably more numerous those from the Pacific, an 

apparent preference which now continued in the temporary exhibitions mounted by 

commercial galleries outside the public museums.  

      This chapter identifies the first temporary exhibition in a purpose-designed space in a 

public museum as probably a display of recent accessions at the University of Pennsylvania 

Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology in Philadelphia in 1913, a collection which is 

also likely to have included material from the Pacific. Temporary exhibition programmes 

would soon be adopted by other institutions; for example, the Peabody Essex Museum, 

Salem, Massachusetts, presented short-term displays of Pacific collections in 1920, 1939, 

1941 and 1969. As was the case with the national and international exhibitions of the 

previous century, the Pacific tended to follow Africa in these early temporary presentations. 

The sequence was also continued by the series of major exhibitions mounted by the Museum 

of Modern Art, when African Negro Art (1935) preceded the landmark Art of the South Seas 

(1946).  

      In contrast to the so-called ‘permanent’ galleries, temporary exhibitions provided a means 

whereby museums could respond to changing attitudes and experiment with new approaches 

to the presentation of their collections. Certain of these events would also raise significant 

issues about attitudes towards non-Western collections, in particular the controversial 

‘blockbuster’ exhibition Primitivism in 20th Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the 

Modern at the Museum of Modern Art in 1984. As a result of its reception in the United 

States, the 1984-6 travelling exhibition Te Maori would have an unprecedented impact on 

how Maori collections would now be presented within the museums of New Zealand. And in 
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late 2018, as part of its series of temporary exhibitions showcasing world cultures (which, in 

1995, had included Africa: The Art of a Continent), London’s Royal Academy presented 

Oceania, a landmark combination of historic and contemporary works of art from the Pacific.  

 

      The fourth chapter, ‘Negotiating the New Museology and Indigenous Agency: Exhibiting 

the Pacific from the Mid-Twentieth Century to the Present’, examines developments in the 

period when a large number of Pacific nations were gaining independence, and identifies the 

bicentennial of Cook’s voyages from the late 1960s as a stimulus for a range of exhibitions 

relating to the Pacific. In analysing the changing public representations of the Pacific, this 

chapter notes that by the end of the twentieth century, such material – previously categorised 

as ethnographic – had entered the permanent collections of both the Metropolitan Museum of 

Art and the Louvre Museum. But perhaps the single most important development during this 

period was the emergence of the ‘new museology’, which questioned past practices and, most 

significantly, saw increasing opportunities for Pacific peoples – recognised as source and 

Indigenous communities - to be engaged with museums and thereby have a voice in 

determining how their own cultural heritage is to be interpreted.  

      This chapter examines the involvement of Pacific communities with museums, as in the 

preparation of exhibits for the opening of the new Auckland Museum in 1929, and the 

establishment of a Maori advisory group at that institution in the early 1980s. It also 

acknowledges the importance of biculturalism in New Zealand, a consequence of the nation’s 

founding document, the Treaty of Waitangi, signed in 1840. Partnership between the 

Government and Maori was one of the guiding principles of the Treaty, and would play a 

major part in the planning of both Te Maori and the new national institution, the Museum of 

New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa, which opened in 1998. New Zealand also saw the 

emergence of a new generation of Maori scholars and curators, who articulated innovative 

new approaches to the displaying of taonga from an alternative and Maori perspective. 

Following the positive reception received by Te Maori in the United States, Sidney Moko 

Mead advocated a new National Centre of Maori Art for New Zealand, to better reflect Maori 

values. From 2005 to 2008 Paul Tapsell curated the national travelling exhibition Ko Tawa, 

which illustrated the continuing value of such temporary events as a forum for 

experimentation with new and more appropriate methods of cultural representation. The 

increasing influence indigenous communities were now able to have over the presentation of 

their own cultural material in museums can be seen as a continuation of Bennett’s 

Exhibitionary Complex. Whereas museums had enabled their visiting publics to ‘become the 
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subjects rather than the objects of knowledge’,16 this shift was further strengthened with the 

recognition of the entitlement of Pacific and other indigenous communities to determine how 

their cultural heritage should be interpreted and represented.  

 

It was the material collected on Cook’s voyages and subsequently shown in the South Sea 

Room at the British Museum that provided the English public with its first significant insight 

into the cultures of the Pacific. Those early items now represent a valuable and irreplaceable 

historical record, from both Pacific and European and perspectives, and are situated at the 

beginning of a process which is the core research focus of this thesis. Initially termed 

‘artificial curiosities’ and, subsequently, ethnographic specimens, the manner in which these 

collections have been categorised and publicly displayed in museums has changed over time. 

Illustrating this is the latest in the ongoing series of major exhibitions of Pacific material in 

museums, the 2018 Oceania at the Royal Academy, a collection of some 200 objects 

spanning over 500 years. By the inclusion of both historic and contemporary material, such 

exhibitions are able to illustrate continuity and/or change within the cultural traditions of the 

Pacific region.  

      At the same time, opportunities for Pacific communities to engage with aspects of 

exhibition development – as examined here in relation to the planning of the Museum of New 

Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa and recent developments at the Auckland Museum – can be seen 

as an extension of the Exhibitionary Complex, one which furthers the public’s access to 

knowledge by recognising the appropriate indigenous voice. It is also likely to question 

matters of ownership and the nature of information associated with those collections, as 

indigenous communities have opportunities to assert their own traditional knowledge and 

understanding as part of their cultural heritage. Thus, the many and varied representations of 

the Pacific, a selection of which is examined in this study, have become a vital part of the 

twenty-first-century museum’s mission to serve its diverse publics.  
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                                                      1 

                                     ‘Artificial Curiosities’  

             The Earliest Exhibitions of Pacific Collections in Europe 
 

This chapter examines the nature and significance of the first known exhibition of the 

material culture of the Pacific in a public museum, the South Sea Room at the British 

Museum, around 1780. This event is seen within the context of the earlier arrival in Europe of 

collections from Africa and the Americas. As articulated by Albrecht Durer in 1520, an 

exhibition in Brussels of treasures from Mexico had drawn attention to the artistic 

accomplishments of societies beyond Europe.  

      Private collections and cabinets of curiosities, both natural and artificial, were the 

forerunners of the public museum. The first such institution in Britain – if not the world – 

was the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford,1 discussed here in terms of its collection of material 

from the Americas, which predated European exploration of the Pacific. Hooper-Greenhill 

(1989) describes how the cabinets and princely collections of the Renaissance had been 

‘organised to demonstrate the ancient hierarchies of the world and the resemblances that drew 

the things of the world together’.2 During the course of the eighteenth century, with the 

introduction of new principles of scientific taxonomy, the emphasis shifted to what Tony 

Bennett defines as ‘the observable differences between things’.3 This entailed a more 

objective study of objects and their functions, prior to the introduction of ethnographic 

concepts. 

      This chapter covers the period known as the European Enlightenment, marked both by 

voyages of discovery and the establishment of public museums. Cook’s voyages coincided 

with a more systematic approach to collecting, and Sydney Parkinson and Joseph Banks who 

travelled on the Endeavour provided first-hand responses to Pacific peoples and their 

cultures. Banks was also an important collector, who maintained his own museum and was 

the subject of several portraits which provide further contemporary insights into European 

attitudes towards the Pacific. The emergence of a more scientific approach was signalled in 

the mid-eighteenth century by writer Charles de Brosses, who advocated a move away from 

Eurocentricism to the recognition of human diversity. He supported European exploration of 

the unknown southern regions and, significantly, his belief in mankind’s common origins 

preceded the Admiralty’s instructions to Cook, advising him to show ‘every kind of civility’ 

to the inhabitants of the Pacific.  
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      Another key individual, central to the early representation of the Pacific in museums, is 

Sir Hans Sloane. His personal collection of non-European cultural material was part of the 

British Museum’s foundation collection in 1753, resulting in that institution later receiving a 

large number of Pacific objects gathered on Cook’s voyages. Material collected during early 

European explorations of the Pacific also entered other museums, including the privately 

owned Leverian Museum and Bullock’s Museum, in London. These are discussed as further 

examples of how collections were presented and illustrated prevailing attitudes towards the 

material culture of the Pacific. 

      The prominence given to Pacific collections in museums in the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries was due in large part to the association with Cook. Displays during this 

period were arranged mostly geographically in the style of the earlier cabinets of curiosities. 

As described by Tony Bennett, objects of material culture, along with those of natural 

history, were ‘displayed cheek by jowl … in testimony to the rich diversity of the chain of 

universal being’.4 In time the Pacific became subsumed within rapidly growing museum 

collections drawn from other regions beyond Europe. By the middle of the nineteenth century 

they had become artefacts within the new and emerging science of ethnography, which is the 

focus of the next chapter.  

 

Early Artistic Encounters: The Arrival in Europe of the First Objects from Africa and 

the Americas 

 

Prior to its awareness of the Pacific, Europe had received a small number of selected objects 

from Africa and the Americas. Their arrival predated the establishment of public museums 

and, in the case of those from Africa, they were mostly destined for private collections. 

Significantly, certain early arrivals from both regions drew Europe’s attention to the artistic 

skills of cultures far removed from its own.  

      Portuguese explorers reached present-day Ghana in West Africa in the 1470s, and objects 

from the region soon began to reach Europe. While few wooden items from this early period 

are now known, those of more permanent materials, in particular the carved ivory saleiros 

(saltcellars) [fig. 1.1] sought for papal and royal collections, have survived. Ezio Bassani 

notes that these were the only African artefacts to be viewed favourably by Europeans until 

the reassessment of African art by the early twentieth-century avant garde5 – a development 

which would also have implications for the art of the Pacific.  

      Within decades of the Portuguese reaching West Africa, Christopher Columbus (1451-
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1506) had sailed westwards across the Atlantic. He dutifully renamed and claimed the islands 

he visited for Spain, but was primarily in search of gold. In 1518, in south-eastern Mexico, 

conquistador Hernando Cortés (1485-1547) received gifts from Aztec emperor Montezuma II 

(1466-1520) which included cartwheel-sized discs of gold and silver. Cortés believed there 

was no artisan in the world who could improve on such treasures,6 and their arrival in Spain 

caused a sensation. Another conquistador, Bernal Diaz del Castillo, compared the genius of 

the Aztec painters and carvers to that of the greatest Greek, Italian and Spanish artists,7 and 

when the collection went on display in Brussels in 1520, German artist Albrecht Dürer (1471-

1528) saw 

 
      all kinds of wonderful objects of human use … All the days of my life I have seen nothing  

       that rejoiced my heart so much as these things, for I saw amongst them wonderful works of  

       art, and I marvelled at the subtle ingenia of men in foreign lands. Indeed I cannot express  

       all that I thought there.8  

 

      Despite attracting such admiration, little of this Aztec art survived in Europe. The fate of 

the two large discs is unknown,9 and other items were probably melted down for their gold 

and silver. But such treasures had exposed Europe to the diversity and the artistic and 

technical achievements of other civilizations, and the New World now pointed the way to the 

Pacific. In September 1513 Spanish explorer Vasco Núñez de Balboa (1475-1519) crossed 

the Isthmus of Panama and became the first European to sight the large ocean to the west, 

which he named the Mar de Sur (South Sea). Later that same year Portuguese navigator 

Ferdinand Magellan (c.1480-1521) rounded the southern tip of South America and ventured 

onto that ocean, which he called the Pacific. But Europe’s knowledge of the region would 

remain fragmentary for another two and a half centuries. A world view published in Antwerp 

in 1570 did not yet include the Pacific, depicting an enthroned female personification of 

Europe dominating the continents of Asia, Africa and America. Asia was presented as 

superior to Africa, while both were positioned above a shamelessly naked America, 

occupying the lowest rung of civilization.10 [fig. 1.2] Some 120 years later Venetian 

cartographer Vincenzo Coronelli (1650-1718) produced his Mare del Sud detto altrimenti 

Mare Pacifico (South Sea, otherwise called Pacific Sea) [fig. 1.3] which showed partial 

coastlines of the Australian mainland, Tasmania and New Zealand. The South Pacific was 

dominated by the presumed northern extremity of the mythical great southern continent, 

whose non-existence would be finally confirmed during Cook’s second voyage of 1772-75.  
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Early precedents of the public museum in Europe were the medieval accumulations of holy 

relics by churches and cathedrals, and the hoarding of treasures by royal and aristocratic 

families. Private collecting became a fashionable activity among the nobility in northern Italy 

during the 1460s and then spread, both geographically and socially, throughout Europe.11 

Collections, known as cabinets (of curiosities), frequently occupied whole rooms rather than 

single cabinets. The German equivalent was the Kunstkammer (‘art-room’), also known as 

Wunderkammer (‘wonder-room’), [fig. 1.4] in addition to the Schatzkammer (‘treasure-

room’), usually a secure room in a palace or castle. Such collections represented symbols of 

power, and their contents fell into the two general categories of ‘natural’ and ‘artificial 

curiosities’, the one attributed to the hand of God and the other having human origins.  

      In the evolution from the private collection to the public institution, the first museological 

text has been credited to Flemish physician Samuel von Quiccheberg (1529-1567), who in 

1565 attempted to promote the scholarly value of cabinets. [fig. 1.5] He offered an early 

taxonomy, and his division of collectable material into five classes reflected his strong 

personal interest in the culture and customs of foreign lands.12 Three decades later English 

philosopher and statesman Francis Bacon (1561-1626) advised that a gentleman’s study of 

philosophy would be enhanced by the formation of a library, a laboratory/workshop and ‘a 

goodly huge cabinet’.13 Bacon developed the method of scientific induction, based on 

experimentation, and his posthumous The New Atlantis (1627) surely contains the first 

reference to the Pacific in a museological context. In this utopian work a group of travellers 

sailed from Peru, headed for China and Japan, but soon found themselves ‘in the midst of the 

greatest wilderness of waters in the world’. After giving themselves up for lost in ‘that part of 

the South Sea [which] was utterly unknown’, they arrived at Bursalem, whose inhabitants 

exhibited what Bacon considered ideal qualities. Their House of Solomon was a scientific 

institution which, anticipating the modern research university, had museum-like galleries for 

the display of ‘rare and excellent inventions’ and statues of all the main inventors.14 

      The collecting habit arrived in England from Italy, the preferred destination for English 

travellers wishing to complete their education abroad, and where they were advised to study 

‘Closets full of rarities, or any other ancient or modern curiosities.’15 The earliest known 

curiosity cabinet in England was that of government official Sir Walter Cope (?1553-1614) 

and described by a visitor to his London home in 1599 as being ‘stuffed with queer foreign 

objects in every corner’.16 The growth of collecting reflected the new mood of intellectual 

and scientific enquiry, and further to the social status attached to the owning of a 
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comprehensive cabinet was the realisation of the value of publicising one’s holdings. The 

first such catalogue in England was the Musaeum Tradescantianum, [fig. 1.6] in 1656, 

detailing the collection owned by a father and son, both named John Tradescant (c.1570s-

1638, 1608-1662) in Lambeth, London. Their collection could be viewed by the public for a 

small fee17 and quickly attained ‘an encyclopaedic scope’,18 its contents including bows, 

arrows and quivers from Canada, ‘Amazonian crownes’, shoes from Peru, tobacco pipes from 

Brazil, and the deerskin and shell-embroidered mantle of Powhatan, father of Pocahontas, 

from Virginia.19 Although the establishment of the Tradescant collection predated 

documented collecting in the Pacific, it did include two wooden bows which have been given 

a Pacific provenance, but it is possible that they are in fact either African or South 

American.20 By deed of gift the Tradescant collection passed to antiquary Elias Ashmole 

(1617-92) and thence to the University of Oxford, resulting in the opening in May 1683 of 

the Ashmolean Museum, the first such public institution in England. [fig. 1.7] A major 

attraction at this new landmark museum was Powhatan’s Mantle, now considered the most 

famous exhibit from the original Tradescant collection and ‘the single most significant 

artefact surviving from the period of first contact between the peoples of North America and 

Europe.’21 [figs 1.8, 1.9]  
 

The Origins of Organised Collecting in the Pacific: Charles de Brosses, John Byron and 

Samuel Wallis 

 

The opening of the first public museum in England had coincided with the first known 

collection by a European of artefacts from the Pacific that remain extant and documented 

today. These historic items, a sling stone from Guam, in Micronesia in the Western Pacific, 

and a basalt blade from New Britain, the largest island in the Bismarck Archipelago of Papua 

New Guinea, were obtained in 1686 and 1700 respectively by circumnavigator William 

Dampier (1651-1715). Both are now in the collection of the Sedgwick Museum of Earth 

Sciences, Cambridge.22 At this stage there was no systematic approach to the gathering of 

such material, but a step in this direction came with the encouragement given by the Royal 

Society to the recording of observations by travellers. The first volume of the Society’s 

Philosophical Transactions, published in 1665-6, included ‘Directions for Sea-men bound for 

far voyages’. However, these did not refer to indigenous peoples or their cultural material, 

but exhorted sailors to concentrate on geographical and meteorological matters.23 Dampier 

also demonstrated the value of first-hand accounts, and his best-selling A New Voyage Round 
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the World, published in 1697, served as a model for many subsequent travel narratives.  

      An early observation of Pacific culture was made during the 1740-44 voyage of the 

Centurion, under Commodore George Anson (1697-1762), when Captain Piercy Brett (1709-

1781) dismantled an outrigger proa (canoe) at an island north of Guam in order to make a 

detailed scale drawing.24 Although there were no further voyages to the region from Britain 

immediately following Anson’s return, there was much speculation by geographers about the 

possible existence of a great southern land. France would shortly compete with Britain in 

staking a claim for any such territory, and in the decades following the end of the Seven 

Years War in 1763 the two countries experienced what has been described as a ‘Pacific 

craze’.25 That part of the world had neither been blighted by a slave trade nor been the 

location of wars between European nations. Instead, it was anticipated that it could provide 

the proof, or otherwise, of the existence of the ‘noble savage’, and might also clarify the 

relationship between Western and ‘primitive’ man.  

      In 1756 French writer Charles de Brosses (1709-1777) [fig. 1.10] wrote of the prospect of 

finding in the Pacific ‘a faithful picture of the innocence and simplicity of the first ages.’26 

Tom Ryan has identified de Brosses’ two-volume Histoire des navigations aux terres 

australes as ‘a crucial turning-point in the European understanding of the lands and peoples 

of the South Seas.’ He suggests that without de Brosses’ efforts the Pacific voyages of Cook 

and others ‘may not have occurred when and as they did’, and that Western attitudes to that 

part of the world may have been quite different.27 Ryan argues that a ‘scientific’ approach to 

thinking about the Pacific began around 1740 in France in the writings of George-Louis 

Leclerc Buffon (1708-88), Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-78) and Voltaire (1694-1778), 

among others.28 To this body of thought De Brosses added analyses of accounts of 65 

previous voyages to the Southern Seas, which he divided into three regions and named 

Magellanie (the Atlantic sector), Australie (the South Indian Ocean) and Polynésie (the 

Pacific), which was possibly the first occurrence of ‘Australie’ and ‘Polynésie’. De Brosses’ 

book also represented a shift in world view, from Eurocentricism to recognition of global 

diversity. Although everything he understood about that distant region was gleaned from the 

writings of others, he was a pioneer of ethnology, the comparative branch of anthropology. 

He adopted a monogenetic (single origin) view of humanity, and while it assumed European 

cultural and social superiority, it did allow that all races were capable of achieving the same 

levels of ‘civilization’.29 De Brosses advocated the exploration of the relatively unknown 

southern regions of the globe, les Terres australes, and his approach has been described by 

Ryan as one which, for the first time, ‘represented all Pacific peoples as unambiguously 
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human’.30 

      The first voyage of discovery to the Pacific in this new era of European exploration was 

that of John Byron (1723-86). He commanded a circumnavigation on the Dolphin in 1764-66 

but displayed an ‘incurious’ attitude towards the inhabitants of the islands he encountered. 

Similarly, when English explorers Captain Samuel Wallis (1728-95), also on the Dolphin, 

and Lieutenant Philip Carteret (1733-96), on the Swallow, went to the region in 1766 they 

took no scientists, civilian observers or artists, so no scholarly investigation was carried out.31 

But there was now a growing awareness of the souvenir value of the material culture of the 

Pacific. On another voyage of the Dolphin, under Wallis in 1766-68, whilst at Tahiti sailors 

traded for pearls, fish-hooks and lines, stone tools and bows and arrows with the primary aim 

of selling such items at a profit back in England. Wallis himself acquired conch shells, flutes, 

fishing nets, tattooing instruments, breadfruit pounders, breastplates and bark cloth, some of 

which had been received as ceremonial gifts and were later presented to the Admiralty. The 

latter donation included a small canoe [fig. 1.11] from Nukutaveke, in the Tuamotu Islands, 

which was brought back to England lashed to the deck of the Dolphin and gifted to the 

British Museum by the Lords of the Admiralty in 1771. It was one of the earliest documented 

surviving artefacts to have been brought to Europe from the islands of the eastern Pacific, and 

the first object from the region to be acquired by the Museum.32 Wallis also returned to 

England with news of his discovery of Tahiti, which was now selected as an observation post 

for the forthcoming transit of the planet Venus, and the expedition on the Endeavour to be led 

by Lieutenant James Cook (1728-79). 

 

‘Trafficking’ in the Pacific: The Voyage of Cook’s Endeavour, 1768-71 

 

Prior to the departure of the Endeavour from Plymouth on 26 August 1768, Cook was 

presented with two sets of instructions, from the Royal Society of London and the British 

Admiralty. The first asked him to observe the transit of Venus across the sun, and the second, 

given in a sealed envelope, required him to search for a ‘Continent or Land of great extent’ 

and take possession of suitable locations for Great Britain. Significantly, Cook was now also 

given advice on the treatment of ‘Natives’, both from the Royal Society itself and its 

president, Lord Morton.33 Two of the signatories of the secret instructions given by the 

Admiralty, dated 30 July 1768, were Edward Hawke, First Lord of the Admiralty, and Rear-

Admiral Piercy Brett, after whom Cook would name Cape Brett and Piercy Island in the far 

north of New Zealand. Among other things they now instructed the adventurers to take 
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possession of territories in the name of the King of Great Britain, and:  
       You are likewise to observe the Genius, Temper, Disposition and Number of the Natives,  

       if there be any and endeavour by all proper means to cultivate a Friendship and Alliance with 

       them, making them presents of such Trifles as they may Value inviting them to Traffick, and  

       Shewing them every kind of Civility and Regard; taking Care however not to suffer yourself  

       to be surprized by them, but to be always upon your guard against any Accidents.34 
 

      Thus, trafficking in ‘trifles’ – the handing-over by Europeans of objects considered to be 

of little value or importance - was officially sanctioned. In addition, Lord Morton’s ‘Hints 

offered for the consideration of Captain Cooke, Mr Bankes, Doctor Solander and the other 

Gentlemen who go upon the Expedition on Board the Endeavour’ anticipated the problems 

that would result from an increasing European presence in the ‘Lands’ of the Pacific. These 

hints urged the sailors to exercise ‘the utmost patience and forbearance’, even in the face of 

hostility, when dealing with the local inhabitants, for ‘shedding the blood of those people is a 

crime of the highest nature: they are human creatures, the work of the same omnipotent 

Author’. Morton also advised that these people were the legal possessors of their land, and no 

European nation had a right to occupy any part of it without their consent.35 

      Pacific ‘curiosities’ were collected, both by trading in ‘trifles’ and as gifts, on the 

Endeavour voyage. Cook is likely to have given much of the material he acquired to his two 

patrons, Lord Sandwich (1718-92) - who in turn passed some on to Trinity College, 

Cambridge – and George III. The ship’s botanist Joseph Banks (1744-1820) [fig. 1.12] was 

generous with his collection, most of which went to the British Museum, while other 

recipients were Lord Sandwich, and Banks’s old college at Oxford, Christ Church, a 

collection now held by the Pitt Rivers Museum.36 In addition, Endeavour artist Sydney 

Parkinson (c.1745-71) provided some of the earliest first-hand descriptions of Pacific art. In 

New Zealand he observed carved wooden items which were ‘neatly shaped’ and showed 

‘great ingenuity’,37 while also admiring woven garments ‘as glossy as silk, worked by hands, 

and wrought as even as if it had been done in a loom.’38 Parkinson’s drawings of several 

Maori who came aboard the ship were later engraved for publication, and were the first visual 

record of the physiognomy, moko (tattoo), dress and ornament of such people to be seen in 

Europe. On 11 October 1769 several Maori men from the Poverty Bay area visited the 

Endeavour, and one may have been the subject of a pen and wash drawing by Parkinson.  

[fig. 1.13] The three-quarter head-and-shoulders portrait records the elaborate moko and the 

wearer’s hei tiki and top-knot decorated with feathers, a custom Banks recorded as involving 
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‘feathers of various birds in different tastes according to the humour of the wearer’.39 Another 

of Parkinson’s portraits, the son of a chief encountered at the Bay of Islands in late November 

or early December 1769, was depicted in profile with moko, a greenstone ear pendant, 

whalebone comb in his hair and a whale tooth rei puta around his neck. [fig. 1.14] The British 

Museum holds four rei puta, one of which has Cook-voyage associations, and may be the 

specimen currently (2016) on exhibition in the Museum’s Enlightenment gallery.  

[figs 1.15, 1.16] However, another rei puta with similarities to that shown in Parkinson’s 

illustration is held by the Great Northern Museum: Hancock, Newcastle Upon Tyne. It was 

included (no. 40) in the 1969-1970 New Zealand Cook Bicentennial exhibition No Sort of 

Iron, and described in the catalogue as ‘almost certainly the one shown in the well-known 

Parkinson engraving’.40  In a subsequent engraving of Parkinson’s image, and presumably in 

order to place emphasis on the face, the comb was deleted and only the top of the rei puta is 

visible. [fig. 1.17]  

      Like Parkinson, Banks was impressed by the garments woven by Maori. The best of these 

items were ‘most beautifully made’ and similar if not superior to one made by South 

American Indians which Banks had earlier acquired at Rio de Janeiro. He did not know how 

such garments were produced, but the makers were obviously ‘dextrous in their way.’41 

      As noted by Jeremy Coote, our knowledge of how so-called ‘artificial curiosities’ brought 

back from the Pacific were regarded by Banks and his contemporaries is limited. Similarly, 

we know little about how these collections were displayed and interpreted. Thanks to 

Swedish naturalist Carolus Linnaeus (1707-78), there was a system for organising natural 

history specimens, but there was no equivalent for artefacts prior to the arrival of the 

scientific discipline of ethnography.42 However, some of those collections gathered in the 

Pacific appear systematic in that they provided a representative sample of the material culture 

of a society and did not contain duplicates. Coote suggests that the collection Banks 

originally sent to Christ Church, Oxford, was an attempt to give ‘an idea of the variety of 

materials and techniques he had observed during the voyage.’ It included 14 objects from 

Tahiti and 13 from New Zealand, and was a systematic selection typical of the sort of objects 

obtained; three Maori belts are of contrasting styles, while five Maori hand-clubs illustrate 

the range of materials and forms.43 

      Banks had little to say in his voyage journal about collecting artefacts, as opposed to 

natural history specimens,44 mostly confining his remarks to matters of technical 

achievement. Of Maori weaving he wrote: 
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       they have several kinds of Cloth which is smooth and ingeniously enough workd: they are  

       cheifly of two sorts, one coarse as our coarsest canvass and ten times stronger but much  

       like it in the lying of the threads, the other is formd by many threads running lenghwise  

       and a few only crossing them which tie them together. This last sort is sometimes stripd  

       and always very pretty, for the threads that compose it are prepard so as to shine almost as  

       much as silk; to both these they work borders of different colours in fine stiches …45 

 

      Perhaps not feeling up to the task of commenting on the ‘beauty’ of Maori carving, Banks 

limited his comments to identifying two distinct styles. The one was formed of 

interconnected spirals, and the other ‘in a much more wild taste and I may truly say was like 

nothing but itself.’ Regarding the first category, Banks found the ‘truth’ with which the lines 

were drawn ‘surprizing’ and executed ‘inimitably well’.46 He also commented on the quality 

of workmanship at Tolaga Bay, New Zealand, on 28 October 1769, where he encountered a 

68 ft. [20.73 m] canoe, and a house. The woodwork of the latter was  

 
       squard so even and smooth that we could not doubt of their having among them very sharp  

       tools; all the side posts were carvd in a masterly stile of their whimsical taste which seems  

       confind to the making of spirals and distorted human faces… 47 

 

A Scientific Collector in the Pacific: Sir Joseph Banks and his Private Museum 

 

The voyage of the Endeavour was highly successful, both in terms of scientific discoveries 

and the amount of material gathered. Capitalising on his association with this success, Banks 

was soon the subject of two commissioned portraits, which he subsequently arranged to be 

engraved for wider circulation. One painting, by leading portraitist and first president of the 

Royal Academy, Sir Joshua Reynolds (1723-92) [fig. 1.18] presents Banks as a man of action 

and intellectual pursuits, surrounded by maps, letters and a terrestrial globe, while the other, 

by Benjamin West, [fig. 1.19] also depicts an international traveller and imperial adventurer, 

but with strong indications of his specific aims and interests. 

      American-born Benjamin West (1738-1820) settled in London in 1763, and soon 

established himself as a history painter. In what Grose Evans has identified as his early 

‘stately’ mode, West drew themes from ancient, medieval and modern times, and was 

attracted to ‘the heroic and the marvellous’, which befitted his neoclassical style. The theme 

of the hero exemplified the requirements of academic idealism, and also reflected the political 
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situation in England. The country’s international status depended on campaigns of conquest, 

which demanded selfless patriotism,48 and West frequently painted the death of the hero, the 

best known of these being The Death of General James Wolfe (1771, National Gallery of 

Canada, Ottawa). As in other contemporary North American paintings, this picture – of 

Wolfe expiring in the hour of victory - includes a ‘Noble Savage’ and a number of objects 

that are both historically and ethnographically accurate, including Native American items 

based on examples in West’s posession.49 The ethnographic association was extended in 

West’s portrait of Banks, who is both enveloped and surrounded by material from the Pacific. 

In particular it reinforces the subject’s written observations on the nature and quality of 

Pacific weaving, drawing attention to New Zealand as a good source of the flax needed by 

the British Navy for its sail cloth and cordage. Further, beside Banks’s left foot lies a book of 

botanical drawings open at a picture of New Zealand flax.  

      Central to the portrait by West is a kaitaka (flax cloak) slung around Banks’s shoulders, 

while the subject draws the viewer’s attention to its patterned border (taniko). Balancing the 

curtain and column on the right-hand side of the composition is a collection of Pacific 

artefacts: a Tahitian head-dress or helmet (fau), a Maori staff (taiaha), and a Maori canoe 

paddle (waka hoe), while on the floor at front right are a Tahitian adze (to’i) and barkcloth 

beater (i’e), and a Maori patu.50 As noted by Jeremy Coote, this portrait provides direct 

evidence of Banks’s possession of Tahitian and Maori artefacts, although the current location 

of all of them is unknown.51 

      This was not the first time Banks had worn Polynesian costume, for his voyage journal 

records how on occasions he dressed in Tahitian barkcloth. Aside from any aesthetic 

considerations for Pacific culture, he presents himself as a scientific explorer, and it was his 

promotion of the potential of newly discovered lands and their suitability for settlement that 

led to him being hailed the ‘Father of Australia’. As a result of his contribution to imperial 

progress, when West’s portrait came up for auction in 1986 the decision was taken to raise 

funds to counter a bid from Australia and retain it in Britain.52 

 

Neil Chambers has described the Endeavour voyage as ‘[setting] a pattern for those that 

followed’, and heralding a dramatic increase in the quantity of Pacific collections returning to 

Europe. Perhaps the first substantial display of such material was at Banks’s own London 

residence, at 14 New Burlington Street. An insight into this establishment, which Chambers 

describes as qualifying as an early ‘Museum of the South Seas’,53 was provided by the Rev. 

William Sheffield, keeper of the Ashmolean Museum (1772-1795). In December 1772 
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Sheffield spent almost a whole day ‘in the utmost astonishment’ in this ‘perfect museum’, an 

‘immense magazine of curiosities’ where ‘every room contains an inestimable treasure’. 

      Two large rooms housed Banks’s cultural material. The first of these, the Armoury, held 

‘all the warlike instruments, mechanical instruments and utensils of every kind, made use of 

by the Indians in the South Seas from Terra del Fuego to the Indian Ocean’, among them 

various types of ‘scull-crackers’. The second room was for garments, ornaments and raw 

materials from the same region, and here Sheffield imagined how the navigators responded to 

their discoveries in the South Seas: ‘What raptures must they have felt to land upon countries 

where every thing was new to them! whole forests of nondescript [not yet scientifically 

described] trees clothed with the most beautiful flowers and foliage …’ 

      In line with other contemporary accounts, Sheffield described the barkcloth used for 

garments in Tahiti and adjacent islands as ‘very light and elegant’, likening it to writing paper 

but ‘more soft and pliant’. He also recorded New Zealand mats made of ‘a particular species 

of Cyperus grass’, and ‘very neatly plaited’ broad belts worn about the loins during summer. 

Chiefs wore ‘handsome cloaks’ ornamented with tufts of white dog's hair and made from a 

common New Zealand plant [flax] which resembled hemp, but was ‘finer … and much 

stronger, and when wrought into garments is as soft as silk’. Sheffield was confident the 

seeds of this plant would thrive in Britain; in which case he suggested ‘this will be perhaps 

the most useful discovery they made in the whole voyage.’54  

      Nearly a quarter of a millennium after his visit to the Pacific, Joseph Bank’s contribution 

to Europe’s understanding of the region and its cultures was the subject of an exhibition at 

The Collection, the county museum and gallery for Lincolnshire. [figs 1.20, 1.21, 1.22] 

Joseph Banks: A Great Endeavour - A Lincolnshire Gentleman and his Legacy (15 February 

– 11 May 2014) was centred on West’s portrait of the Lincolnshire-born Banks, and included 

objects which were similar to if not the same as those shown in the painting and known to 

have been collected during the Endeavour voyage. Prominently displayed in the painting 

alongside Banks’s right elbow are a taiaha (not represented in the exhibition) and a paddle 

(represented by a canoe steering paddle, ‘probably gathered at Ra’iatea’ and in the collection 

of the British Museum). Nearby stands a fau, a wickerwork priest’s helmet from Tahiti, of 

which there are only two such items from the eighteenth century in existence today; one in 

the British Museum, probably collected by Banks, and the other, collected by father and son 

naturalists Johann Reinhold Forster (1729-1798) and George Forster (1754-1792) during 

Cook’s second voyage. The latter specimen was donated to the University of Oxford in 1776, 

along with other material, and housed at the Ashmolean Museum until 1886 when it was 
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transferred to the Pitt Rivers Museum. Prior to being loaned for display in Lincoln, in 2009-

2011 this item was seen in Bonn, Vienna and Berne as part of the touring exhibition James 

Cook and the Exploration of the Pacific.55 A kaitaka given by Banks to Christ Church, 

Oxford, and similar to the garment he is wearing in West’s portrait, was another of the 

nineteen items from the Pitt Rivers Museum collection selected for the Lincoln exhibition, 

which also included material from the British Museum.56 

       

Banks did not accompany Cook on his second voyage, which left England in 1772 and 

returned some two years later bringing Omai, a young man from Ra’iatea. Omai stayed with  

Banks, who was now president of the Royal Society, and around 1775 he was painted by 

Reynolds. [fig. 1.23] In this portrait the barefoot Omai has been given a classical pose and 

clad in what was presumed to be his national costume, although the flowing barkcloth 

garment resembles a Roman toga rather than typical Tahitian clothing, while the turban-like 

headdress appears to be Turkish or Indian in origin. And whereas West had positioned Banks 

alongside a column and a curtain, Reynolds placed a tropical palm tree to Omai’s right, with 

a romantic Arcadian landscape behind. Banks’s pointing finger drew attention to the details 

of the cloak, while Omai’s pose emphasises the tattoos on his hands, one of which is 

outstretched. And if Omai’s garments are not typically Tahitian, his handsome features have 

been described by E. H. McCormick as ‘somewhat negroid’, while he stands like ‘an African 

princeling’, representing for Europeans the embodiment of ‘the nobility and dignity of natural 

man.’57  

      Pacific cultural material was introduced in a second portrait of Omai, probably 

commissioned by Banks. This was a small unsigned pencil drawing by Nathaniel Dance 

(1735-1811), who had earlier (1766) painted a well-known portrait of Captain Cook 

(National Maritime Museum, Greenwich). In his depiction of Omai (Public Archives of 

Canada, Ottawa), Dance presents the Polynesian garbed as in the Reynolds portrait, but now 

holding three items: a plaited bag, a feather chaplet (a garland worn on the head) and a 

wooden stool. This drawing has been considered a ‘faithful likeness’ but the subject’s 

features were altered somewhat when the image was engraved, around 1774, for popular 

circulation by Francesco Bartolozzi (1727-1815), [fig. 1.24] and in McCormick’s view Omai 

now ‘conjures up the Mediterranean rather than the Pacific’.58 

      Banks was involved with a third image of Omai, probably commissioning Welsh artist 

William Parry (1743-91), a former pupil of Reynolds, to paint a large conversation piece, 

Omai, Banks, and Solander (Collection at Parham Park, Sussex), around 1776. [fig. 1.25] 



22 
 

Banks stands in the centre, dominating the composition, and turns towards scientist Daniel 

Solander (1736-82), his assistant on the Endeavour. On this occasion Banks points with his 

right hand towards Omai, whose expression has been described as one of ‘resolution mingled 

with sadness’, perhaps reflecting his mood towards the end of his stay in England.59 

 

Trading continued on Cook’s second voyage, 1772-75, on the Resolution (commanded by 

Cook) and Adventure (commanded by Lt. Furneaux). As recounted by Anne Salmond, whilst 

Cook was at Tahiti he was presented with rolls of barkcloth and a chief mourner’s costume 

(pare), and when the Resolution left the island a small finely-carved Tahitian canoe was 

given as a gift for King George III of Great Britain. In Tonga Cook received caps covered 

with red feathers, and at Rapa Nui the European visitors bartered for feather headdresses, 

necklaces, ear ornaments and wooden carvings.60 The latter included a life-size carved 

wooden hand, the only known one of its type, [figs 1.26, 1.27] on display (2016) in the 

British Museum's Enlightenment Gallery. An accompanying label records that it was 

collected in 1774 by a young Tahitian, Mahine, who acted as interpreter on Cook’s second 

voyage. Mahine later gave the hand to Reinhold Forster, who presented it to the British 

Museum. David Wilson, director of the Museum (1977-92), has noted: ‘It is rare to find an 

instance of islander collecting so well documented’.61 

      Pacific material gathered on the second voyage by the Forsters went to the Ashmolean 

Museum (and subsequently to the Pitt Rivers Museum), while other items are in the British 

Museum and institutions in Germany (Göttingen, Berlin, Worlitz and Danzig) and Latvia 

(Mitau). Items were also given to the British Museum by Cook and various crew members, 

while further collections were made on the third voyage (1776-80), again on the Resolution 

and now accompanied by the Discovery. In general, items collected during Cook’s voyages 

came to the British Museum from various sources, and by circuitous means. The reason it 

entered that institution in the first instance was due to several factors, the first being the 

proto-ethnographic foothold established by its founding collection, accumulated by Sir Hans 

Sloane (1660-1753). [fig. 1.28]  

 

The Origins of Ethnography and Pacific Collections at the British Museum: The Legacy 

of Sir Hans Sloane 

 

In the late 1680s Hans Sloane was physician to the Governor of Jamaica, and whilst in the 

West Indies he carried out botanical research, resulting in the publication of his two-volume 
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The Natural History of Jamaica, in 1707 and 1725. His systematic and scholarly approach to 

assembling a well-documented cabinet was ahead of its time,62 and thanks to his increasing 

wealth and network of influential contacts (from 1693 to 1713 he was Secretary to the Royal 

Society), his collecting extended to several broad categories. That which he termed Humana 

(anatomical specimens) reflected his profession as a trained and practising medical doctor, 

and included items that would now be termed physical anthropology. In addition to 

Vertebrates, Invertebrates, Minerals and Fossils, Antiquities and other areas,63 Sloane’s 

catalogue included 2,111 items categorised as Miscellanies. Of these about 350 qualified as 

artificial curiosities, sourced from various parts of the world - although not from the Pacific 

or Australia.64 It seems Sloane regarded these objects much as he did natural history 

specimens; his interest was not so much in their artistic qualities, but rather what they might 

inform him about the lifestyles of other peoples.65  

      H. J. Braunholtz (1888-1963), Keeper of the Department of Ethnography at the British 

Museum (1945-53), has described how Sloane and other collectors provided ‘a shop window’ 

in English society for exotic objects brought back by mariners and other travellers, and by so 

doing helped mould attitudes towards foreign cultures.66 And because Sloane’s aim was to 

amass information and scientific understanding, he was, in Arthur MacGregor’s view, ‘a 

virtuoso collector rather than a princely one’.67 Sloane’s will specified that his collection be 

kept together ‘to the manifestation of the glory of God, the confutation of atheism and its 

consequences, the use and improvement of physic, and other arts and sciences, and benefit of 

mankind’. Envisioning a public museum for Britain, he directed that his complete collections 

be offered to the King, for £20,000.68 In January 1753, slightly less than six months after 

Sloane’s death, an Act of Parliament allowed for the purchase of both his collection and the 

Harleian Collection of Manuscripts, and for the provision of a general repository that would 

also house the previously purchased Cottonian Library. This Act, and the Government 

acquisition of the three collections, represented the foundation of the British Museum, which 

opened in 1759 in Montagu House, Bloomsbury.69 [fig. 1.29]  

      In 1736 Sloane had been visited by Linnaeus, who referred to his ‘incomparable museum’ 

but described it as being ‘in complete disorder’. When transferred to Montagu House 

Sloane’s collection was divided among three departments at the British Museum: Printed 

Books, Natural and Artificial Productions, and Manuscripts, Coins and Medals.70 At first  

his Artificial Productions were shown in a single room, along with material from Africa, 

North America, Latin America, the West Indies, Asia and Europe. Although such items had 

not been Sloane’s primary focus, and were few in number compared to his specimens of 
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natural history, their presence helped determine the very nature of the new museum. The 

inclusion of objects produced by non-European peoples no doubt encouraged donations of 

similar material, and Edward Miller suggests that had it not been for Sloane, it is possible that 

Cook, Banks, George III and other benefactors of the ethnographical collections ‘would not 

have bequeathed their treasures so readily to a young and comparatively unknown 

institution.’71 It was this nucleus that enabled the British Museum to benefit from what 

Braunholtz has described as the ‘ethnographical harvest’ of the subsequent voyages of 

discovery.72 

      The British Museum also had a personal connection with the Endeavour voyage. Daniel 

Solander had been encouraged by his teacher, Linnaeus, to advance his career by moving 

from Sweden to London, where he was employed as assistant librarian at the British Museum 

to catalogue natural history specimens. Among the collections that came to his attention was 

one amassed by John Byron, on the Dolphin, which had a strong ethnographic character but 

was unsystematic. As Edward Duyker has noted, Solander ‘must have realised that such 

gatherings could have been far richer had a disciplined collector or naturalist accompanied 

the expedition.’ Significantly, around 1764, and possibly whilst at the Museum, Solander met 

Joseph Banks, and the pair formed a lasting friendship, one described as ‘a dynamic 

partnership in British natural history.’ Solander assisted Banks with the identification of 

plants he gathered on a voyage to the Newfoundland coast in 1767,73 and subsequently went 

as Banks’s assistant on the Endeavour. He gained leave of absence from the Museum to do 

so, and was accompanied by his own assistant, fellow Museum staff member Herman 

Dietrich Sporing (c.1730-1771).  

 

Early Pacific Collections in Germany and Russia: Göttingen and St Petersburg 

 

A large and important collection of Pacific material associated with Cook is held by the 

Georg-August University of Göttingen, Germany. Founded in 1737 by British King George II 

who was also the Duke of Hanover at the time, this quickly became Germany’s leading 

Enlightenment university. The disciplines of anthropology, archaeology and art history were 

included in the curriculum, and collections became an important part of teaching and 

research. In 1773 several collections were brought together in the Academic Museum, 

administered by Johann Friedrich Blumenbach (1752-1840), an influential scholar who 

insisted that all peoples – European and non-European – were members of one and the same 

species.74 Blumenbach was in contact with Banks and in 1781 took advantage of the royal 
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connections between Hanover and the British Crown to apply to George III for a share of the 

material collected during Cook’s third voyage. The King agreed to the request, and a large 

collection – which included an entire heva (mourning costume) from Tahiti – was sent to 

Göttingen. Meanwhile, Johann Forster had retained a large number of objects and, following 

his death in 1798, these were also acquired by Göttingen. As a result it now had some 500 

artefacts from the Pacific, a valuable collection which Blumenbach used to illustrate his 

lectures on Volkerkunde (comparative cultural anthropology). As will be discussed later, in 

2006 the entire Cook-Forster Collection at Göttingen returned to the Pacific, to be exhibited 

in Hawaii and Australia.75  

      Among other European institutions which acquired Pacific material gathered during 

Cook’s voyages was the Kunstkamera, the first museum in Russia. Established in the 

Kremlin, Moscow, in the early eighteenth century, it was soon moved to St. Petersburg (now 

Leningrad) and renamed the Peter the Great Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography. 

Reinhold Forster had worked in Russia prior to Cook’s second voyage, and in 1777, in 

recognition of assistance provided by authorities in that country, he shipped three Tahitian 

barkcloths to the Kunstkamera. In April/June 1779, two months after Cook’s death in Hawaii, 

his expedition called at Kamchatka on Russia’s Pacific coast, contact which led to the  

Kunstkamera obtaining several dozen Pacific objects gathered during that third voyage. In 

2002 this latter collection of 50 catalogued items from Tahiti, Tonga and Hawaii was the 

subject of a temporary exhibition, Captain Cook’s Last Voyage, at the Peter the Great 

Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography.76 

      Altogether, more than 2,000 cultural artifacts can be traced from Cook’s voyages. They 

represent Europe’s first extensive contact with Pacific peoples and also the first which 

resulted in collections that can be identified and studied. This is not necessarily the case with 

other early explorations; objects from Wallis’s voyage, for example, are thought to be held in 

both the British Museum and the Cambridge Museum but cannot be identified. Louis Antoine 

de Bougainville (1729-1811) accomplished the first French circumnavigation in 1766-69 but 

all that appears to have survived from his time in the Pacific are some pieces of Tahitian bark 

cloth. Further, no objects have been located from earlier voyages as undertaken in 1567-69 

and 1595-96 by Álvaro de Mendaña, by Willem Schouten and Jacob Le Maire in 1615-16, 

Abel Tasman in 1642-44, and Jacob Roggeveen in 1721-22.77 
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The South Sea Room at the British Museum: The First Pacific Exhibition in a Public 

Museum 

 

In 1777 congestion at Burlington Street forced Joseph Banks to move his steadily growing 

collections to 32 Soho Square. At the same time he decided to divest himself of material not 

strictly related to his herbarium and library and donate his ethnographic collections to the 

British Museum. By so doing he was following the precedent set by the Admiralty, which in 

1770 handed over collections made by Samuel Wallis and George Carteret. The British 

Museum was recognised as the appropriate destination for material resulting from Royal 

Navy missions, and which therefore belonged to the nation.78 London was now of increasing 

importance as a global centre for exploration and trade, and Joseph Banks was at the heart of 

an international network of organisations and individuals. Further recognition of the British 

Museum came in 1779 when the Royal Society relocated to new premises and decided to 

donate its own collection, or Repository, which included ethnographic specimens. Banks, as 

both President of the Royal Society and ex-officio Trustee of the British Museum (1778-

1820), was well placed to assist with the arrangements.79 

      The original Sloane collection held relatively few objects associated with indigenous 

peoples, and Robert Anderson, director of the British Museum 1992-2002, describes Banks’s  

activities as ‘the first great impulse to building up the [British Museum’s] ethnography 

collection.’ In anticipation of the receipt of Banks’s material, the Museum librarian Matthew 

Maty wrote: ‘The Museum is going to be enriched with a complete and most superb 

Collection of all the natural as well as artificial curiosities which have been found in the 

expedition to the South Seas.’80  

      The British Admiralty had been a recipient of Pacific material gathered on the Cook 

voyages, and subsequently presented a collection to the British Museum, insisting it be 

displayed in a manner that would be ‘a monument of these national exertions of British 

munificence and industry.’81 Along with material from other sources, this probably formed 

the nucleus of what was known variously as the South Sea Room or the Otaheite and South 

Sea Room, a popular attraction which was open at least by August 1781,82 and possibly as 

early as 1775.83 The choice of name reflects the fact that although Pacific had been so-named 

in 1520, for the next two centuries it was generally referred to as the South Sea, both in 

everyday speech - especially that of seamen - and on maps and in academic use. O. H. K. 

Spate has determined that ‘South Sea’ was the preferred term until the mid-eighteenth 
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century, although it lingered as a literary reference until around 1830. Thereafter, ‘Pacific’ 

was increasingly the popular choice, although ‘South Sea’ continued to have its applications, 

particularly in the area of romantic fiction.84  

      The ‘South Sea’ had captured the public imagination with the publication of Cook’s 

voyages, the first of which – an unofficial version - appeared barely two months after the 

Endeavour’s return to England. This fascination was also fuelled by a pantomime, Omai: Or, 

A Trip Round the World, [fig. 1.30] which opened in London’s Covent Garden in 1785. 

Centred on the story of Omai’s two-year stay in England in 1774-6, it drew heavily on 

published images of Cook’s voyages, with views of the idyllic Pacific including a ‘moon-

light scene in a sequestered part of Otaheite’ and ‘the Great Bay of Otaheite at sun-set’. The 

reviewer for The Times considered the show ‘perhaps, the most beautiful ever exhibited in 

any theatre.’85 In the year prior to the pantomime, John Webber (1751-1793), official artist on 

Cook’s third voyage to the Pacific (1776-80), painted Poedua, the Daughter of Orio, from 

Raiatea in the Society Islands. [fig. 1.31] Produced in his London studio and based on 

preliminary studies made while Poedua was on board the Resolution, the portrait depicts her 

posing bare-breasted and with ‘an enigmatic half-smile’ in a sultry landscape of plantain and 

palm trees. This was one of the first images of a Polynesian woman shown to the London 

audience and, as noted by David Blayney Brown, the impact this ‘South Sea Eve or Venus’ 

made when exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1785 ‘can easily be imagined.86 Five years 

later, in 1790, the public’s fascination for images of ‘dusky maidens’ and other exotic 

attractions and tales of high adventure in the Pacific was further stimulated by the publication 

of Narrative of the Mutiny, William Bligh’s account of the ill-fated 1787-89 voyage of the 

Bounty. Such publications were said to have given Dr Johnson’s biographer, James Boswell 

(1740-95), a romantic desire to live for a period in Tahiti or New Zealand, where he might 

‘understand the customs and beliefs of people living in a state of nature’.87 

      The British Museum’s South Sea Room was almost certainly the earliest significant 

display of material from the Pacific in a public institution, but our understanding of it is 

hampered by the lack of contemporary records. An 1803 guidebook to London described the 

Museum as a ‘great receptacle of every thing valuable’, with the diversity of objects in one 

room including elephant skulls and tusks, Egyptian, Greek and Roman material and a canoe – 

perhaps from the Pacific – which was suspended from the ceiling and dismissed as ‘the work 

of savage and unsophisticated art; suited to the wants of the original owner, but utterly 

useless to the English fisherman.’88 However, the same publication does provide a description 

of the Otaheite and South Sea display, while also paying tribute to the individual primarily 
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responsible for the very existence of the collection:  

 
      The researches of Captain Cook are well known to the publick; and perhaps no age or  

      country were ever more happy in the choice of a Navigator and his companions in  science  

      and perseverance. The visitor will find in this room the result of years of labour and danger;  

      a fund of information, supported by undoubted authenticity; and a source for poignant regret,  

      that our possession of these treasures led to the unhappy end of this illustrious seaman.89 

 

      As an introduction to the Pacific collection on display at the British Museum, the 1803 

publication acknowledged that the first challenge facing humanity was the provision of 

shelter from the elements. Specifically, this entailed ‘huts’ for those ‘in a state of nature’ and 

houses for those who were ‘civilized’. No such ‘huts’ had been brought to England, and 

Museum visitors were informed that the ‘furniture’ on display ‘was generally superior to the 

wretched place that contained it.’ The guide was more positive regarding Pacific garments, 

made of plaited material which was ‘even better suited for clothing than we are in the habit of 

using.’ The New Zealanders, for example, made threads from a plant resembling ‘flags’ 

[flax], producing fibres ‘white and shining as silk’, as well lines and cordage. The guide 

described the personal ornaments of the New Zealander - as illustrated by Sydney Parkinson - 

including ‘combs, made of bone and wood, set upright in the hair’ and ‘pieces of green talc 

[jade or greenstone], or whalebone, in the shape of a tongue, [worn] round the neck’.90  

      At this early stage there was a diversity of opinion as to the aesthetic achievements of the 

artists of the Pacific. While an unidentified ‘breast-plate of feathers’ - presumably a Tahitian 

taumi – was distinguished by the ‘ingenuity and beauty of the workmanship’, much of what 

was on exhibition here was considered ‘but little superior to the productions of a school-boy, 

who carves a head upon a stick’. There were ‘miserable’ carvings from the Sandwich Islands 

[Hawaii], while weapons were ‘carved in the rudest manner possible’ and ‘horrid in 

appearance.’ Comment on another distinctive Pacific object, the wooden headrest, was 

coloured by incomprehension rather than aesthetic judgment: ‘We select the softest possible 

substances for the support of our heads during the hours of repose; but these poor savages …  

[use] …  long pieces of hard wood …’ In contrast there was further high praise for Pacific 

weaving; the texture of basket-work was ‘delicately beautiful’ and ‘far superior’ to the 

equivalent English manufactures.91 But while it was possible to compare weaving produced 

by the two cultures, wooden carvings from the Pacific, with their highly stylised and distorted 

depictions, had no obvious equivalent, and so remained largely unintelligible to European 
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sensibilities.  

      Another guidebook to the British Museum, published in 1807, referred to what were now 

the Otaheite and South Sea Rooms. Here, among the ‘several curiosities’ brought by Cook, 

was the Tahitian costume of the chief mourner, the only known item to have been given to 

the Museum by Cook himself.92 [fig. 1.32] Also singled out were the ‘rich cloaks and helmets 

of feathers from the Sandwich Islands’, while various ‘idols … present in their hideous 

rudeness’ were ‘a singular contrast with many of the works of art.’93 The latter comment 

indicated that from a European point of view selected Pacific objects, such as cloaks and 

textiles, could qualify as art. 

      By 1808 the British Museum’s Pacific display had undergone changes, in terms of both 

semantics and organisation. The previous emphasis on the association with Cook was 

replaced by the aim ‘to illustrate particular Customs of different Nations; their Religion, their 

Government, their Commerce, Manufactures or Trades’.94 In addition, references to the South 

Sea Room(s) were shortly dispensed with altogether when the Pacific collection shared the 

so-called First Room on the upper floor with material from other cultures. This new 

arrangement was described as a ‘miscellaneous collection of modern works of art, from all 

parts of the world’, [fig. 1.33] with the contents arranged ‘as near as possible in a geographic 

order’. In terms of the allocation of the 26 display cases, the Pacific was still well represented 

with a total of 12 cases – Otaheite (4), Sandwich Islands and Marquesas (4), Friendly Islands 

(Tonga) (2) and New Zealand (2) – compared to Europe (4), Asia (3), South America (1) and 

North America (5). This new arrangement was a likely response to the Museum’s rapidly 

growing collections, for it was explained that the exhibited material had been selected from a 

large amount of similar items held in storage. And in what may be seen as early recognition 

of the museum’s educational responsibility, the material on public display was now expected 

to serve several functions, with preference given to those articles able to ‘best … illustrate 

some local custom, art, manufacture, or point of history’.95 

      The 1808 reference to ‘modern works of art’ may appear unusual at this time, but 

probably referred to the recognition of objects as ‘decorative’ art rather than ‘fine’ art. Also, 

the reference to ‘modern’ indicated that the objects in question were then of relatively recent 

manufacture, as opposed to the antiquities of Greece, Rome and other ancient civilizations on 

display elsewhere in the Museum.  
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The Pacific at the Leverian and Bullock’s Museum, London: The Display and Dispersal 

of Collections  

 

The British Museum was not alone in exhibiting material from the Pacific in the late 

eighteenth century. There were two other London enterprises which, although short-lived, 

reportedly offered the Bloomsbury collection strong competition. Some sense of these 

alternatives was provided by German novelist Sophie von la Roche (1730-1807), who came 

to London in September 1786. Eager to learn about the ‘South Seas’, a region then ‘very 

much in fashion’, she visited the British Museum and was ‘entranced’ by the range of objects 

donated by Cook.96 But next day she discovered another large Pacific collection at the 

Leicester Square museum of Sir Ashton Lever. She was impressed by the way that the 

English ‘conjoined science and commercial showmanship’, as suggested by the display of 

‘the grisly heads of two cannibal warriors.’97 A few days later la Roche was able to view 

more Pacific material at a third venue, in Covent Garden, where the personal collection of 

naturalist George Forster was on show.98 

      Sir Ashton Lever (1729-1788) was a systematic collector who opened his first museum to 

the public in Manchester in 1771. Three years later the desire to make his growing holdings 

more accessible prompted his move to Leicester House, London.99 His Leverian Museum, or 

Holophusicon [figs 1.34, 1.35] - implying the embracing of all of nature (holo = whole, 

phusikon = natural) - could also have been seen as a rival institution to the British Museum, 

although it lacked the physical status and economic resource enjoyed by the latter, and 

neither did it have the support of the scientific establishment, in particular that of the 

powerful and influential Sir Joseph Banks.100 Lever’s ethnographic section was 

‘fragmentary’, but at some stage it included Cook voyage material which, according to 

Adrienne Kaeppler, was acquired by Lever ‘being in the right place at the right time and 

having the right friends.’ Cook was said to have admired Lever and given him a wide-ranging 

collection of Pacific items, included a Tahitian mourning dress and objects from Rapa Nui. 

Aside from the natural history section, the largest group of objects in Lever’s Museum was 

the material from the Pacific and the Northwest Coast of America, and was exhibited in three 

spaces; the Otaheite Room (dresses, ornaments, idols and domestic utensils), Club Room 

(‘warlike weapons of the several savage nations of America …’), and Sandwich Island Room 

(‘being full of curious Indian dresses, idols, ornaments, bows &c. &c.’). No guidebook was 

said to be necessary here because objects were identified with printed labels - a system not 

yet in general use at the British Museum.101  
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      Lever’s ambition of embracing all of nature proved too much, and he found himself in 

financial difficulties. After unsuccessfully petitioning Parliament that his collection be added 

to that of the British Museum, in 1786 he disposed of it by lottery. The new owner, James 

Parkinson, moved the operation to premises in Albion Street, Blackfriars.102 A 1790 

Companion to Parkinson’s museum alluded to a hierarchy of achievement, referring to ‘those 

curious Works of Art, which display the inventive Genius as well as of the untutored Indian, 

as of the more polished European or Asiatic.’103 Two of the museum’s six main rooms were 

dedicated to material from the wider Pacific, including North America, and the walls of a 

passageway were ‘covered’ with ‘specimens of painted or chequered cloth’ (barkcloth) from 

the Sandwich Islands. Also exhibited were ‘flaxen mantles’ (cloaks) from Nootka, on the 

Pacific coast of Vancouver Island, Canada, and New Zealand, those from the latter country 

having been made ‘by people to whom the use of the loom is totally unknown’. An 

inscription at the entrance to the adjacent Sandwich Room paid tribute ‘TO THE 

IMMORTAL MEMORY OF CAPTAIN COOK’, and inside were 10 mahogany and glass 

cases containing principally ‘the admirable and curious articles’ collected by him during his 

‘third and unhappily last voyage’.104 

      The 1790 Companion to Parkinson’s museum included further positive comments on 

Pacific textiles, by Captain King of the Discovery on Cook’s third voyage. He was of the 

opinion that several specimens ‘certainly excel the whole world’ in terms of strength, 

fineness and beauty. Four cases in the Sandwich Room housed feathered cloaks and other 

items ‘of the same beautiful materials and curious manufactures’, and King believed their 

‘delicacy’ and ‘nicety’ would be a challenge for ‘the most ingenious European artist’.105 This 

appreciation of the quality of Pacific weaving was balanced by a later (1800) Leverian 

publication which noted some of the more sensational aspects of Pacific life. It advised that 

Captain Cook had visited the island [sic] of New Zealand ‘where the people eat one another’, 

and their weapons  are quite as savage in appearance as the hands and hearts of those who 

use them must be in reality.’106 

      Parkinson’s tenure of the relocated Leverian Museum also proved commercially 

unsuccessful. Like his predecessor, he offered the collection to the nation and, once again, 

was declined. This second refusal was probably due to the opposition of Sir Joseph Banks, 

who may have disapproved of the idea of Lever’s collection of Cook material entering the 

British Museum and detracting from his own donation. As a result the Leverian Museum 

collection was sold at auction, the 65-day sale of 7,879 lots beginning in May 1806.107 

Although the collection was dominated by natural history, the sale catalogue provides further 
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insights into the nature of the Pacific content. From New Zealand there were several rain 

capes, referred to as ‘foul weather’ cloaks or frocks, and ‘idols’ carved in ‘green nephritic 

stone’. Lot no. 6260, offered on the 53rd day of the sale, was ‘An uncommonly large and 

magnificent scarlet and yellow feather cloak and helmet, being the identical articles, with 

which the celebrated Capt. Cook was decorated by the King of Owyhee.’108 It reappeared (as 

lot no. 8) on the last day of the sale, now described as ‘The identical superb feathered cloak 

and helmet, with which the celebrated Capt. Cook was decorated by the King of Owyhee, a 

short time previous to his assassination’.109 Items from the Pacific (including the north-west 

coast of America) were auctioned on no less than 40 of the 65 sale days, and the fact that this 

material was listed among the opening lots in 27 of those days’ sales suggests it was of high 

public interest.110 

      The Leverian collection was dispersed, but images of certain objects have survived thanks 

to natural history illustrator Sarah Stone (1760-1844). She began her recording in 1783 

following a commission from Lever, and of particular interest are her watercolour renderings 

of Hawaiian [fig. 1.36] and Pacific North-west coast objects, many of which were lost 

following the sale of 1806.111 By 1968, only 10 of the 54 featherwork items from Hawaii 

which were illustrated by Stone had been identified, and were held by six institutions in four 

countries. In a few cases these identifications may be the only means of clearly marking an 

item as a ‘Cook’ specimen, thereby guaranteeing what has been described as its ‘unsullied 

cultural validity’. Authors Roland and Maryanne Force further point out that Stone’s 

paintings of items which have not survived ‘form the only record we have (or ever will have) 

of the true nature of pre-European cultural objects and their range of variation’.112 

      Sarah Stone also painted accurate portrayals of the birds which provided feathers for 

Hawaiian garments. In addition to admiring comments by King and others, Cook himself 

compared the texture and glossy appearance of these feather cloaks to the thickest and richest 

velvet, while David Samwell, surgeon’s mate on the Discovery, suggested: ‘A more rich or 

elegant Dress than this, perhaps the Arts of Europe have not yet been able to supply.’113 One 

such example of featherwork, on a Hawaiian god figure, was brought to England on one of 

Cook’s ships in 1780 and entered the Leverian Museum, where it was painted by Sarah 

Stone. This object was subsequently purchased (for 10/6) at the 1806 sale and later acquired 

by ethnologist A. W. Franks, who presented it to the British Museum.114 

 

The third London institution catering to public interest in the Pacific was that owned by  

Liverpool silversmith, jeweller and showman William Bullock (c.1773-1849). He established 
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a museum around the end of the eighteenth century, and his collection included items brought 

back by members of Cook’s expeditions. In 1809, following Lever’s earlier move south, 

Bullock also relocated to the capital and opened the London Museum and Pantherion. From 

1812 he occupied the newly built Egyptian Hall in Piccadilly, [figs 1.37, 1.38] where he 

arranged his natural history specimens according to the Linnaean system of classification.115 

An 1816 guidebook described his collection as being displayed ‘advantageously for the Study 

of the Naturalist, the Instruction of the Curious, and the Amusement of those who are 

delighted in viewing the Beauties of Nature, or the Curiosities of Art’.116  

      Included in Bullock’s collection were Sandwich Islands cloaks and helmets, ‘once the 

property of the celebrated Captain Cook’, which had been purchased at the Leverian sale. The 

guidebook also listed the upper part of a chief mourner’s dress from Tahiti which, along with 

‘valuable curiosities’, had been presented to Bullock by Joseph Banks, ‘whose liberality and 

patronage of every thing connected with the promotion and diffusion of knowledge and 

science are too well known to be noticed here.’ Echoing a label in the late Leverian Museum, 

the guidebook to Bullock’s establishment described a woven mantle from New Zealand 

‘made of flax so curiously knotted together, that on examination it must astonish the 

beholder, more especially when he considers that it was made by a nation to whom the loom 

is unknown.’117 

      Bullock’s collection numbered upwards of 20,000 specimens, the fruits of ‘Thirty Years 

unremitting attention’. His museum claimed to be the largest of its type in Europe and, 

following the fate of Parkinson’s Leverian, was disposed of during a 26-day auction in 1819. 

The lots included a glass case containing ‘a great variety of South Sea Curiosities’ and a 

green feather cloak, previously in the Leverian collection and considered ‘the most valuable 

ever brought from the Sandwich Isles’.118 Bullock may have sold his collection, but the 

showman was still in business. For the next six years his Egyptian Hall continued to be the 

venue for temporary exhibitions of exotic cultures, including those of Mexico and Lapland.119  

 

The British Museum no doubt benefited – either directly and indirectly - from the dispersal of 

Lever’s and Bullock’s collections. The main source of information on its public galleries at 

this time was the regularly updated Synopsis of the Contents of the British Museum, which 

first appeared around 1808, and the 1832 edition noted that objects were still categorised as 

‘Artificial Curiosities from Different Countries’.120 But the growth of collections in general 

was now putting pressure on the building. In particular, the gift to the nation in 1823 of 

George III’s library had necessitated the construction of the present premises, to 
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progressively replace Montagu House. [fig. 1.39] The 1847 edition of the Synopsis noted that 

the visitor entering the new building from Great Russell Street could either turn left, to enter 

the gallery of Antiquities, or ascend the Great Staircase. Near the top of the latter were 74 

display cases, 20 of which were occupied by the ‘South Seas and Australia’ collection. 

Significantly, the name now given to this gallery was the Ethnographical Room.121 
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                                                          2 

                             ETHNOGRAPHY AND THE PACIFIC 

                        Science and the Nineteenth-Century Museum 
 

During the last two decades of the eighteenth century the Pacific was on prominent display in 

the South Sea Room at the British Museum. But as noted by Stephen Hooper, ‘The public 

excitement and relatively high valuation of Polynesian things of the late eighteenth century 

did not carry over into the nineteenth century.’1 The Pacific was now one of a growing 

number of non-Western regions, including Asia and Africa, that were of interest to European 

museums. From the mid-nineteenth century, all became subject to the new and emerging 

scientific discipline of ethnography, and by various means museum displays reflected 

prevailing ideas on human origins and variation.  

      This chapter examines how the Pacific was represented in a selection of key museums in 

the nineteenth century, in particular the British Museum, Liverpool Museum and Auckland 

Museum. It also considers the significance of certain other venues outside the museum where 

collections from the Pacific were on public display, such as the Crystal Palace (at two 

locations, 1851 and 1852-66) and the Manchester Missionary Exhibition (1869-70). The 

latter two events have particular resonance with the growth of ethnography, both in terms of 

museum displays and in the way in which European audiences were encouraged to 

experience peoples and material cultures from societies geographically distant from their 

own. As is discussed, the Manchester Missionary Exhibition was responsible for drawing 

attention to the Pacific at a time when Western museums and public interest was largely 

focused on Africa. The focus of this chapter is on the emergence and impact of national and 

international exhibitions and ethnography – central features of Tony Bennett’s ongoing 

Exhibitionay Complex - on the changing representations of Pacific collections in museums. 

      The period covered in this chapter was a time of transition. Objects that may have 

previously been categorised as ‘artificial curiosities’ were now likely to be recognised as 

scientific specimens; as late as 1875 the official British Museum guidebook used the term 

‘specimen’ for man-made as well as natural history artifacts.2 As noted by Barbara 

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, examples of material culture, or (man-made) artifacts, now became 

ethnographic objects ‘by virtue of being defined, segmented, detached, and carried away by 

ethnographers.’3 This carrying away had been facilitated by improvements in navigation; on 

his second and third voyages Cook took advantage of the recently developed chronometer, 
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while the subsequent development of trading and colonial settlement provided additional 

opportunities for the pursuit of ethnographic interests.   

      Key Pacific exhibitions and collections will be examined in relation to the impact of 

ethnography and the study of material culture. That from the Pacific is considered within the 

context of the new evolutionary theory and the concept of social Darwinism, with reference 

to theorists and museum practitioners Robert Gordon Latham, A. W. Franks, General 

(Augustus Henry Lane-Fox) Pitt Rivers, John Lubbock and Henry Balfour. An analysis of 

selected examples of material culture from Africa, as exhibited in the latter half of the 

nineteenth century, offers a useful comparison to displays of Pacific collections and 

highlights the crucial role that ethnography played in the framing of these cultures, both in 

terms of museum display and in relation to how their audiences understood them.  

      The Pacific displays examined in this chapter were established according to the demands 

of ethnography, and coincided with European colonialism. This period was followed by what 

James Clifford (1988) refers to as challenges to ethnographic authority in twentieth-century 

social anthropology and the breakup and redistribution of colonial power after 1950. As a 

result, ‘the West can no longer present itself as the unique purveyor of anthropological 

knowledge about others’, a realisation which had led to an ‘ambiguous, multivocal world’ in 

which ‘people interpret others, and themselves, in a bewildering diversity of idioms.’4 In the 

nineteenth-century a Pacific object was typically exhibited as an ethnographic specimen, but 

by the following century it could be presented as a masterpiece of tribal art. As Nicholas 

Thomas notes, if these two approaches – artefact and art object – were once seen as the only, 

or mutually exclusive, ways of presenting non-Western objects in museums, there are in fact 

‘many contexts’.5 And a century or so on from the establishment of those major museums 

listed above, the word ‘ethnography’ was now increasingly missing from both institutional 

names and job titles. What were once ethnographic - and natural history – museums were 

typically rebranded as world-cultures museums. 

      The last decades of the nineteenth century saw the opening of four specialist ethnographic 

institutions: the Museum für Völkerkunde in Berlin in 1873, the Musée d’ethnographie du 

Trocadéro in Paris in 1878, and, in 1884, the Pitt Rivers in Oxford and the Museum of 

Archaeology and Anthropology in Cambridge. Thomas (2016) notes that ethnographic 

museums have been charged with ‘divesting’ non-Western works of the significance they 

once carried within their originating cultures. It was as a result of this and other concerns 

which emerged in the 1970s that, in Thomas’s view, the ethnographic museum appeared 

‘flawed, illegitimate, and in retreat’.6 And Susan Vogel (1991) has observed: ‘Almost nothing 
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displayed in museums was made to be seen in them. Museums provide an experience of most 

of the world's art and artifacts that does not bear even the remotest resemblance to what their 

makers intended.’7 While ethnographic displays may have been modified, to take advantage 

of recent developments in showcase design, lighting and graphics, there was also the nature 

of the institution’s relationship with what were now recognised as indigenous and source 

communities, and descendants of people from whom collections were obtained. It was this 

that led the Auckland Museum to establish a Maori advisory group prior to undertaking a 

major redevelopment of its Maori displays in the early 1980s. 

      Within the discipline of ethnography, Pacific collections in nineteenth-century Western 

museums were typically arranged according to one of two main models of display. The most 

common of these was the geographical arrangement, as employed by the British Museum, as 

opposed to the typological approach adopted by the Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford. At the 

heart of this chapter are those Pacific collections which, as a result of European exploration, 

colonial activity, and contact with missionaries, traders and other visitors, had been removed 

from their originating cultures and displayed in Western museums. Key Pacific collections 

are examined in terms of how they reflected prevailing Western ideas of social and 

technological development, and also in comparison with contemporary presentations of 

African material.  

      Among the collection items and specific exhibitions discussed are the moai, the massive 

stone statues from Rapa Nui held by the British Museum, which are considered in terms of 

their contrast with the classical sculpture then favoured by Victorian Britain. Also discussed 

are the origins and presentation of the Maori collection at the Auckland Museum, 

representing as it does the display of material from the Pacific region in its country of origin, 

and at that stage according to the ethnographic approach as established at the British 

Museum. Thus, the concern here is the nineteenth-century Eurocentric perspective on the 

Pacific; how it had changed over time, and how it related to the perception and interpretation 

of other non-European cultures. 

      The complex and highly contested nature of the acquisition of certain Pacific items held 

by museums needs to be acknowledged, and there is now a substantial discourse around the 

issues of theft and looting by early ‘collectors’. For example, it is suggested that one of the 

above-mentioned moai, Hoa Hakananai’a, in the British Museum, was stolen from Rapanui 

by British crew on HMS Topaze in 1868,8 while in 2016 Chilean filmmakers launched a 

campaign for its repatriation.9 As this chapter documents, by the early 1800s Europe’s focus 

had moved away from the Pacific, and would shortly turn towards the still largely unexplored 



45 
 

(by Europe) continent of Africa. Public interest in that region was stimulated by the published 

accounts of explorers, while exhibitions, mostly held outside public museums, promoted 

European interests in Africa. As noted by Ivan Lindsay (2014), the arrival in Europe of 

bronzes from Benin following Britain’s punitive raid on the west African kingdom in 1897 

‘caused a reappraisal of African art and their status changed from native curiosities to 

valuable tribal art’.10 Further to matters of display and representation, the very presence in 

museums of non-Western items acquired in the nineteenth century highlights the issues of 

repatriation and the entitlement of those institutions to hold such material. 

 

The Pacific and the Salvage Paradigm 

 

From the early nineteenth century, colonialism was the main driver behind European 

presence in the Pacific. Britain and France were most active in this regard, followed later in 

the century by Germany, while the 1884-85 Berlin Conference, at which European powers 

negotiated and formalised claims for territory, prompted the so-called ‘Scramble for Africa’. 

Imperial ambitions were reflected by extensive collections in national museums, which in 

turn stimulated the demand for collecting. As part of the impact on Pacific communities of 

increasing European encroachment and settlement, collecting was undertaken in the name of 

‘salvage anthropology’. As described by James Clifford (1989), this mentality, involving the 

‘salvaging’ of cultural material which represented a society before it had been irreversibly 

altered by contact with the West, reflected ‘a desire to rescue something ‘authentic’ out of 

destructive historical changes’.11 The paradigm reflected the prevailing influence of 

nineteenth-century evolutionary theory which ordered the world’s societies into a hierarchical 

linear sequence.  

      The impact of the West on indigenous lifeways was hardly a recent realisation. In 1839 

James Cowles Prichard had informed the British Association of Science: ‘Wherever 

Europeans have settled, their arrival has been the harbinger of extermination to the native 

tribes.’ Two years earlier, the 1837 Report on the Parliamentary Select Committee on 

Aboriginal Tribes (British Settlements) recorded: ‘murders, … misery, … and contamination 

have been brought to the islands of the South Pacific’ where ‘our runaway convicts are the 

pests of the savage as well as of civilized society’.12  

      George E. Marcus foregrounds the salvage paradigm in action (1984), writing of the 

collector portraying himself [sic] ‘before the deluge’, when ‘Signs of fundamental change are 

apparent, but the ethnographer is able to salvage a cultural state on the verge of 
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transformation.’13 The very presence in the Pacific of Westerners collecting in the name of 

‘salvage ethnography’ would inevitably influence any such transformation, and thereby raise 

issues of ‘authenticity’. Clifford notes that within the salvage paradigm, cultural authenticity 

among non-Western peoples exists ‘just prior to the present’; that is, immediately before the 

arrival of the West. Roger Duff (1969) held a reflective and limited view and referred to this 

period of first contact as ‘a brief golden age’ when, following the introduction of metal tools 

in New Zealand and elsewhere in the Pacific in the period 1770-1820, ‘the craftsmen still had 

old ideas in their heads and new tools in their hands’.14 In contrast, Clifford suggests that   

 
      New definitions of authenticity (cultural, personal, artistic) are making themselves felt,  

      definitions no longer centred on a salvaged past. Rather, authenticity is reconceived as  

      hybrid, creative activity in a local present-becoming-future. Non-Western cultural and  

      artistic works are implicated by an interconnected world cultural system without  

      necessarily being swamped by it. Local structures produce histories rather than simply  

      yielding to History.15    

       

The Pacific, Ethnography and the Growth of Museums 

 

      This chapter is primarily concerned with the display in public institutions of Pacific 

objects which have been removed from their originating cultures. Those displays were 

typically congested, and increasingly so, and housed in serried rows of wooden-framed glass 

cases. As noted by Constance Classen and David Howes: 

 
      While museums are true to their own cultural background – that is, they are clear products  

      of Western social history – they are untrue to the other cultures they represent. The  

      traditional glass cases of the museum present little impediment to the eye but they are not  

      ideologically transparent. As we have seen, glass cases are ideological framing devices  

      within the larger frame of the museum itself.16 

 

      Further, and in view of the fact that this study is centred on museums, the ‘proper’ place 

or depository of such collections is now also subject to debate. Clifford does not argue that 

the only true home is with the source community, but he does suggest there are ‘other 

contexts, histories, and futures’ in which non-Western objects and cultural records may 

‘belong’. He also refers to what he terms ‘resurgent indigenous communities’, and the fact 
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that it was the permission granted by Maori authorities that allowed objects included in the 

1984 Te Maori exhibition to leave New Zealand.17 

      As is illustrated here, collecting in the name of ethnography resulted in increasingly 

crowded and incoherent displays in the nineteenth-century museum. This situation prompted 

a revival of the ‘New Museum Idea’, while the subsequent arrival of the concept of the 

temporary exhibition would offer new possibilities for the display and interpretation of 

collections from the Pacific. 

 

The nineteenth century was marked by the growth of public museums and, within them, an 

increasing adoption of the ethnographic approach to the display of non-European collections. 

In Britain, while such collections were of immediate interest to the scientific community, 

there was realisation that they could be of much wider public benefit. This was reflected in 

the growth of popular education and the concept of self-improvement, aided by the 

establishment of mechanics’ institutes and apprentices’ libraries,18 and public lectures. In 

Berlin, beginning in late 1827, German explorer and naturalist Alexander von Humboldt 

(1769-1859) delivered a series of 77 lectures at the city’s university and music hall. 

According to Andrea Wulf, Humboldt ‘democratized science’, and his packed audiences 

ranged from ‘the royal family to coachmen, from students to servants, from scholars to 

bricklayers.’19 In Britain the new influential ‘man of science’ was exemplified by Thomas H. 

Huxley (1825-95), who gave the first of his popular public lectures at the Royal Institution, 

London, on 30 April 1852.20  

      Ethnographic ideas gained currency as museums and their collections proliferated, and 

more people were able to visit them. Expanding railway networks provided increased 

mobility, and the growth of newspapers, periodicals and pictorial magazines (including, from 

1842, the Illustrated London News) gave an increasingly literate public access to a vast new 

pool of knowledge. The wider benefit of museum collections was acknowledged in Britain by 

the passing of the Museum Act of 1845 which empowered boroughs with a population of 

10,000 or more to charge a tax for the establishment of such institutions. Discussion on the 

new legislation also covered the need for museums to be open at hours convenient to the 

working classes, a concern that lingered until at least 1876 when a deputation of mechanics 

petitioned the British Museum to open on Sundays.21 

 

The new discipline of ethnography was concerned with the study of other peoples and their 

cultures and, like the closely related ethnology, was an aspect of the wider field of 
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anthropology, the study of humanity. Among claims to be the earliest institution reflecting 

these new areas of interest are the Ethnographic Museum in St Petersburg, founded in 1836 

as a department of the Kunstkamera (which opened in 1727), and the National Museum of 

Ethnology at Leiden, which opened to the public in the 1830s and dates back to the Royal 

Cabinet of Curiosities established in 1816. Another contender is the National Museum of 

Denmark, which opened in 1849 and has its origins in the seventeenth century in the well-

known Royal Cabinet of Curiosities of King Frederick III and Ole Worm. [fig. 2.1] Eriksen 

and Nielsen argue that the first specialised ethnographical museums were established in 

Munich (1859), Berlin (1865) and Vienna (1876),22 the last-mentioned of these, now known 

as the Weltmuseum Wien (World Museum Vienna), having its origins in 1806 when the 

purchase of a Cook collection of Polynesian and Northwest Coast material resulted in the 

establishment of a separate ethnographic collection in the cabinet of the Hofburg Imperial 

Palace.23 Although the beginning of the institutionalisation of anthropology can be credited to 

German-speaking areas,24 Germany lagged behind other powers in the areas of world 

exploration and colonial expansion. However, it would make up for it in the latter half of the 

nineteenth century when the energetic collecting policy adopted by Berlin-based museum 

director Adolf Bastian (1826-1905) had a strong focus on the Pacific.  

      The British Museum had opened its Ethnographical Room by 1847, closely following the 

formalisation of ethnology in Britain. This had begun with the founding in 1837 of the 

Aborigines’ Protection Society, which grew out of the anti-slavery movement and aimed to 

collect information ‘concerning the character, habits and wants of uncivilized tribes’. This 

union of science and philanthropy proved unsuccessful, leading to the formation in 1843 of 

the Ethnological Society of London (ESL), with interests covering physical and cultural 

anthropology, as well as archaeology and prehistory.25 Before long the ESL went into 

decline, prompting the founding of a competing organisation, the Anthropological Society of 

London (ASL), in 1863. Then followed an eight-year struggle between the ‘ethnologicals’ of 

the ESL - whose members included the leading Darwinians Thomas Huxley, John Lubbock 

(1834-1913) and Augustus Henry Lane-Fox Pitt Rivers (1827-1900) - and the 

‘anthropologicals’ of the ASL. In 1871 the two groups united to form what is now the Royal 

Anthropological Society of Great Britain and Ireland, thereby representing the acceptance of 

a Darwinian view of man ‘firmly rooted in the physical universe’.26 

      In 1813 physician James Cowles Prichard (1786-1848), an early member of the 

Aborigines’ Protection Society, published the first edition of his Researches into the Physical 

History of Man. Echoing de Brosses’ Histoire des navigations aux terres australes (1756), it 
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provided a synthesis of accounts and observations made during more recent voyages, in 

particular those of Cook, and thereby offered a more reliable understanding of the indigenous 

people of the Pacific region. Prichard began his Researches at a time when new information 

on human variety was prompting discussion on the relationship between races, and whether 

all mankind was descended from a single human family, presumably Noah’s. He could not 

accept the possibility of more than one species of human, a polygenist argument used to 

justify European enslavement of ‘uncivilised’ societies. As George W. Stocking points out, 

the main thrust of Prichard’s work was a defence of the common humanity of black peoples 

against those who sought to deny it on scientific grounds.27 While other writers placed all 

humans on an ascending scale of intellectuality, Prichard interpreted the capacity of ‘pagans’ 

to understand the missionaries’ Christian message as evidence of ‘common intellectual 

potential’.28  He accepted there were two classes of people in the Pacific, the one being in a 

‘rude unimproved state’ and the other ‘half civilized’. The ‘New Hollanders’ (Australians) 

fitted the first category, while the New Zealanders (the term Maori not yet being in common 

usage), who ‘retain more of the primitive manners and character of the race than any of the 

other tribes’, conformed to the other.29 Prichard’s division of Pacific peoples into two 

contrasting classes is apparent in this description:  
 

      To the beautiful groups of islands inhabited by the Polynesian tribes, covered with rich  

      vegetation and spread out like clusters of gems under the sunny sky of the great Ocean, a  

      striking contrast is presented when we turn towards  … the west … Among these tribes are  

      to be seen some who recede farthest from the almost European in Asiatic beauty of the  

      Tahitian and Marquesan Islanders, and exceed in ugliness the most ill-favoured brood of  

      African forests, whom they rival in the sooty blackness of their complexion.30  

 

      Another current concern for science and museums was the vulnerability of certain 

indigenous peoples who had recently become known to Europe. In 1839 Prichard presented 

the ominously titled lecture ‘On the Extinction of Human Races’ to the British Association 

for the Advancement of Science, and warned of the ‘imminent demise of many endangered 

human varieties’, invariably as a result of European settlement. He argued that if Europeans 

were to condemn such people to death and extinction, the least they could do was preserve 

something of their cultures.31 Turning to the Pacific, he described the colossal statues of Rapa 

Nui as ‘the most wonderful phenomenon in the whole region’,32 and being ‘of rude but not of 

bad workmanship.’33 Otherwise, his comments on material culture were largely restricted to 
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textiles and the extent of Samoan tattooing - which was such that ‘The bodies of the men … 

might be mistaken for clothed’.34 

      By the time of Prichard’s comment on the need to preserve cultural material, a massive 

ethnographic collecting expedition was underway in the Pacific. The publication of Cook’s 

voyages had drawn attention to the natural and marine resources of the South Pacific, leading 

to the arrival in the region of whalers from Britain, France and especially the American ports 

of Nantucket and New Bedford. Whaling became an important industry for the United States, 

but was made difficult by limited understanding of the vast Pacific’s geography, currents and 

weather. On the basis that improved knowledge of the region would bring economic benefits, 

a petition to Congress recommended an exploration of that ocean, described as ‘a nursery for 

seamen for which no substitute can be found’. At that stage one of the few parts of the Pacific 

known to Americans was the Society Islands - such that Otaheite was the ‘Queen of the 

Pacific’ – and the whole ocean was said to be ‘sprinkled with small islands, low, sandy, and 

encircled with coral reefs, and here the navigation is exceedingly dangerous.’35 

      The resulting United States Exploring Expedition, 1838-1842, led by Lieutenant Charles 

Wilkes (1798-1877), returned with an unprecedented amount of material. The number of 

ethnographic objects collected was 4,000 – among them war clubs from Fiji, fishhooks from 

Samoa and flax baskets from New Zealand – considerably more than the total number of 

artifacts collected during all three of Cook’s voyages. Adrienne Kaeppler has identified it as 

the largest collection ever made by a single sailing expedition, and it also brought back 

plants, birds, mammals, fish, fossils, coral and crustacea, plus a large amount of data for 

mapping purposes.36 Initially these huge collections were housed in temporary quarters in 

Washington, DC, which drew attention to the need for a separate repository. This led to the 

decision to finance a building with proceeds from the estate left by Englishman James 

Smithson, resulting in the founding in 1846 of the Smithsonian Institution.37 

      In 1887 the Smithsonian’s Pacific collections were supplemented by the results of another 

official mission, that of the USS Mohican. Ostensibly intended to protect American interests 

from German interference in Samoa, it was instructed to call at Rapa Nui and obtain one of 

its colossal stone figures. [fig. 2.2] Such statues had been known to the outside world since 

Cook’s visit to the island in 1774; the British Museum’s Hoa Hakananai’a was removed in 

1868, a few years later the French collected a stone figure which is now in the Louvre, Paris, 

[figs 2.3, 2.4] and one of two stone statues carried from Rapa Nui by the Mohican is on 

display (2016) in the National Museum of Natural History, Washington, DC.  
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Establishing Ethnology and Museums in New Zealand 

 

An early awareness of ethnology was brought to New Zealand by German-born Ernest 

Dieffenbach (1811-55), resident in that country from 1839 to 1841 as naturalist with the 

London-based New Zealand Company. His 1843 book Travels in New Zealand provided 

details of Maori life prior to European settlement and expressed his personal concern for the 

plight of the indigenous people. In an 1848 article, in the Journal of the Ethnological Society 

of London, Dieffenbach advocated an exhaustive study of the physical history of the human 

race, one that might involve ‘entering’ the wigwam of the Red Indian’ and ‘[enduring] an 

Arctic winter in the snow hut of the Esquimaux’. In his opinion it was only by tracing 

humanity ‘through all its many forms, simple and complicated, rude and civilized’ and 

finding something commendable in each that we would ‘treat with consideration those who 

differ from us’.38 In the same year, in another report on the progress of the discipline of 

ethnology, physician Thomas Hodgkin (1798-1866) observed that the ‘thinly but widely 

scattered inhabitants of the islands of the Pacific’ strikingly illustrated the concepts of 

similarity of both racial stock and language. He stressed the need to learn more about non-

European peoples, ‘in order to complete the history of human nature.’ But, echoing 

Prichard’s earlier concerns, he wondered how such information might be gathered, ‘when so 

many tribes shall have become extinct, and their thoughts shall have perished with them?’39 

      Dieffenbach’s employer, the New Zealand Company, was established to promote 

emigration, and the second of its planned settlements was Nelson, in the north of the South 

Island. During the preliminary expedition, which sailed from London in April 1841, the 

colonists developed plans for their new settlement, to include a museum. When they reached 

Teneriffe a sum of money was gathered and remitted to London for the purchase of a list of 

essential books, while the committee was also keen to receive other items such as maps, 

charts, manuscripts, drawings, paintings, sculptures and specimens of natural history 

generally.40 The planned Literary and Scientific Institution of Nelson opened in late 1842, 

initially as a library with an attached storehouse, and subsequently incorporated a museum. 

What is now the Nelson Provincial Museum claims to be the oldest museum in New 

Zealand,41 but another claimant for the title, presumably on the grounds of being a stand-

alone and continuous operation from the outset, is the Auckland War Memorial Museum.42 

The latter began in 1852 as the Auckland Museum, and first on its list of desired donations 

were ‘specimens illustrative’ of the colony’s natural history, in particular its geology, 

mineralogy, entomology and ornithology. [fig. 2.5] At this stage there was no mention of 
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ethnology, although the second category, ‘Weapons, Clothing, Implements etc of New 

Zealand and the Islands of the Pacific’, would have qualified as such. This was followed by 

‘Any Memento of Captain Cook, or his Voyages’, and a list of ‘industrial’ materials – such as 

timber, clays, sands, dyes, gums, resins, flax, hair and wool – which reflected a focus on 

displays that would encourage local industries. Otherwise, there are few clues as to the nature 

of Auckland Museum’s displays during its first quarter century, [fig. 2.6] but that would 

change when it moved into its first purpose-built premises in 1876.43 

 

New Zealand on Display at the Great Exhibition 

 

Auckland Museum opened to the public almost exactly one year after the conclusion of the 

1851 Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of all Nations, housed in Joseph Paxton’s 

‘Crystal Palace’ in London’s Hyde Park. [fig. 2.7] The Great Exhibition was the first 

undertaking of its type, and the prototype for many Victorian museums. As Barbara J. Black 

has noted, its ‘fetishizing of commodities … promoted museum culture.’44 It also set the 

standard for what were known variously as international exhibitions, universal expositions 

and world’s fairs. These invariably massive undertakings reflected the prevailing vision of 

progress, and exhibition-going became a popular leisure pursuit.45 While the main aim of the 

Great Exhibition was to showcase international manufactures, this did not preclude 

representations from pre-industrial societies. However, in such displays the emphasis was on 

the nature and potential of raw materials, and the traditional arts and crafts of indigenous 

peoples were presented primarily as demonstrations of the uses made of local resources. 

From the Pacific region, Great Britain’s ‘distant dependency’ of New Zealand sent what was 

described in the official catalogue as ‘a valuable and tolerably extensive collection of native 

and other products.’ Those items contributed by the Maori population included prepared flax, 

baskets, eel traps, mats, a fishing net and hooks, hand clubs, a carved box, and ‘native knives, 

formerly used for cannibal purposes’, but these were heavily outnumbered by such raw 

materials as geological specimens, coal, copper, building stones and native timbers.46 

      The New Zealand display also included a lithographic print, Interior of a Native Village 

or ‘Pa’ in New Zealand, 1850, [fig. 2.8] by John Gilfillan (1793-1863), who was born in the 

Channel Islands and came to New Zealand in 1841. His print, based on an oil painting (since 

lost), shows a large number of Maori engaged in a range of activities, against a backdrop of a 

whare (meeting house), pataka (store house) and palisades, with dense forest and rugged hills 

beyond. Although the emphasis of the 1851 Exhibition was on manufactured goods and 
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generally excluded paintings, lithographic prints could qualify on technical grounds. Further, 

while Gilfillan’s Interior contained much of ethnological interest, it was more likely to have 

been included here for its depiction of trees and (possibly) mineral-rich hills, thereby 

providing a context for the specimens of natural resources displayed nearby. Also, as Leonard 

Bell suggests, by depicting Maori as ‘peaceable and showing a capacity for constructive 

activity’, Interior would have presented a positive image of resource-rich New Zealand, and 

acted as a promotion for colonisation.47 

      The Great Exhibition of 1851 was an opportunity for visitors to examine the artistic 

accomplishments of non-European societies. In his review of the event, William Whewell 

(1794-1866), Master of Trinity College, Cambridge, referred to those nations which were 

generally considered ‘rude and savage’ but which displayed much ingenuity and invention in 

their use of natural resources. He suggested that Europeans, who ‘look down from our lofty 

summit of civilized and mechanically-aided skill upon the infancy of art’, may learn lessons 

of taste from these other cultures, and in particular he identified the ornamented works of 

Persia and of India ‘[which] have beauties which we, with all our appliances and means, 

cannot surpass.’48 Similarly, the Art-Journal lamented the prevalence of ‘debased taste’ 

displayed at the 1851 Exhibition by certain French items. There was also evidence of ‘the 

very general mistake that quantity of ornament implies beauty’, whereas ‘Oriental works’ 

could offer ‘the happy combination of simplicity and richness’. The same commentator 

described large shawls from India as ‘the finest specimens as works of Art’ [fig. 2.9] in the 

woven and printed fabrics section, while there was said to be much more variety of pattern in 

‘genuine Oriental fabrics’ than in European imitations.49 

 

Papua New Guinea at the Crystal Palace, Sydenham 

 

From May to October 1851 just over six million people visited the Great Exhibition. When 

the show was over the Crystal Palace was dismantled and subsequently re-erected and 

extended at Sydenham, south of London. Officially opened by Queen Victoria in 1854, [fig. 

2.10] it was now a commercial operation, offering amusement and recreation in addition to 

instruction. The latter was to be found in the various Courts which provided a history of art, 

from Egyptian, [fig. 2.11] Greek and Roman to Mediaeval and Modern Sculpture, along with 

a Portrait Gallery. And whereas ethnological material had only been included at Hyde Park in 

the guise of natural resources, at Sydenham it appeared as part of the Natural History 

Department, organised under the direction of Robert Gordon Latham (1812-1888). In 1851 he 
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had published The Ethnology of the British Colonies and Dependences, in which he 

introduced a ‘new division of the human species, which is conveniently called the Oceanic.’ 

His Oceanic division consisted of two subdivisions, Amphinesians and Kelaenonesians, the 

former being further subdivided into Protonesians, Polynesians (which in turn consisted of 

Micronesians and Polynesians Proper) and Malagasi, while the latter comprised Papuans, 

Australians and Tasmanians. Latham considered the distribution of these Oceanic people as 

remarkable as their variation; on one South Sea archipelago there were reportedly tribes ‘tall 

and fair’ and others ‘dark and ill-featured’, while he also expressed a view that the 

complexion of Oceanic people was affected by the coralline or volcanic nature of the soil.50 

      In the guidebook to the ethnological displays at the Crystal Palace [figs 2.12, 2.13]  

Latham described the science of ethnology as ‘to a great extent, a new one’ and because 

ethnological museums were ‘rare’ the approach taken at Sydenham was ‘for the first time 

attempted’.51 Ethnology, along with zoology and botany, was represented by 13 different 

geographic groups - covering the Arctic, the Americas, China, India, Africa, ‘Indian Islands’ 

(Borneo, Java, Sumatra), and Australia, while Papua New Guinea was the sole representative 

of the Pacific region. Each group consisted of life-size representations of the indigenous 

inhabitants, based on casts or modelled from life or photographs, and was accompanied by 

specimens of respective native flora and fauna. Such assemblages can be seen as the 

forerunner of the elaborate dioramas with their illusionistic painted backdrops which became 

a standard feature of the natural history museum. Human representations had appeared 

earlier, in both private museums and public exhibitions, and perhaps the first was a model of 

an Inuit or native American from the Arctic, which was a prominent feature of Ole Worm’s 

seventeenth-century museum in Copenhagen. In contrast, in 1822 William Bullock displayed 

living Laplanders along with sledges and other artefacts in one of his shows at the Egyptian 

Hall in Piccadilly. There had also been some living North Americans and Tunisians in their 

national courts at the Great Exhibition, along with small ethnographic models of Indians and 

Mexicans.52 However, Latham’s point of difference in 1854 was the placement of figures 

alongside appropriate zoological and botanical specimens.  

      Latham’s notes on the Ethnology section at the Crystal Palace do not mention any other 

Pacific representation, but a newspaper account of the day referred to the inhabitants of 

Africa and America and ‘a brown-skinned bare-legged Sandwich islander’.53 Presumably the 

latter was a misattribution, and perhaps the inclusion of Papua New Guinea and the complete 

exclusion of Polynesia and Micronesia can be explained by Latham’s observation that ‘No 

part of the world is less known than these Papuan islands – the interior of New Guinea being 
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as much a mystery as the interior of Africa.’ The wider Pacific was by now much less of a 

mystery, and if public interest was shifting towards Africa, Latham gave slightly more 

coverage in his guidebook to that continent than any other region. Awareness of Africa at this 

time was likely to have been heightened by a Zulu group, who performed in native costumes 

and were armed with ‘implements of war’ at various London venues,54 and were also the 

models for the Zulu display at the Crystal Palace.55  

      The main point of Latham’s displays was human variation. They were also intended to 

show degrees of civilisation, although with qualifications, for ‘India and China … have long 

been civilised – civilised after their own peculiar fashion.’56 The varieties on show were 

mostly ‘foreign to Europe’, and Latham considered the most remarkable of these were found 

within the tropics and the Arctic Circle. The emphasis was on physiognomies and social 

customs, and references to material culture tended to concentrate on the contrast with 

European standards. Thus Latham wrote of the Papuans: ‘Woven cloth they have none. On 

the other hand they show some skill in the art of pottery’, and, ‘Rough imitations of the 

human figure were common; but whether they served as idols or not was uncertain.’57 

Latham drew heavily on the observations of others. Thomas Huxley, naturalist on the 1846-

1850 of HMS Rattlesnake, had made ‘on-the-spot’ drawings of houses and canoes in the 

Louisiade Archipelago, southeast of New Guinea,58 while a lengthy description of the Indians 

of the Amazon by Alfred R. Wallace (1823-1913), Darwin’s co-discoverer of evolution, 

included the observation that they were ‘a truly unsophisticated population’ and ‘as free from 

the encumbrances of dress as it is possible to conceive’.59  

      The final group in Latham’s sequence, representing Greenland, included a large ‘tent’ 

with its furniture, and a canoe provided by the ethnographical museum in Copenhagen, which 

he acknowledged as one of the first such institutions then in existence.60 The displays at 

Crystal Palace therefore occurred at an early stage in the development of ethnology in 

Britain, at a time when the emphasis was on the study of human differences rather than 

material culture. In its first year the Crystal Palace received 1,322,000 visitors,61 but whatever 

the impact of Latham’s displays, they were destroyed in a large fire at the Palace on 30 

December 1866. Then, seventy years later, on the night of 30 November 1936, another fire 

resulted in the final destruction of the 1851 building.  

 

Ornamental Art from the Pacific at the Great Exhibition 

 

While objects from the Pacific were being absorbed into the collections of European 
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ethnographic museums, popular events such as the Great Exhibition of 1851 were able to 

present such material in a new context, where it was likely to be more attractively displayed 

than in a public museum. Such exhibitions could also enable visitors to make comparisons 

between Western manufactures and those from beyond Europe. Owen Jones (1809-74) was 

Superintendent of Works at the 1851 Exhibition, but at that event he saw ‘general disorder 

everywhere’ in regard to manufactured items. On the other hand, as he noted in The 

Grammar of Ornament, now considered the classic reference book on Victorian aesthetics,62 

the collections from India, Tunis, Egypt and Turkey displayed unity of design, skill and 

judgment in application, and ‘elegance and refinement of execution’. He also commented on 

the ‘gorgeous contribution of India’, where items were distinguished by the absence of ‘all 

excrescences or superfluous ornament’. He encouraged the study of Indian woven fabrics, for 

it was ‘impossible to find there a discord’, whereas the European wares on show lacked any 

such common principle. Instead, they were a ‘fruitless struggle after novelty’ with their 

design based upon a system of ‘copying and misapplying the received form of beauty’.63 

      The first three of the 112 plates in Jones’s The Grammar of Ornament represented the 

‘Savage Tribes’ and, with the exception of a single item from South America, all 42 items 

illustrated were from the Pacific. He described a tattooed head from New Zealand (from the 

collection of the Chester Museum) as ‘remarkable … showing that in this very barbarous 

practice the principles of the very highest ornamental art are manifest, every line upon the 

face is best adapted to develop the natural features.’ Similarly, a ‘beautiful’ Maori paddle 

[fig. 2.14] ‘would rival works of the highest civilisation: there is not a line upon its surface 

misapplied…’ Jones suggested the instincts of the maker were superior to those of a ‘modern 

manufacturer’, for ornament was applied in such a manner as to give the paddle the 

appearance of additional strength. He also had high praise for barkcloth from Tonga: [figs 

2.15, 2.16] ‘Nothing …. can be more primitive, and yet the arrangement of the pattern shows 

the most refined taste and skill.’64 

      The lack of African ornamentation among Jones’s examples of ‘savage’ ornament may 

have been a result of his unfamiliarity with the subject and/or lack of access to suitable 

examples. Pacific material had long been on display at the British Museum and elsewhere, 

while general awareness of the region had been raised by the accounts of navigators and 

explorers. Jones referred to six such publications, recording that ‘Captain Cook and other 

voyagers repeatedly notice the taste and ingenuity of the islands of the Pacific and South 

Seas’.65 Even so, Europe was now becoming increasingly fascinated by the largely unknown 

and so-called ‘Dark Continent’ of Africa.  
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The Exhibiting of Ethnology as Art 

 

Owen Jones had referred to the ‘ornamental art’ of the Pacific, objects which were ordinarily 

found in Europe in the ethnographic museum, as opposed to the art museum or art gallery. It 

was another exhibition, outside the museum, that provided an early opportunity for 

ethnographic material to be displayed alongside European works of art.  

      Following the success of the 1851 Great Exhibition, a second exhibition opened in 

London in 1862. Although it did not enjoy the popularity of its predecessor,66 a sense of 

changing attitudes towards non-European cultures was apparent. The prize medals for the 

1851 event [fig. 2.17] depicted Britannia crowning a spinner (exemplifying honest toil), 

behind whom were four females representing Africa (naked and wearing an elephant 

headdress), America, Asia and a dominating Europe wearing a crown and holding a sceptre. 

Eleven years later, on the 1862 medal Britannia was now surrounded by female 

representations of Industry, Agriculture, and the Arts, thereby indicating a shift of emphasis 

from a racial hierarchy to the role of Britain as the home and patron of art and industry.67  

The Exhibition itself included modern and international art, and the large collection of 

paintings, sculpture, architecture, prints, photographs and designs was unprecedented in 

London. A Japanese Court introduced many visitors to the decorative arts of that country, 

while displays of non-European material included what was then referred to as ‘peasant’ 

jewellery from across the Indian subcontinent.68  

      Non-European art had also been on show at another exhibition, in Manchester. Paul 

Greenhalgh has identified three types of large-scale (and temporary) exhibitions held in 

nineteenth-century Britain; the general event, modelled on the 1851 original; the festive or 

commemorative type; and the single-subject exhibition.69 The third category included the 

1857 Manchester Art Treasures Exhibition, [figs 2.18, 2.19] which brought together over 

16,000 works of art, drawn from private collections in the United Kingdom. Hailed as ‘the 

first blockbuster exhibition’ and ‘one of the defining moments of art history in England’,70 it 

received over 1,300,000 visitors, and its popularity and attendant publicity have been credited 

with changing government and public attitudes towards the fine arts, as evidenced by the 

subsequent growth in the number of municipal museums.71 Of particular interest was its 

inclusion of a Museum of Ornamental Art, within which was an Oriental Court – ‘Oriental’ 

here being applied to ‘everything not confessedly European’ – which housed paintings, 

carvings, textiles, weapons, fabrics and furniture from several Asian countries, a display 

further referred to as ‘the refugium peccatorum of all the curious and incomprehensible 
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objects forwarded to the exhibition’. There is no known catalogue, but the same section was 

reported to have included ‘art treasures from Canada and the most opposite quarters of the 

world.’72 A member of the Exhibition Committee described the display of modern statuary as 

‘gracefully embodying ideal forms of the most perfect class’,73 but at the same time the event 

gave the public an opportunity to see ethnographic objects displayed under the banner of 

‘art’. 

 

Ethnological Inquiry and the Pacific 

 

The Pacific was of interest to ethnographers at a time when discoveries within another new 

science – geology - were challenging nineteenth-century notions of the age of the Earth and 

mankind’s origins. In 1854 the secretary of the Ethnological Society of London wrote that 

when the Pacific was discovered by Europe, ‘every [island] group was found to be inhabited 

by man’, thereby posing the question as to whether there had been separate creations for each 

island, or whether those people had migrated from elsewhere. The secretary was aware of the 

belief that the Bible taught ‘all that can be known of ethnology’, and acknowledged that it did 

provide ‘most valuable information’ on Palestine, but it offered nothing whatsoever 

concerning America and the Pacific.74 To assist with fieldwork in such areas, in 1854 the 

British Association for the Advancement of Science produced A Manual of Ethnological 

Inquiry which provided researchers with 103 questions on a wide range of topics. It advised 

that ‘works of art’ were to be ‘sought and preserved’ and their features noted, for such 

particulars would both ‘throw light, on the character and origin of the people’ and influence 

any subsequent commercial relations. Mindful that colonization could have tragic 

consequences, the manual advised that responses to these questions would ‘point out the 

mutual advantages which might be obtained by preserving, instead of annihilating, the 

aboriginal population.’75 

      By now the British Museum had appointed its first ethnologist, Augustus Wollaston 

Franks (1826-1897). He joined the staff in 1851, when the ethnography collections totalled 

some 3,700 artefacts and were a minor part of the Department of Antiquities. [figs 2.20, 2.21] 

By the time of his retirement 45 years later these collections had grown to over 38,000 items 

and become a major sub-section of the Department of British and Medieval Antiquities and 

Ethnography.76 In the early days of the British Museum’s Ethnographical Room there were 

approximately three times as many display cabinets of Pacific items as there were of Asian 

artefacts, reflecting both an emphasis on the voyages of exploration that began with Cook, 



59 
 

and the fact that official collections of Indian and Chinese material were then housed 

elsewhere.77 Franks sourced material from international exhibitions; his notebooks recorded 

objects from French, Portuguese and Spanish colonies seen at the 1867 Paris Exhibition, 

while the 1886 Colonial and Indian Exhibition at South Kensington provided items from 

Samoa.78 The majority of additions to the British Museum’s collections during this period 

were from administrators and overseas travellers and, in the latter half of the nineteenth 

century, collectors and other institutions who were disposing of their accumulations. These 

‘secondary’ collections included that of antiquary Samuel Rush Meyrick (1783-1848) who, in 

addition to owning an impressive display of European armour at his Hertfordshire residence, 

also had a South Sea Room.79 

      The growing interest in distant cultures was reflected by the establishment in London in 

1798 of the East India Museum, claimed to be ‘the first anywhere dedicated to non-European 

collections.’80 It began as an Oriental Repository in the company’s office, [fig. 2.22] initially 

collecting Indian manuscripts,81 and later acquiring other material from collectors.82 A visitor 

in 1858 recognised the ‘valuable service’ that such institutions could perform by bringing the 

public into contact with ‘the mind of the maker’ of ethnographic objects.83 When the East 

India Company was dissolved in 1874 its collections were absorbed by several other 

institutions, including the British Museum.84  

      From the late eighteenth century the wider Asian region had also been of interest to North 

America. The Salem East India Marine Society was formed in Massachusetts in September 

1799 and established a museum with an ethnological focus. Ships from Salem had been 

ranging across the Pacific within a quarter-century of the period of Cook’s voyages, seeking 

sandal-wood, tortoise shell, and bêche-de-mer (sea cucumber), and curiosities obtained by 

seamen formed the basis of the collection of what is today the Peabody Museum of Salem. 

The bulk of the early Polynesian material was obtained prior to the impact of European 

contact and has been described as the only ‘sizeable’ collection of such material in 

continental United States. It includes a large Hawaiian figure, [fig. 2.23] gifted in 1846, and 

one of only three such specimens to survive the destruction of these ‘idols’ following the 

arrival of Christianity. As will be discussed later, from the 1920s the Peabody Museum 

collection would be drawn upon for a series of special exhibitions showcasing the art of the 

Pacific.85 
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The Pacific and Evolutionary Concepts at the British Museum 

 

With the arrival of A. W. Franks at the British Museum, the Pacific collections established 

following the voyages of Cook and other European navigators became categorised as 

ethnography. As described by Caygill and Cherry, Franks initially confined such material to 

the role of ‘validating an evolutionary scheme of European prehistory’.86 Evolutionary ideas 

were current following publication of Charles Darwin’s landmark On the Origin of Species 

(1859), and Franks’s adoption of such a concept as a basis for museum development was 

reinforced by his acquisition of material from the collection of evolutionary scholars, 

including German anthropologist Gustav Klemm (1802-1867).87 While most usually 

associated with Darwin, ‘evolutionary’ schemes had appeared earlier in museums, and in 

various guises. Caygill and Cherry have identified one example as the ‘pseudo-medieval, 

armorial display’ used by such collectors as Meyrick and General Pitt Rivers, in which 

technical evolution was illustrated by means of a comparison of African, Asian and Pacific 

arms and armour with those of the European medieval world.88 

      The new concept of evolution was applied to the historical development of human 

societies, with an emphasis on ‘the struggle for existence’, and in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries could provide a pseudo-biological justification for political and 

racial policies.89 Leading anthropologists such as Adolf Bastian supported the principle of the 

psychic unity of mankind, that humans everywhere were born with roughly the same 

potentials and inherited differences were negligible,90 but it was hard to avoid the implication 

of a racial hierarchy at the British Museum. The latter institution’s 1899 guidebook defined 

ethnography as ‘the scientific study of the manners and customs of particular peoples and of 

their development from savages towards civilization’, and ‘savages’ here referred to human 

being who were ‘untaught, uncivilized, or without cultivation of mind or manners’.91 

      Ethnography was a specialist area of anthropology, and the years from the 1840s to the 

1890s have been identified as anthropology’s ‘museum period’, while the museum has also 

been called ‘the institutional homeland’ of anthropology.92 Initially such collections were 

held and developed by independent public museums, but in time this responsibility was 

increasingly assumed by universities. Thus, the early 1880s saw the establishment of 

anthropological collections at the Universities of both Cambridge and Oxford. In addition, the 

collection of the local Antiquarian Society in Cambridge formed the basis of the later 

Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, while a museum was established in Oxford to house 

the archaeological and ethnological collections of General Pitt Rivers.93 During this period, 



61 
 

Franks’s equivalent in Berlin, Adolf Bastian, was creating what would be recognised as the 

greatest dedicated nineteenth-century anthropology museum, the Museum für Völkerkunde. 

With its acquisition of a number of Pacific territories in the 1880s, Germany began intensive 

collecting in that region, and by the following decade Bastian’s museum had ethnographic 

holdings that were reported to be upwards of seven times as large as those in the British 

Museum.94 

      The British Museum’s Pacific holdings were substantially increased when Franks was 

instrumental in obtaining the finest private ethnographic collection of its type, assembled by 

businessman Henry Christy (1810-1865). While travelling in the Middle East Christy had 

acquired a piece of Turkish towelling which he considered superior to equivalent articles then 

being produced in England. He arranged for it to be loomed and exhibited at the Great 

Exhibition, an event that inspired him to take a more serious interest in ethnology. [fig. 2.24] 

At that time the areas of ethnology and prehistoric archaeology were closely related, and 

Christy collected prehistoric stone tools and carried out excavations of ancient caves in 

southern France in the hope that such material might help solve the riddle of human origins.95  

      The Christy Collection was bequeathed to the British Museum in 1865 but remained on 

display in its late owner’s Victoria Street residence until 1888, when a former zoological 

gallery was made available at Bloomsbury. Christy’s will also made provision for the 

continuing growth of the collection, and by 1965 it amounted to about 30,000 pieces.96  

      At Victoria Street the Christy Collection occupied four rooms, a hall and a corridor. Three 

rooms housed material from Europe, Asia, Africa and America, while the other was devoted 

to Melanesia and Polynesia and ‘specimens from what are generally known as the South Sea 

Islands, and [containing] many illustrations of native manners, customs, and dress, now 

passed away.’ Photographs published in 1872 record that the collection was displayed in what 

would now be considered a typically Victorian manner; [figs 2.25, 2.26, 2.27, 2.28, 2.29] 

similarly shaped objects, such as spears or clubs, were grouped closely together, in parallel or 

radiating ‘trophy’ displays, while objects of different shapes from the same region were 

arranged more organically to maximise the available space. They included material which 

was ‘mostly still in use among the black races of the Pacific’, from New Guinea, New 

Caledonia, New Hebrides, and the Solomon Islands, as well as the Fiji Islands, ‘where the 

black and brown races of the Pacific are mingled’. Among the objects identified were 

wooden carvings inlaid with mother-of-pearl, javelins with obsidian heads, ‘petticoats of 

vegetable fibre, and pillows made of bamboo’ and stone axes ‘with elaborately carved 

handles’. There were also:  
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       instruments and materials used in making tapa cloth …conical stones used as missiles, a  

       model of a boat, and an elegant plume from Savage Island …. A cloak of red and yellow  

       feathers, formerly worn by chiefs of rank in the Sandwich Islands; a Kihili, or feather  

       sceptre, and necklaces of human hair from the same Islands; a feather gorget from Tahiti ….  

       Body armour, made of plaited cocoanut fibre, from the Kingsmill Islands ….Cloaks and  

       chiefs’ staves, from New Zealand …. meris [mere] made of jade, basalt, bone and wood,  

       two adze-handles carved in wood, nose flutes and war pipes, in bone and wood, tikis or  

       breast pendants, made of jade, and earrings of the same material.97 

 

      The same (1868) catalogue referred to clubs from the Melanesian Islands, ‘each of which 

seems to furnish a type peculiar to itself’, and an ‘idol from the Sandwich Islands, now an 

object of great rarity’. An evolutionary approach was apparent in the display of boomerangs 

and clubs, ‘illustrating the peculiar tendency of Australian weapons to pass by gradual stages 

from one form to another.’ The collection continued to grow, and a list of donors to the 

collection in the period from mid-1866 to December 1872 included Thomas Huxley, General 

Pitt Rivers, politician and biologist Sir John Lubbock, German trader Johan Cesar Godeffroy 

(1813-1885), explorer and colonial administrator Sir George Grey (1812-98), and A. W. 

Franks himself.98 

      In 1965 the British Museum acknowledged the single largest addition to its 

ethnographical collection with the centenary exhibition Henry Christy: a pioneer of 

anthropology. Half a century later, in 2015, it offered further recognition for Christy, along 

with Franks and other benefactors, in Collecting the World. [figs 2.30, 2.31, 2.32] The 

historical sequence in this exhibition began with Joseph Banks and his sister Sarah (a 

collector of ephemera), and a Hawaiian kava bowl [fig. 2.33] presented by a chief to Captain 

Charles Clerke during Cook’s third voyage. Clerke subsequently bequeathed the bowl to 

Joseph Banks, who gave it to the Museum.99 The objects representing Christy’s wide-ranging 

collecting included a Maori flute (putorino) and wooden handclub, [fig. 2.34] while the 

London Missionary Society collection which entered the Museum on loan in 1890 and was 

purchased in 1911 was represented by a wooden figure, [fig. 2.35] thought to be of Rongo, 

god of agriculture, from Mangareva, one of the Gambier Islands in French Polynesia.100 

      Just as evolutionary theories had drawn on comparisons between the extinct and surviving 

animals of South America, Christy and others in the related fields of anthropology and 

archaeology looked to indigenous America in order to understand ancient Europe.101 The  

commonality of thought across the various scientific disciplines was provided by Darwin’s 
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friend and neighbour, John Lubbock, author of Prehistoric Times, first published in 1865. He 

described ethnology at that time as ‘passing … through a phase from which other sciences 

have safely emerged’, and noted that ideas about human prehistory were viewed ‘with 

distrust and apprehension’.102 Following Darwinian reasoning, Lubbock observed that many 

mammals which were extinct in Europe still had ‘representatives’ living in other countries. 

By analogy, the antiquities of Europe could be understood by comparison with ‘rude races in 

other parts of the world.’ While asserting there was no scientific evidence for the popular 

belief that ‘savages are, as a general rule, only the miserable remains of nations once more 

civilized’, Lubbock suggested a study of ‘modern savages’ would throw light on the known 

remains of the earliest Europeans. He offered character descriptions of various Pacific 

peoples; the New Zealanders [Maori] were ‘proud, jealous, irritable, cruel and implacable; 

but at the same time sensible, generous, sincere, hospitable and affectionate’, while the 

inhabitants of Tahiti, ‘the queen of islands’, represented ‘the highest stage in civilization to 

which man has in any country raised himself before the discovery or introduction of metallic 

instruments.’ And while noting the ‘degraded’ nature of certain ‘modern savages’ – the 

inhabitants of Tierra del Fuego in particular – Lubbock admitted it would be impossible not 

to admire the skill with which such people used their weapons and implements, and displayed 

their ingenuity in hunting and fishing.103 

 

The Pacific, Alfred R. Wallace and Museums for the People 

 

The Pacific was of interest to Alfred R. Wallace, co-discoverer of the theory of evolution and 

an advocate for the usefulness of ethnographic displays in museums. He had begun reflecting 

on human origins in 1848 whilst in the Amazon, comparing the so-called pure and unsullied 

‘Noble Savage’ with other cultures, including his own. In May 1855, whilst in the Malay 

Archipelago, he noted: ‘The more I see of uncivilized people, the better I think of human 

nature on the whole, and the essential differences between civilized and savage men seem to 

disappear.’ He observed how quickly such people could be changed by contact with Europe, 

a development that fuelled the collecting by museums of pre-contact cultural material.104  

      In his 1869 article ‘Museums for the People’, Wallace recognised a distinction between 

institutions that specialised either in natural objects or works of art. He considered the natural 

history museum ‘best fitted to interest, instruct, and elevate the middle and lower classes, and 

the young’, and ‘more in accordance with their tastes and sympathies’. In his view such a 

museum would enable people to acquire a broad knowledge of the earth ‘and of its varied 



64 
 

productions’ and, further, was likely to be ‘the best antidote to habits of dissipation or 

immorality’. He accepted that works of art were ‘not so universally attractive’, and neither 

did they ‘exercise so many faculties [or] offer such wide and easily-reached fields of study 

for the working classes.’ Wallace also felt that some previous training or ‘special aptitude’ 

was required for the appreciation of works of art, and that the study of nature might be ‘a 

necessary preliminary’. He argued that ‘the very young and the very ignorant’ would learn 

nothing in an art museum, whereas they would gain ‘both knowledge and pleasure’ in his 

ideal, the museum of natural history, which would illustrate the sciences of geography and 

geology, mineralogy, botany, zoology and – significantly - ethnology.105 By ‘art’ Wallace 

was referring to that which fell within the Western tradition, and the fact that it demanded a 

‘special aptitude’ for its appreciation begs the question as to what might be needed for an 

understanding of non-European art, those objects then categorised as ethnography.  

      Wallace’s idea of a ‘a fair representation’ of ethnology in a museum may have drawn on 

Latham’s pioneering displays at the Crystal Palace, Sydenham, for he suggested illustrating 

the differences between various races by means of life-size models and casts, and coloured 

figures or photographs, along with crania and skeletal material. Similarly, the art of sculpture 

could be used to show the development from the ‘savage tribes’ to the more advanced 

Oriental nations, Greece, Rome and modern civilization, while the progress of painting could 

also be traced from a Palaeolithic ‘delineation’ of a mammoth to the animal portraiture of 

Queen Victoria’s favourite painter, Sir Edwin Landseer (1802-73).106 While thus consigning 

Pacific people to the ‘savage tribes’ category, Wallace also advanced a theory that 

Polynesians were descended from a race which had once inhabited a vast southern continent 

which became submerged, causing survivors to escape to mountain peaks. This, and his belief 

that all Pacific peoples were varying forms of one great race, were subjects of discussion at 

London’s Anthropology Institute in the 1870s.107 The inhabitants of the Pacific were 

recognised as some of the most isolated of people, and were therefore of great interest for the 

light they might throw on the origins of species and civilizations.108 

 

Hoa Hakananai’a and Moai Hava: Beneath the Tympanum at the British Museum 

 

Under A. W. Franks, the British Museum’s ethnographic galleries presented a Eurocentric 

view of the cultural achievements of the peoples of the world. In particular, two acquisitions 

from the Pacific offered a dramatic contrast with prevailing Western notions of sculptural 

achievement. In 1869 the Museum was presented with the large basalt sculptures, Hoa 
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Hakananai’a (height 2.42 m) [fig. 2.36] and Moai Hava (height 1.56 m), recently removed 

from Rapa Nui by the Royal Navy frigate HMS Topaze. The first ever to be taken from Rapa 

Nui, the statues were considered valuable additions to the Museum and initially placed in the 

portico outside the main entrance. Here they became a familiar sight, and were described by 

the Illustrated London News (9 April 1887) as ‘the rudely-formed statues of unknown 

personages, the work of an unknown extinct race of men’.109 [fig. 2.37] 

      No doubt the massive weight (an estimated 4.2 and 3.3 tons respectively) and the 

durability of these two sculptures, each of which dated from 1100-1600 AD, may have 

encouraged the Museum to display them outside the building proper. But aside from any 

practical considerations, Rupert Arrowsmith suggests that another reason for this location 

may have been to provide a contrast with the tympanum above, for ‘a more profound 

difference in production techniques and in aesthetic values would be difficult to imagine.’110 

As noted by the Illustrated London News, the form and the roughly-textured surfaces of Hoa 

Hakananai’a and Moai Hava, hewn from slabs of volcanic rock, were likely to have appeared 

crude and unsophisticated to the average Victorian museum-goer. At the other extreme of 

sculptural achievement, the tympanum [fig. 2.38] on the pediment above was an essay in 

classically-inspired forms expressed in smooth marble. Sculpted by (Sir) Richard 

Westmacott, R.A., it was an allegorical representation of the ‘Progress of Civilization’, 

showing the emergence of man ‘from a rude savage state’ and, under spiritual influence, 

progressively becoming more civilized through the development of the sciences and arts – the 

latter represented by the musician, poet and painter.111 Arrowsmith also suggests that the 

tympanum, along with other details of the Museum’s Ionic façade, created a ‘tension’ 

between its European and non-European collections.112 

      The planning of the present British Museum building, to replace old Montagu House, was 

begun by Robert Smirke (1780-1867) in 1820, and his deliberate choice of a severe Grecian 

style was significant, and one that would be followed by architects of subsequent museums. 

Kim Sloane describes Smirke’s decision as ‘daringly novel’ and one that ‘harked back to the 

glorified and rational civilization of ancient Greece, so memorably expressed in the 

collections by the newly arrived Elgin [Parthenon] Marbles.’ The popularity of Grecian 

motifs had grown in the latter half of the eighteenth century, along with the notion of the pure 

and simplified Greek ideal, and this Neoclassicism was expressed in aesthetics and culture, as 

well as in social and political life.113 In keeping with Smirke’s grand Greek design - which 

would eventually encompass the entire Museum - Westmacott’s tympanum (1847-51) 

resembled a combination of the Elgin Marbles, purchased by the Museum in 1816, and 
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statues (now in the collection of the Glyptothek, Munich) from the pediments of the Temple 

of Aphaia, on the Greek island of Aegina.114 Such antiquities were seen as exemplifying the 

highest achievements of civilization, and their representations now frequently occupied prime 

positions on the façades of new museums. 

      Located at the entrance of the British Museum, Hoa Hakananai’a and Moai Hava 

provided a dramatic preview of the Pacific collections within. But if these two massive 

figures were largely overlooked by visitors on aesthetic grounds, and deemed inferior by 

comparison with the tympanum above, at least by the early twentieth century their 

monumentality and directness of execution would be appreciated by the new Modernists. The 

two sculptures remained beside the entrance until 1940, when they were moved inside 

following the Museum’s closure due to the outbreak of the Second World War. In 1970 Moai 

Hava was placed in storage, while Hoa Hakananai’a was moved to the Museum of Mankind 

in Burlington Gardens. It returned to the British Museum in Bloomsbury in 2000 and was 

placed in the new Welcome Trust Gallery, where it occupies a dominant position inside the 

entrance to the Living and Dying exhibition,115 which will be discussed later. [fig. 2.39] 

 

The Pacific on Display at the Manchester Missionary Exhibition 

 

In late nineteenth-century Britain the Pacific was also represented in exhibitions held outside 

the public ethnographic museum. These events included fund-raisers for missionary 

enterprises, and to this end were designed to promote an understanding of ‘the various tribes 

of heathen and savage countries’. The 1869-70 Manchester Missionary Exhibition presented 

what was probably the largest collection of non-European art yet seen outside a museum, 

some 4000 exhibits drawn from those parts of the world where Britain had planted mission 

stations. Exhibits were presented in the usual ornamental arrangements or ‘trophies’, and in a 

lecture in conjunction with the event geologist John Plant informed his audience that ‘true art 

… is not a savage attainment’, and that the objects on show offered evidence of this. For 

example, human figures from Africa, the South Seas, America and Australasia were ‘gross 

caricatures’, while New Zealand wood carvings displayed ‘hideous faces and contortion’. 

However, Plant did comment favourably on the Maori weapons, and a local newspaper 

suggested that Mancunian artisans would benefit by studying the skills and ‘the simple 

instinctive ornamentation of the savage’. But such compliments could be back-handed; the 

feather-work of the Sandwich Islanders, for example, was said to illustrate ‘a hidden 

intelligence, which only requires education and civilisation to bring out and mould into 
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practical usefulness.’116 

      A centrepiece of the Manchester Missionary Exhibition was the throne and canopy of the 

King of Dahomey, described as ‘a primitive and unartistic structure, quite unworthy of such 

an absolute monarch.’ The largest national collection was from India, but Africa and the 

Pacific were also well represented, and in fairly equal numbers, with the Pacific selection 

including a ‘curious’ spoon used by the Queen of Otaheite and a breastplate of 3,000 dogs’ 

teeth from the Sandwich Islands.117 

      Henry Cole, now director of the South Kensington Museum, was an enthusiastic 

supporter of the Manchester event, claiming he had never seen a more successful exhibition. 

Echoing the Art-Journal’s criticism of French exhibits at the Crystal Palace some 18 years 

earlier, Cole revealed that he would rather see his wife in a garment from Fiji than ‘any of the 

Paris abortions for shawls.’ At Manchester he saw evidence that ‘art works of savage tribes 

are based upon some system of principles’, while also displaying ‘great modesty, and 

occasionally great aptitude’. For such reasons he believed ‘this humbler kind of art’ should be 

on show at his museum in South Kensington.118 Elsewhere Cole expressed his wish to extend 

the coverage of that institution (renamed the Victoria and Albert Museum in 1899) to include 

the art of India, as well as everyday objects from Persia and Turkey.119  

      Another development which added a further dimension to ethnographical displays at 

exhibitions was the inclusion and/or representation of exotic peoples. At the Great Exhibition 

of 1851, costumed dummies (mannikins) were used to illustrate the culture of the Indian sub-

continent, and representative types of people were included in the reconstructed village 

exhibited by the East India Company. By comparison with painted representations and 

models, colonial subjects – or ‘living specimens’ - were recognised as a greater source of 

both entertainment and education,120 and exotic peoples became regular inclusions, as part of 

an attempt to provide what Volker Barth describes as ‘an intelligible, coherent and all-

encompassing classification system’ that illustrated the progress of civilization.121 The Jardin 

d’Acclimatation de Paris presented its first such display in 1877, and the Paris Exposition of 

the following year increased popular interest in these attractions with the inclusion of 

representatives of a Berber ethnic group from Algeria, as well as ‘ethnographical 

performances’ by Nubians. The 1889 Paris Exposition was the first to systematically include 

ethnographical ‘native’ villages, a total of six with some 300 native people representing sub-

Sahara Africa, Indochina and the South Pacific: Senegalese, Fang of Gabon, and Loango of 

the Congo basin, Vietnamese from the Gulf of Tonkin, Khmer, and Kanak from New 

Caledonia.122 [figs 2.40, 2.41, 2.42]  



68 
 

The Pacific and the Typological Approach at the Pitt Rivers Museum 

 

By the mid-nineteenth century, ethnographic collections in the world’s museums were mainly 

organised geographically, a scheme which reflected the extent of European exploration and 

colonisation. At the same time, comparisons could be made between the various cultures on 

display and, by implication, with European achievement. An alternative approach, and one 

more obviously aligned with evolutionary concepts, was favoured by General Augustus 

Henry Lane-Fox Pitt Rivers. During a distinguished military career he had become aware of 

the historical development of firearms, and this march of progress, from the simple to the 

sophisticated, led him to the idea that a systematic classification of material objects might 

illustrate the evolution of human cultures. Impelled by the common belief that the ‘barbarian 

races’ and their native crafts would soon disappear from the earth, Pitt Rivers adopted a 

typological approach, arranging objects in series to illustrate evolutionary progress resulting 

from a succession of slight changes. He believed his scheme was more ‘educational’ because 

it enabled visitors to instruct themselves, and was therefore more effective than the approach 

adopted by the British Museum.123 His ideas were clearly demonstrated in an 1875 

illustration of Australian weapons which showed, ‘hypothetically’, their derivation from a 

single form. Fanning out in a star-like arrangement, the earliest and simplest forms were seen 

to ‘evolve’ into more complex clubs, spears and boomerangs.124 [fig. 2.43] 

      In 1874 the Pitt Rivers collection was exhibited at the Bethnal Green Museum, a branch 

of the South Kensington Museum, and six years later it was offered to the nation. The offer 

was refused, but in 1884 the collection was accepted by the University of Oxford, along with 

Pitt Rivers’ stipulation that there be a purpose-built building [fig. 2.44] and a person 

employed to lecture on the subjects of the museum. This led to the appointment of Edward 

Burnett Tylor (1832-1917), the first lecturer in anthropology in Britain. The majority of the 

collection in the new Pitt Rivers Museum was arranged according to type, or into themed 

groups, while some objects from specific expeditions were displayed in their own cases. This 

included material gathered by Reinhold and Johann Forster during Cook’s second voyage, 

which entered the Museum following the decision by the Ashmolean Museum in 1886 to 

transfer certain of its ethnological exhibits. 

      Closely related to Pitt Rivers’ ideas was the process of ‘degeneration’. In 1889 Henry 

Balfour (1863-1939), [fig. 2.45] first curator at the Pitt Rivers Museum, used such objects as 

arrows from the Solomon Islands to demonstrate the idea of the ‘passage in savage art of 

human figures into mere geometrical pattern’.125 Similar reasoning was applied to the London 
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Missionary Society’s Pacific collection, deposited at the British Museum in 1890. Two years 

later Sir Charles H. Read (1857-1929), the Museum’s Keeper of British and Medieval 

Antiquities and Ethnography, drew on this collection to demonstrate the evolution of forms 

arising from human figures. This ‘degeneration’ into ornament was seen as confirmation of 

the principles laid down by Pitt Rivers,126 and in 1893 Darwinian writer Henry Colley March 

(c.1838-1916) claimed that the process enabled the ‘dismal confused phantasmagoria of 

savage art in the South Seas’ to be ‘at once resolved into dignity and order’.127 

      Today the Pitt Rivers Museum retains aspects of the original collection’s typological 

approach, but without recourse to what are now seen as ‘outdated theories of cultural 

hierarchy’.128 For the most part the artefacts are grouped together according to their function 

and intended use rather than as evidence of evolutionary progress. [figs 2.46, 2.47] In contrast 

to this approach is the more conventionally displayed Cook-Voyage Collection, being objects 

gathered on the voyages of the Endeavour (1768-1771) and the Resolution and Adventure 

(1772-1775). [figs 2.48, 2.49, 2.50]   

 

The Pacific and International Exhibitions in the late Nineteenth Century  

 

The representation of non-European cultures at international exhibitions in late nineteenth-

century Paris drew attention to the need for a specific and more permanent home for France’s 

ethnographic collections. Since 1830 such material had been included in the Musée Dauphin, 

a section of the public museum which opened in the Palais du Louvre in 1793. But in the 

1870s statesman Jules Ferry (1832-1893) pressed for the removal of the ethnographic 

material from the company of the masterpieces of European fine art at the Louvre, a demand 

coinciding with construction of the new Palais du Trocadéro [fig. 2.51] for the 1878 

Exposition Universelle. That event included displays of material from America, Africa and 

Oceania - the latter represented by the Celebes (Indonesia) and Hawaii - and led to the 

decision to create a separate museum, the Musée d’Ethnographie du Trocadéro. France’s 

previously widely dispersed ethnographic collections, including those in the Louvre, were 

now brought together under one roof,129 and as described by Nélia Dias, this new institution 

‘embodied evolutionist notions of difference’.130 The next Paris Exposition, in 1889, included 

items from Africa and the Pacific, and may be best remembered for the impact it made on 

artist Paul Gauguin. It was his admiration of the French colonial displays that is usually 

identified as the beginning of Europe’s rediscovery of Pacific art. In June 1890 Gauguin 

informed fellow artist and writer Emile Bernard of his plan to set up a studio in the tropics, in 
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a hut of the kind as seen at the recent Exposition.131 

      Just as ethnographic material had been included in the 1851 Great Exhibition as evidence 

of natural resources, at subsequent events it was exploited to stimulate commerce and 

strengthen the bonds of Empire. On show at the 1886 Colonial and Indian Exhibition at South 

Kensington, London, were representative dwellings from participating nations, among them 

an Indian palace and a Maori pataka (store-house). [fig. 2.52] These structures also included a 

bushman’s hut, along with items displaying ‘a high standard of native skill and industry’ 

from the West African colonies and objects connected with ‘fetish worship’ from Lagos and 

Sierra Leone.132 The New Zealand exhibits included some 30 oil paintings of Maori subjects, 

catalogued under ‘Works of Art’, while items made by Maori were listed in the ‘Education 

and Instruction’ section. Referred to variously as ‘specimens’ and ‘curiosities’, they included 

a carved tomb, [fig. 2.53] woven mats, weapons and greenstone mere.133 Other Pacific 

objects on view at South Kensington in 1886 were weapons and dresses from New Guinea 

and ‘native curiosities’ from Fiji, while the point was made that missionaries had succeeded 

in transforming the Fijian population ‘from most brutal cannibals to a race of exceptionally 

devout Christians.’134 

      In the United States, the practice of presenting native and colonial subjects had begun at 

the 1876 Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia, where Fijians were of particular interest to 

Europeans and Americans. As explained by Rydell and Gwinn, Polynesians were subject to 

stereotyping at such events, perceived as beautiful, carefree and living in a ‘Rousseauesque 

paradise’.135 And while the Sydney International Exhibition of 1879-1880 was not strictly 

speaking universal, it did qualify as the first World’s Fair in the southern hemisphere, and 

presented native peoples of ‘the great Australian continent’. Also included were 

performances by companies of Maori and Fijians, and an Ethnological Court containing over 

five thousand examples of clothing, weapons and other items of aboriginal peoples, a 

collection advertised as one which ‘has, in every probability, never been got together before, 

and one which it would be scarcely possible to bring together again.136  

 

The Eclipsing of Captain Cook  

 

Public interest in the Pacific at the end of the eighteenth century was heightened by the 

association with Captain Cook. His contribution to the European exploration of that region 

was unrivalled, and the artefacts gathered on his three voyages were in demand by museums 

and collectors. But within 20 years of his death in 1779, Cook’s fame in Britain had been 
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eclipsed, initially by that of Horatio Nelson (1758-1805), and later by the Duke of Wellington 

(1769-1852). At the same time, public interest was turning away from the Pacific to Africa.137 

Thanks to Cook and other navigators, the Pacific had been well charted, and it was the vast 

unexplored tracts of tropical Africa that now appealed to the public imagination.  

      The 1879 centenary of Cook’s death passed without much notice in Britain, and the Royal 

Geographic Society was accused of ‘passive indifference’ towards one of its of its ‘most 

popular sons.’138 At that stage existing recognition of Cook amounted to little more than a 

tablet in a church in Cambridge, and a monument erected by Admiral Sir Hugh Palliser on his 

estate in Buckinghamshire.139 In June 1878 a bronze statue of Cook went on display in 

London, but only temporarily, for it was destined for Sydney, Australia.140 Ten months later it 

was unveiled by the Governor of New South Wales who concluded his tribute to Cook by 

stating, ‘His name and fame will be remembered as long as the English language and history 

shall continue in the earth’.141 Australia’s recognition of Cook also included a display of 

artefacts and memorabilia, purchased from a descendant of one of his crew members, shown 

at the Colonial and Indian Exhibition of 1886 and later transferred to the Australian Museum, 

Sydney.142   

      Following criticism of the lack of a Cook memorial in London, a bronze statue by 

Thomas Brock was unveiled near Admiralty Arch on 7 July 1914.143 But if Cook’s centenary 

had been largely overlooked, the approach of his bicentennial in the 1960s would regenerate 

interest in his exploits and the collections gathered on his voyages.  

 

Challenging Assumptions: The Art of Benin Arrives in Europe, 1897  

 

With the replacement of Cook by other national heroes and the increasingly congested nature 

of ethnographic museums, the Pacific lost its earlier pre-eminence at the British Museum. 

However, by the early twentieth century there was a reappraisal of collections from the 

Pacific and other non-European regions. This had its origins in the growing public interest in 

Africa, which was both encouraged and reflected by a number of significant exhibitions held 

outside the usual museums.  

      Following the Berlin Conference of 1884-5, the ‘Scramble for Africa’ necessitated a 

dramatic redrawing of the map. Tribal kingdoms came under the direct control of European 

powers - Britain in particular, but also France, Belgium, Netherlands and Germany.144 In 

Britain, accounts of the African exploits of David Livingstone (1813-73) and Henry Morton 

Stanley (1841-1904) fascinated the public, while the mysterious nature of the continent was 
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encapsulated in a couplet by poet Gerald Massey (1828-1907): ‘A Deep, unfathomed, dark 

and dumb, Is left in Africa to plumb’.145 

      The catalogue for the 1890 Stanley and Africa Exhibition at the Victoria Gallery, London, 

[fig. 2.54] noted ‘the phenomenal interest in all things African’; in fact, that continent had 

‘taken men’s minds captive.’ This collection of objects, designed to promote the benefits 

brought to Africa by the coloniser and Christian missionary, included ‘trophies’ of arms and 

‘relics of Dr Livingstone’.146 Five years later the London Missionary Society celebrated its 

centenary with an African-themed event at the Crystal Palace. A display of African objects 

from the collection of wealthy tea trader and philanthropist Frederick Horniman (1835-

1906)147 coincided with a reconstructed Somali village, the temporary home of 66 Somalis 

and 350 animals. Their public performances were reportedly ‘the sensation of the London 

season’,148  and the opening event drew a crowd of over 42,000.149 

      The British Museum’s serious interest in Africa may be dated to 1818 when it acquired a 

systematic collection made during a diplomatic mission to Ashanti, West Africa. As noted 

earlier, carved ivories from the region had long been in demand by European collectors. But 

such items were often misattributed to non-African sources, for the acceptance of a growing 

slave trade had made it expedient to regard Africans as racially inferior. The development of 

European science and technology in the eighteenth century added to this sense of cultural 

superiority, further justifying the trade in human lives. With increasing colonial domination, 

large numbers of artefacts from Africa now entered European museums, where they were 

employed to illustrate an early phase of human development, equivalent to European 

prehistory.150 

      But several centuries of misconceptions and wilful misrepresentations of African art were 

about to be challenged. In February 1897, in reprisal for the earlier massacre of an invasion 

force, a British punitive expedition entered, captured and sacked Benin City in West Africa. 

This led to the discovery of a large number of works of art in brass, bronze and ivory, [fig. 

2.55] which were subsequently auctioned in Europe to defray the costs of the expedition. A 

large number of these Benin objects entered the collection of the British Museum, and some 

300 went on exhibition in September 1897. The Times commented on the ‘surprising 

evidence of the skill of the Benin native in the casting of metal’ and suggested that those who 

were unimpressed by either the artistic or ethnological significance of the plaques could not 

deny the technical accomplishment, while these castings were said to match those produced 

in the foundries of Birmingham.151 British Museum staff members Charles H. Read and O. 

M. Dalton had been ‘at once astounded’ at their first sight of ‘these remarkable works of art’, 
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and were ‘puzzled’ to account for such highly developed art among such an ‘entirely 

barbarous’ race. Further, the Benin artists had mastered the complicated cire perdue (lost 

wax) process, which had ‘satisfied the fastidious eye of the best artists of the Italian 

Renaissance.’152  

      The status of these recently discovered objects was reflected in the titles of two 

publications; an 1897 article ‘Works of Art from Benin City’ by Read and Dalton, and a 1900 

catalogue, Antique Works of Art from Benin…., by General Pitt Rivers.153 The dispersal of the 

Benin material to collections around the world was a major factor in the European 

reassessment of African culture, and was reinforced a decade and a half later with the 

publication of Carl Einstein’s Negerplastik (1915), since identified as the first book to treat 

African sculpture as works of art.154 

      Neil MacGregor, director of the British Museum (2002-2015), describes the arrival of the 

Benin hoard as having required Europeans to overhaul their assumptions of ‘easy cultural 

superiority’.155 [figs 2.56, 2.57] Among other institutions able to acquire examples of the 

Benin treasures when they went on the market was the Canterbury Museum in Christchurch, 

New Zealand, in 1898. Although the local press acknowledged the bronzes as ‘a unique form 

of art’, it reported speculation that the workmanship was ‘thought to be too good for the 

natives.’156 

      To further satisfy the public appetite for things African, the Greater Britain Exhibition at 

Earls Court, London, in 1899 included a village, or ‘Kraal’, for some 200 Zulus and their 

families, who presented a ‘tableau vivant’. The imperialistic displays included ‘heroes’ of the 

war between British forces and the Matabele Kingdom, with units of Zulu warriors and, in 

keeping with the public’s demand for novelty, the Zulu Kraal was later replaced by an 

Amazon village.157 

      Africa was also on show at the Brussels International Exposition of 1897, which included 

ethnographic displays in a Colonial Palace, and several Congolese villages. Leopold II of 

Belgium took advantage of the event’s popularity to establish (in 1898) a permanent 

institution at Tervuren, on the outskirts of the capital. The Congo Museum was intended to 

provide public exhibitions and encourage the study of Central Africa, and when Congo 

gained its independence in 1960 it was renamed the Royal Museum for Central Africa.158 In 

late 2013 this monument to Leopold II’s reign in the Belgian Congo was recognised as ‘the 

last colonial museum in the world’, and closed for a three-year makeover.159 

      Concurrent with Europe’s late nineteenth-century ‘discovery’ of the art of Benin was a 

growing appreciation of material from the Pacific. In 1888 Scottish-born novelist and artist 
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James Hume Nisbet (1849-1923) published a paper, ‘Papuan Art’,160 which was followed six 

years later by the book, The Decorative Art of British New Guinea, by anthropologist Alfred 

Cort Haddon (1855-1940). Haddon, who had originally trained as a zoologist, visited Torres 

Strait in 1888, [fig. 2.58] and followed ‘a biological precedent’ by approaching the evolution 

of decorative art ‘from below … so to speak’. His subjects may have been in the ‘‘savage’ 

stage’ but they had ‘a true feeling for art’.161 Haddon’s study combined scientific principles 

and aesthetics, and was based on specimens from museums, many of which were 

inadequately labelled due to the carelessness of collectors. He resorted to another 

evolutionary analogy when noting the variation of Papuan masks, a result of their customary 

destruction after their ceremonial use: ‘No condition is more favourable to variation than a 

rapid succession of short-lived generations.’ Significantly, he also advised that such peoples 

should be studied from their own point of view, for ‘knowledge will not be advanced by 

looking at laggard peoples through the spectacles of old-world civilization.’162 

       

The Pacific and the Well-Ordered Museum Collection 

 

If the appreciation of non-European art was undergoing a transformation, such collections 

were still likely to be found among the heterogeneous jumbles that typified the late 

nineteenth-century museum. Sir William Boyd Dawkins, Curator of the Manchester Museum 

(1869 – 1890), believed the valuable contribution museums could make in terms of general 

education was being hampered by their collecting practices. He acknowledged that the 

collecting instinct was universal (and present ‘in some form or another in most savages’), but 

could result in some museums having collections that lacked an ‘organic connection’ and 

were therefore ‘comparatively worthless’. Dawkins offered an example of such a 

juxtaposition: ‘the picture of a local worthy, a big fossil, a few cups and saucers, a piece of 

cloth from the South Seas, a war club or two, and very possibly a mummy.’ In his opinion the 

lack of relationship between objects converted ‘the whole into rubbish’, and Britain needed 

more ‘highly organised museums’ if it was to hold its own in ‘the race for knowledge’.163 

      Thomas Huxley was another who held firm views on the subject, believing a properly 

arranged museum would possess ‘great scientific interest and importance.’ He too implicated 

the Pacific in his characterisation of unsatisfactory museum arrangements as ‘the ordinary 

lumber-room of clubs from New Zealand, Hindu idols, sharks' teeth, mangy monkeys, 

scorpions and conch shells’. This situation was ‘really worse than nothing’ and encouraged 

the unwary to ‘look for objects of science elsewhere than under their noses’.164 The 
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disadvantages of cluttered and disordered displays were also recognised in New Zealand, as 

outlined in an 1886 address by the President of the Auckland Institute and Museum: 

 
      Formerly a museum was regarded as a place in which curiosities of all kinds might be 

      provided with safe keeping. Remarkable stones, the arms of famous soldiers, the clothes  

      of sovereigns, curious works of art, the heads of criminals …. all had their places. Our  

      future museum … in each of its departments, should, as far as possible, endeavour to fulfil  

      two distinct purposes: it should by special grouping, and by plentiful description on labels  

      and illustration by drawing, lay itself out to interest and instruct the inhabitants in general;  

      and it should maintain, for the benefit of the learned, as complete and well ordered  

      collection as is possible.165 

 

      The above comments suggest the appreciation of ethnographic objects was compromised 

by the very nature of the typical Victorian museum, with its crowded and heterogeneous 

displays. But there may have been other factors at play. While co-editing a book on A. W. 

Franks, British Museum historian Marjorie Caygill came across a 1996 letter from Adrian 

Digby (Keeper of Ethnography, 1953-69) to John Mack (Keeper of Ethnography, 1990-

2004), informing him:  

            
      the only thing I can tell you about Franks came from an elderly (curator?) who knew  

      him. Franks told him that it was the policy to put everything they possibly could in the  

      overcrowded cases to convince the Trustees that Ethnography needed more space. His  

      successors evidently continued with the policy until the War, in 1939. When I joined in  

      1932 Joyce [Thomas A. Joyce, head of the Sub-department of Ethnology, 1932-42] told  

      me it was the policy to overcrowd the cases to convince the Trustees we needed more  

      space. One admired the persistence of the department, but it obviously had no effect on  

      the Trustees ... 166 

 

Irrespective of their states of (dis)organisation, museums housed the collections that provided 

the intellectual foundation of anthropology.167 While such institutions may not have been 

able, or willing, to consider any alternative to the ethnographical approach to displaying 

collections, the seeds of change had been sown by 1897, at least, with the arrival of the Benin 

treasure in Europe. But if Africa had been at the forefront of the reappraisal of non-European 

art, the Pacific was now also of increasing interest, as indicated by the massive collections 

from the region being assembled by the museums of Germany.  
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German Ethnography and Collecting in the Pacific 

 

The Museum für Völkerkunde in Berlin had opened in 1886. It was, allegedly, the world’s 

first freestanding ethnographic museum, and its vast and geographically arranged collection 

soon became the envy of museum professionals across Europe and the United States.168 But  

whereas displays in most British and American museums supported the notion of the 

coloniser and the ‘other’, Berlin director Adolf Bastian intended his institution to enable 

visitors to make a comparative analysis of non-Western cultures, thereby avoiding any 

implication of hierarchies or ‘progress’. He was committed to evidence based on observation 

and experiment, not theory and inductive science, and in order to encourage viewers to make 

their own connections there would be no emphasis on any particular object, or group of 

objects, or any developmental or evolutionary arrangements.169 

      Bastian’s museum, along with other institutions at this time, was a beneficiary of a 

‘salvage mentality’, the idea that collections needed to be made from societies disappearing 

in the face of European expansion. Bastian was particularly interested in New Guinea, a 

result of artefacts which had been brought back earlier by the German navy.170 He personally 

undertook nine world trips, during which he established a network of individuals - including 

travellers, merchants, missionaries and colonial officials – who made collections for his 

museum.171 He twice visited Australia, and in 1880 went to New Zealand where his reported 

aim was to establish useful connections.172 The Museum für Völkerkunde appears to have 

benefited from these; another visitor to New Zealand at that time recalled seeing in Napier ‘a 

massive pile of kiwi mats, greenstone clubs and carvings’ that had been collected for 

Bastian.173 

      The collecting of ethnographic material was also fuelled by international rivalry, as like-

minded institutions competed for specimens. But although Bastian’s museum had probably 

accumulated collections that were the most complete in the world, such was the congestion 

that any degree of scientific study was all but impossible. Instead of creating a modern 

scientific institution with orderly displays, Bastian’s vision was more like a reversion to the 

curiosity cabinets of the past.174 

      Other individuals who influenced the course of German ethnography in the late 

nineteenth century were the doctor and anthropologist Rudolf Virchow (1821-1902), the 

‘German Darwin’ Ernst Haeckel (1834-1919), and ethnographer Friedrich Ratzel (1844-

1904), whose The History of Mankind first appeared in 1896. [figs 2.59, 2.60] In his 
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introduction to the English version of the above, E. B. Tylor praised an earlier publication by 

Ratzel, Völkerkunde (Information on Peoples), for its descriptions of the races of mankind, 

‘especially the savage and the barbaric people who display culture in its earlier stages, thus 

aiding the great modern nations to understand themselves.’ Tylor also acknowledged the role 

now being played by museums; ethnographic items once considered mere curiosities 

associated with ‘barbarous tribes’ were now providing ‘object-lessons’.175 Ratzel himself 

described the richness of Polynesian work as ‘astonishing, in spite of their limited 

materials’,176 and Tylor pointed out that the ‘civilized world’ had no exclusive claim to 

possessing the ‘secret of decorative art’. Other cultures, considered ‘savages or barbarians’, 

produced objects ‘which all must admit to show artistic taste’, and by way of proof he offered 

the carvings and mats from Papua and Polynesia.177 

      Ethnographic material from the Pacific was also of interest to several commercial 

companies in Germany. Chief among these was the Hamburg-based Johann Caesar 

Godeffroy & Son, founded in 1766, which began investigating trading prospects in the 

Pacific in 1855 and encouraged the captains of its vessels to acquire interesting objects. This 

led to the establishment in 1860 of the Godeffroy Museum and a Pacific collection which, 

although much smaller, was said to compare favourably with that at the British Museum. The 

company’s increasing presence in the Pacific was of concern to New Zealand Premier Sir 

Julius Vogel, and was mentioned in a report to Parliament in 1874.178 But the Franco-

Prussian War of 1870-71 marked the beginning of the decline of the house of Godeffroy, and 

it was declared bankrupt in December 1879. Its failure was reported in the New Zealand 

press, now with the more positive observation that it had done more than any other company 

to encourage trade among the islands of the Pacific.179 
      The encouragement given by Godeffroy & Son to staff to collect ethnographic material in 

the Pacific has been identified by O’Hanlon and Welsch, as ‘the first documented case of 

active scientific support by a commercial company’.180 Rival companies were also interested 

in such objects, but none was so dedicated to their systematic documentation, display and 

publication. The Godeffroy Museum regularly published lists of duplicate ethnographic 

material, and was therefore an early promoter of the trade in ethnographica in Germany. 

When the company began to falter, the Journal of the Anthropological Institute in London 

reported that the future of the Godeffroy Museum, with its more than 3000 ethnological 

objects ‘placed in order’, was being ‘anxiously discussed’, and that the whole nature of 

collecting in the Pacific had changed:  
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      Specimens of the [ethnological] branch of science will never before have been collected  

      in such completeness even for a limited area, and it will be impossible in the future to  

      bring such a collection together, as in the Pacific Ocean, ironware and objects of civilized  

      culture are bartered with the native in exchange for the products of his industry, and  

      aboriginal manners and customs too soon disappear. For example, one of the native  

      war-clubs, not unlike our ancient weapons, which sixteen years ago was to be had for an  

      empty beer or pickle bottle, now costs in the Fiji Islands £5 or more.181 

 

      The report on the South Sea Islands presented to the New Zealand Parliament in 1874 

made numerous references to the ‘famous firm’ of Godeffroy & Son and its monopoly on 

Pacific trade. It also gave an insight into the collecting – by both traders and islanders – in the 

Paumotu (or Tuamotu) Archipelago, a group of coral islands east of Tahiti, which were 

annexed by France in 1881:  

 
      [I]n every village was a house specially built and set apart wherein they kept their gods,  

      or what answered the purpose of such. In this place it was customary to make offerings of  

      the largest of everything they found (as well as whatsoever was new and strange to them),  

      as the largest cocoa-nut, crab, fish of any kind, shell, or pearl: these things were made  

      sacred, and hung up in this building; small articles, such as pearls, teeth of dead men, teeth  

      and claws of animals, were enclosed in little bags, and carefully stowed away. Thus these  

      places might be likened to a sort of museum, in which everything rare and curious had been  

      preserved from generation to generation from an unknown time; and when communion with  

      white men began to slacken their faith in their ancient devil-worship, much of what was really  

      precious among these strange collections fell into the possession of the first strolling ruffian  

      who was bold enough to land and live among them.182 

 

      When Godeffroy & Son finally closed, the company’s collections were sold and acquired 

by museums in Leipzig, Hamburg and Berlin, as well as the Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford. 

Also, the deaths of Virchow (1902), Ratzel (1904) and Bastian (1905) represented the end of 

an era in German ethnography and anthropology. Positions of influence were now filled by a 

new generation of museum directors no longer committed to Bastian’s scheme. This change 

was heralded at the 1904 conference of the Berlin Society for Anthropology when papers 

presented on Oceania and Africa signalled the emergence of diffusionism, the process 

whereby cultural traits are spread from one society to another through such contact as 

migration, trade and war. Being related to evolutionism, diffusionism was in opposition to 
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Bastian’s vision, and allowed the classification of cultural areas according to hierarchical 

scales. The next new major ethnographic museum to be opened in Germany, in Cologne, saw 

displays arranged according to just such a scheme. The sequence began with non-European 

peoples on the lower floors, from where visitors could then ascend to ‘higher cultural forms’, 

thereby implying the progress of mankind.183 

      Bastian’s grand plan had proved unworkable and was superseded by a reversion to more 

race-based ethnographical arrangements, a development that can be seen as a harbinger of the 

theories of racial hierarchy and social Darwinism espoused by Germany’s National Socialists 

in the 1930s.184 In reaction, these suggestions of a cultural hierarchy may have encouraged 

progressive German artists and others to take a closer look at those societies placed lower 

down on the accepted scale. Such ‘primitive’ material culture may offered a refreshing 

alternative to that from ‘civilised’ Europe, a region that from the early 1900s was 

increasingly beset with social disruption and deteriorating international relations.  

 

The Foundation of Maori Art Displays at Auckland Museum 

 

In June 1876 the Auckland Museum moved into its first purpose-built premises, in Princes 

Street, [figs 2.61, 2.62] an event marked by a fortnight-long Art and Industrial Exhibition.185 

In its previous home the Museum had been likened to ‘an old lumber room’ or ‘curiosity 

shop’,186 but the term ‘curiosity’ continued to be applied to displays in the new premises. 

Maori items on display included a carved stone figure from the collection of Sir George Grey, 

and a large number of mats and mere (‘some curiously carved’), while among those from the 

Pacific were ‘pillows’ (head-rests, and ‘anything but sleep wooers’) from Fiji, weapons 

(displaying ‘great ingenuity in the art of killing’), a ‘curious idol’ from Solomon Islands187 

and, allegedly, ‘Captain Cook’s knife’.188 Organisers recognised major gaps in the Maori 

material on display; there was, for example, no ko (digging stick), fishing net or canoe. Such 

items had been plentiful in the early days of European settlement, but were not collected at 

the time and it was now feared that many ‘were lost for ever’.189 The foundation of the 

Museum’s ‘Maori art display’, as it was now termed, was laid later in 1876 with the 

presentation by prominent local citizen Robert C. Barstow (1820-1890) of a large collection 

which included flax and dog-skin cloaks, carvings, greenstone ornaments, bone and stone 

mere, and fish-hooks.190  

      Within the next decade the Auckland Museum’s Maori collection was enriched by the 

arrival of Te Toki a Tapiri, the ‘last of the great war canoes’ and the only one preserved with 
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all its parts as it came from the Maori craftsmen,191 and the small pataka (storehouse) Te Oha, 

described as ‘probably the most perfect example of its kind now extant’. But there were still 

obvious gaps in the collection, and at the 1886 annual meeting of the Auckland Institute, 

secretary Thomas F. Cheeseman reported:  

 
      [I]t is intended to put together as complete a collection as possible of specimens  

      illustrating the manners  and customs of the Maori race. No time is to be lost in doing this,  

      for very few years will make it impossible to secure many articles once in common use.192 

 

      At this stage the Auckland Museum collections covered ethnography and natural history 

and also included a large series of plaster casts of Antique statues, ‘the unequalled 

productions of ancient Greece and Rome’.193 All these disparate objects occupied the single 

Main Hall, to which an extension was added in 1892 to house the so-called ethnological 

collections. [figs 2.63, 2.64] The Maori material was now ‘suitably displayed and exhibited’ 

and, significantly, objects were now accompanied by a ‘full descriptive printed label’. Five 

years later the 1892 extension received its own addition, to house the antique statues, and a 

further extension followed in 1901 to accommodate the carved Maori house Rangitihi and the 

Pacific collection, previously displayed in the Maori Hall.194 

      In 1871 the President of the Auckland Institute and Museum had referred to ethnology as 

the study of ‘the history and peculiarities of the native race’.195 Half a century later, in  

August 1922, the Institute formed its first scientific section, the Anthropology and Maori 

Race Section. Its founding chairman was Dr (Sir) Peter H. Buck (1879-1951), later Director 

of the Bishop Museum, Honolulu, while another distinguished individual closely involved 

from the outset was (Sir) Raymond W. Firth (1901-2002), later Professor of Anthropology at 

the London School of Economics. Among the eight lectures given to the Section in its first 

year were ‘Culture Diffusion Through the Oceanic Area’ by Buck, and ‘Burial Customs of 

the Maori’ by Firth.196 But it was not until 1930 that what was now the Auckland War 

Memorial Museum appointed a designated ethnologist to the staff; previously responsibility 

for all collections had fallen to the director (curator) or his assistant.  

 

In 1872 James Hector (1834-1907), curator of New Zealand’s Colonial Museum in 

Wellington and director of the New Zealand Institute, had prepared a collection of ‘Maori 

curiosities’, consisting of stone implements and skulls, along with moa bones, mineral 

samples and kauri gum, to be sent to Germany. Maori items were known to be of great 
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interest to scientists in Europe, and this collection would reportedly form ‘an attractive 

feature’ in any museum in which it was placed.197 This awareness led to the passing of the 

Maori Antiquities Act of 1901, making it unlawful to send overseas any Maori ‘antiquity’ – 

defined as ‘relics’, articles manufactured with ancient Maori tools and according to Maori 

methods – without first offering it for sale to an appropriate Government authority ‘for the 

benefit of the Colony’. It was suggested that such was the enthusiasm of European museums 

for obtaining Maori items that it seemed likely that young New Zealanders wishing to see 

their national treasures would soon have to visit the museums of Europe in order to do so.’198 

      In addition to stemming the export of cultural treasures, the 1901 Act was intended as the 

first step toward the formation of a National Maori Museum. At that stage there were what 

were described as ‘good’ Maori collections in Auckland - in 1902 the Auckland Museum’s 

collection was considered ‘unrivalled in the Colony’199 - as well as in Whanganui and 

Christchurch, but there was little in the Colonial Museum [fig. 2.65] ‘except a fine [carved] 

house’. The objective of the Act was to establish a separate institution, as distinct from the 

Colonial Museum’s present emphasis on geology, natural resources and natural history. It 

was noted that Hawaii, with one-eighth the population of New Zealand, had a ‘magnificent’ 

ethnological institution, the Bernice P. Bishop Museum in Honolulu, which had obtained ‘an 

extensive collection’ from Eric Craig, an Auckland dealer based in Princes Street, just a few 

doors from the Auckland Museum. [figs 2.66, 2.67] Among other things, the proposed 

National Maori Museum in Wellington would serve as ‘a common meeting ground for the 

races’,200 and a report recommending its establishment was received by Parliament in 

September 1902.201 But the project did not proceed. Instead, in June 1907 plans were 

announced for the building of an extension to the existing Colonial Museum (renamed the 

Dominion Museum during the same year) which, it was anticipated, would be ‘a suitable 

resting place for [Maori] curios which have long been without proper shelter.’202 

 

Pacific Displays in Museums in Europe and the United States, 1896-1905 

 

In the late nineteenth century the origins and departures of members of the human race 

continued to be subjects of much discussion in anthropological circles. In 1887 the 

Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland was advised that, with the 

disappearance of the Tasmanian race, ‘[the] Maories [sic] will soon be following’, while 

‘Pacific Islanders are departing childless’ and ‘Australian aborigines as surely are descending 

to the grave.’ A social Darwinist observed that ‘old races everywhere give place to the new’ 
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and wondered, ‘Are we, British people, after the survival of the fittest doctrine, to be some 

day supplanted by a more overwhelming or more cultured race?’203 Another commentator 

reported that ‘native arts’ in New Zealand were ‘still lingering amongst the older generation 

[but had] quite died out among the younger ones.’204 On another occasion, members of the 

Anthropological Institute were shown a series of 164 casts of faces of Pacific peoples, 

recently made by Otto Finsch (1839-1917), previously curator and director of the Bremen 

Museum. Such items were valued as a permanent record for anthropological study, enduring 

‘after the people themselves, and even the races to which they belonged, have passed 

away’.205 Members were also able to examine three natives of Northern Queensland, who had 

been exhibited at anthropological societies throughout Australia, United States, Canada and 

Europe, and who were now required to demonstrate their skill at various activities.206 To 

summarise, in his annual address to the Institute in 1899 the President stressed the need for 

careful research among ‘uncultured peoples’: 

 
      By contact with the missionary, the merchant, and the miner, these peoples are rapidly  

      losing their  primitive condition, and our opportunities of observation are consequently  

      becoming more and more contracted. While rejoicing at the progress of civilization, the  

      anthropologist feels that the dark places of the earth are precisely those places most likely  

      to throw light upon many problems of the prehistoric past. Hence his keen interest in all  

      exploratory work, provided he is assured that the explorers are competent to observe with  

      scientific accuracy and willing to record their observations without distortion….207 

 

      By encouraging the study of ‘primitive’ peoples, the President was perpetuating the view 

that such knowledge could inform Europe of its own prehistoric past. At this stage there was 

little suggestion that the material culture in question might be considered as ‘art’. Influential 

English author and art critic John Ruskin (1819-1900) would have concurred, having decreed 

‘there is no art in the whole of Africa, Asia or America’ (and presumably the Pacific).208 But 

such attitudes were now being challenged, and in order to take stock of ethnographic displays 

in the world’s museums at this time it would be appropriate to consider the observations 

made by two professionals; William T. Brigham (1841-1926), the first curator (1892-1898) 

and first director (1898-1918) of the Bernice P. Bishop Museum in Hawaii, and Adolf Meyer 

(1840-1911), director of the Anthropological and Ethnographical Museum in Dresden from 

1874 until his retirement in 1905. 

      During a world tour of leading museums in 1896 William T. Brigham expressed high 
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praise for Bastian’s Museum für Völkerkunde in Berlin: ‘if not the only purely ethnological 

museum in the world, [it] is certainly the largest, best housed and organised’, although it was 

obviously struggling to contain its vast collection. On display in the new iron-framed glass 

cases (which Brigham did not find attractive) was an ‘immense’ collection from New Guinea 

and the Bismarck Archipelago, reflecting the German government’s extensive interests in the 

region. Elsewhere in Germany, Brigham saw a part of the now dispersed Godeffroy Museum 

in the Hamburg Völkerkunde Museum and another in the shop of a dealer.209 

      In Britain Brigham found no ‘palace’ worthy of the nation’s ethnographic treasures. Such 

items were either exhibited with inadequate labelling and in dark rooms in museums where 

ethnology was ‘of very secondary importance’, or scattered throughout museum buildings 

intended for other purposes. Thus it was at the South Kensington Industrial Museum that he 

saw two fine Maori canoe prows, deposited by the Duke of Edinburgh following a visit to 

New Zealand in 1870-71. Brigham found the galleries in the British Museum ‘massive’ and 

‘gloomy’, but home to the ‘most astonishing collections from the Pacific’, in particular the 

London Missionary Society collection,210 which would be transferred to the British 

Museum’s ownership in 1911.211 At the Archaeological Museum in Cambridge Brigham 

studied ‘the finest collection of Fiji articles in any museum’, assembled by its first curator, 

Baron Anatole von Hugel (1854-1928), who had travelled in the Pacific. In Oxford, Brigham 

thought the richness of the Pitt Rivers Museum ‘defie[d] comprehension’, and considered it 

‘exceeding fortunate’ that all museums did not follow the same pattern. But an approach to 

ethnological display which did meet with Brigham’s approval was the use of casts made from 

life of native people to represent their ‘peculiar occupations’, which he noted in Paris, 

Washington and New York, and was used in his own museum in Honolulu.212 It seems the 

idea had also reached New Zealand, for the unrealised 1902 plans for a National Maori 

Museum in Wellington included ‘groups of natives modelled in papier mâché’.213 

      Brigham visited the American Museum of Natural History in New York at a time when 

the ethnographical displays were being rearranged by German-born Franz Boas (1858-

1942),214 who had worked as assistant to Bastian in Berlin. Boas was interested in Bastian’s 

ideas, and critical of an evolutionary approach whereby displays of material culture 

illustrated levels of technical development. In his view, an artefact’s form reflected the 

circumstances of its manufacture or use, and it was possible that objects that were similar in 

form could have resulted from very different conditions or needs.  

      Back home in Hawaii, in 1902 Brigham prepared a handbook for his own museum. He 

recorded that the work of the ‘ancient Maori’ of New Zealand was now so distributed around 
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the world that there was little left in its country of origin, a realisation that had prompted the 

1901 legislation. He noted that the Auckland Museum had the ‘only remaining old war canoe 

… plus other fine relics’, while ‘ancient Maori art’ had now passed and the ‘Christianized’ 

Maori only produced ‘commonplace work’. Brigham was much more positive about New 

Guinea and the Bismarck Archipelago, which he identified as ‘perhaps the richest region for 

ethnological research in the whole Pacific.’215  

 

In 1873 Adolf Meyer visited New Guinea, and the following year was appointed director of 

the Anthropological and Ethnographic Museum in Dresden, a position he held until 1905 

when he undertook a tour of the museums of Europe and the United States. Like Brigham, he 

was particularly impressed by the general collection in Berlin, and much less so by the state 

of the British Museum, where recent ethnographic collecting appeared to have made little 

progress. This was in spite of the efforts of A. W. Franks and the extent of Britain’s colonial 

empire, which afforded it ‘greater opportunities’ than any other institution. But Meyer did 

acknowledge that the British Museum’s collections which had resulted from the late 

eighteenth-century explorations of the Pacific were ‘still unexcelled’, even if technical details 

such as their arrangement, classification, labelling and lighting left much to be desired.216 

      At the Pitt Rivers Museum Meyer saw an ‘extraordinarily complete’ collection, and while 

he found the typological groupings of objects ‘unusually fascinating and suggestive’ he 

thought this approach would benefit from an adjoining collection displayed according to a 

more conventional geographical scheme. Compared to the Pitt Rivers Museum, in Paris 

Meyer found the Trocadéro wanting; the building was unsuitable as an ethnographic gallery, 

and its displays consisted mostly of ‘trophies on the walls’ and were lacking in labels.217  

       In terms of institutions in general, Meyer noted the development being enjoyed by art 

museums, which was hardly surprising given that their collections were neither as diverse nor 

as problematic as those held by the more encyclopaedic ethnographic or natural history 

museums. But changes were underway within the latter institutions. The introduction of 

metal-framed showcases meant that structural elements were less obtrusive, thereby 

improving visual access to the displays within, while consideration was also being given to 

new approaches to the displays themselves. In 1902 the United States National Museum (now 

the National Museum of Natural History) in Washington, DC, was introducing a system 

based on alcoves, each devoted to the arts, industry and history of a different ethnic group. 

Alternatively, a more hierarchical approach consisted of a radiating grouping of showcases, 

with successive concentric spaces presenting progressively ‘higher peoples’. But at the same 
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time the National Museum identified education as the main aim of a general anthropological 

museum. To this end collections now needed to be classified and arranged in a manner that 

satisfied the demands of the student as well as the ‘ordinary’ visitor.218  

 

The Pacific and the Evolution of Decorative Art 

 

An active contributor to the debate about the nature of museums and their responsibilities, 

and one who frequently drew on material from the Pacific region to support his point of view, 

was Henry Balfour (1863-1939), first curator at the Pitt Rivers Museum. In The Evolution of 

Decorative Art (1893) he maintained that a proper understanding of the development of art 

demanded a study of its earliest origins, something he believed had been overlooked to date, 

although he recognised General Pitt Rivers as having been the main contributor in this 

field.219 Balfour recommended the study of ‘modern savage races’, some of whom were 

believed to represent mankind in remote times, and although he used the commonly accepted 

term ‘savage’, he did so ‘under protest’ and for want of a better alternative.220 

      Balfour’s theory was that the earliest examples of ornamentation followed natural 

characteristics of the material, such as knots and the grain of timber. Patterns on the shafts of 

a selection of Solomon Islands spears (from the collections of the Pitt Rivers and Ashmolean 

Museums) could thus be traced to such humble origins, while the frigate bird motif from the 

same source was identified as an example of ‘degradation’, a gradual process of reduction 

from realism to representation.221 He noted characteristic features of Pacific art such as the 

extreme prognathism (the protruding lower portion of the face) in carvings from the Solomon 

Islands and the protruding tongue motif on Maori taiaha and Hawaiian ‘idols’.222 He 

considered the decoration of such objects a ‘true balance of ornament and useful form’, and 

this was especially apparent in the tattooing of the Maori, Marquesans and Tahitians.223 

Balfour was also in agreement with Owen Jones in regard to (Fijian) barkcloth: ‘[A] 

combination of simple elements can produce elaborate and complex results even in the hands 

of the least cultured.’224 

 

Ethnography, Art and the ‘New Museum Idea’: Pacific and African Displays at the 

Liverpool Museum 

 

The late nineteenth century saw the beginning of a reappraisal of Pacific and other non-

European collections in museums. This coincided with another significant development; the 
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recognition of the need to improve the presentation of displays in general, a process which 

would lead to the concept of the temporary or special exhibition.  

      As noted, in 1902 the National Museum in Washington, DC was mindful of the 

desirability of making displays more accessible to the ‘ordinary’ visitor. This concern had 

already been raised by Sir William Flower (1831-99), in his Presidential Address to a 

meeting of the Museums Association in London on 3 July 1893. Flower referred to what was 

termed the ‘New Museum Idea’, first put forward in 1864 by Dr. John Edward Gray (1800-

75), keeper of zoology (1840-74) at the British Museum. Gray had identified the two primary 

purposes of a museum as ‘the diffusion of instruction and rational amusement’ among the 

general public, and the provision for the examination of specimens by students of science. 

However, he felt that the first of these objectives had been lost sight of and compromised by 

the other, and without any benefit to either.225 For example, Grey had observed displays of an 

‘infinite variety of objects’, while labels provided the viewer with little in the way of 

assistance.226 Flower now explained that the so-called ‘New Museum Idea’ required the 

number of specimens on exhibition to be ‘strictly limited’ according to the nature of the 

subject and the space available. There was to be no crowding, and all objects were to be 

placed where they could be clearly seen: ‘If an object is worth putting into a gallery at all, it 

is worth such a position as will enable it to be seen.’ Further, there should be no duplicates; 

every specimen was to be ‘good of its kind’ and have a definite purpose for being exhibited, 

and this was to be clearly explained on a label.227 Flower conceded there had been ‘traces’ of 

adaption to the ‘New Museum Idea’ in certain new museums in the main cities of Europe. 

Berlin, for example, illustrated ‘the complete revolution of ideas on museum arrangement’ 

with its display cases and shelving of iron and glass.228 However, Flower also noted a less 

desirable arrangement in Vienna where ethnographical material, which included Polynesian 

and African collections, was placed in the Natural History Museum, while ancient Egyptian 

objects were displayed elsewhere and treated as works of art.229 He was of the view that 

ethnographical, archaeological, historical, and art collections should be kept apart from 

natural history.230 His preferred placement of ethnographical collections under the same roof 

as art might not have guaranteed them the same aesthetic consideration or status, but it would 

at least remove them from being categorised solely as scientific specimens.  

 

Changes within the ethnographic museum are illustrated by the Liverpool Museum, which 

has a significant Pacific collection, and which began with the Liverpool Royal Institution, 

which opened its own museum in 1817 with displays of natural history, ethnography and 
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sculpture. An 1844 account describes a display of spears and paddles ‘from uncivilised 

nations’, which obviously included the Pacific:  

 
      Some … are curiously carved and others singularly set with sharks teeth; and when  

      we consider the tools which the natives had to work with we are at a loss which to  

      admire most, the workmanship or the patience of the workman in accomplishing such  

      elaborate chiselling.231 

 

      The collection of the Liverpool Royal Institution later entered the Liverpool Museum 

(established 1853), which in 1867 received a collection of art, antiquities and ethnography 

accumulated by local jeweller Joseph Mayer.232 In 1880 this was a major component of the 

Loan Exhibition of Prehistoric Antiquities and Ethnography, held at the city’s recently 

established (1877) Walker Art Gallery. The promoters hoped this event might lead to a 

permanent educational gallery devoted to ethnography, illustrating the ‘types of man’ and the 

development of civilisation, and they emphasised the importance of this new science in a 

prospectus for the exhibition:               

          
      To appreciate what man is in a civilised condition, we must understand how he came to  

      be in that state; and in order to trace this development, it is necessary to compare the  

      various primitive peoples one with another, the condition of the primitive Briton in the  

      ancient world with that of the Uncivilised Tribes of the Present Day … in both the ancient 

      and modern groups exist the undeveloped germs of religious and artistic instincts, moral  

      and national laws, military and mechanical sciences, such as, after numberless advances  

      and regressions, have culminated in the present condition of the modern world. 

 

      Further, the promoters believed the advantage of presenting such an exhibition in the port 

city of Liverpool was the fact that it had direct contact with ‘the primitive tribes of nearly 

every country’ and, allegedly, there were few locals who visited those lands and did not bring 

back ‘some curiosities.’233 The exhibition was arranged geographically to show ‘Primitive 

man as he was ages ago in Europe and Asia, and as he is now to be found in the Islands of the 

Pacific …’, and the hope was that it might encourage the collecting of correct information, 

thereby alleviating one of the problems facing ethnographic museums:  

 
       Too often such objects, viewed as curiosities only, are bought in such a port as Sydney,  

       and brought home as Australian, or Maori, when in reality the specimens have been  



88 
 

       shipped previously into Sydney from Fiji or New Guinea.234 

 

      The Pacific was well represented in the 1880 loan exhibition, as were Africa and the 

Americas, but there were relatively few items from Asia, for reason that ‘the large majority of 

Asiatic civilizations are too cultivated to be of much interest to the ethnographical student.’ 

Among the 677 catalogue entries were some 50 objects from New Zealand, including model 

canoes, paddles, patu, greenstone tiki, waka huia, and seven wooden ‘idols’. [fig. 2.68] The 

catalogue advised:  

 
       The aborigines of New Zealand, called Maories ….. are rapidly disappearing, in  

       consequence of the Anglo-Saxon colonisation of their country, but they had developed  

       an interesting civilization of their own previous to the arrival of the European. Their  

       carving is elaborate, and often ingenious and fanciful.235 

 

      The exhibition achieved its aim, proving so successful that by 1881 an annex had been 

added to the Walker Art Gallery to show Mayer’s ethnographic collection on a permanent 

basis.236 That such a collection had been assembled in Liverpool was hardly surprising in 

view of its maritime connections; in 1862 the city’s port qualified as the largest in world.237 

In addition, between 1895 and 1916 Arnold Ridyard, chief engineer with a shipping line, 

used his contacts to transport over 2000 artefacts from West and Central Africa to the 

Liverpool Museum,238 resulting in an African collection which became the largest in Britain 

after the British Museum.239 He initially concentrated on ‘fetishes’, which appealed to the 

European imagination as the ‘embodiment of the irrational and the primordial’, but with 

growing awareness that traditional African crafts were disappearing with the arrival of 

European goods he was asked to shift his attention to more typical and utilitarian objects. 

This also reflected a growing awareness among museums of their responsibilities towards 

public education, and the need to provide more systematic and ordered arrangements.240 

      New ethnographic galleries opened at Liverpool Museum in 1906 and, following a 

rationalisation of the city’s collections, they incorporated material previously housed at the 

Walker Art Gallery. The new displays of human cultures from around the world focused on 

those parts associated with the British Empire, and were organised hierarchically, according 

to racial divisions based on colour, a system identified by Haddon in his 1898 publication The 

Study of Man. Visitors first encountered the (white) Caucasian section (Europe, India and 

Egypt) and then proceeded to the (black) Melanian section (which included Africa and the 
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Pacific) and the (yellow) Mongolian section (South America, China, Japan, Burma and 

Malay Archipelago), an arrangement that met with the approval of Adolf Meyer who in 1906 

described Liverpool Museum’s ethnographical collection as ‘next to [the British Museum], 

the most comprehensive, and in all respects one of the best in Great Britain.’241 

 

From Ethnography to Art: The Problem of Categorisation in Museums 

 

This examination of Pacific cultural material in the nineteenth-century museum has made 

frequent reference to that from Africa, but also needs to acknowledge developments within 

the wider field of ethnography. It was becoming increasingly apparent that objects from 

China, Japan and India, for example, were not so easily categorised, and their gradual 

inclusion into the area of art rather than ethnography provides a further background to the re-

assessment of collections from the Pacific.  

      The absence of certain Asian cultures from the ethnographic displays at the Crystal 

Palace, Sydenham, was most likely explained by Robert Latham’s view that India and China 

were civilised, albeit ‘after their own peculiar fashion’.242 India was a region of great interest 

to Britain in the early 1800s, but several well-known writers provided less than positive 

accounts of its cultural achievements. Scottish philosopher James Mill (1773-1836), author of 

the influential History of British India (1817), had what Catherine Hall describes as ‘a deep 

disdain for non-European societies; he took the view that nothing could be learned from 

India’s past, and that the country needed to be freed from its own culture.’243 Similarly, writer 

and politician Thomas Babington Macaulay (1800-1859), who was influenced by Mill, came 

to regard India as a backwards culture, mired in barbarism, and whose best hope lay in 

assimilation with England.244 Nevertheless, works from Asia on show at the 1851 Great 

Exhibition attracted extremely favourable comments. ‘Oriental’ productions were seen to 

exhibit ‘the happy combination of simplicity and richness’, and Owen Jones noted the 

public’s interest in ‘the gorgeous contribution of India’.245 The challenge of locating such 

material within a simple and meaningful framework was reflected by the reorganisation of 

various departments at the British Museum. Interest in Asian cultures was encouraged by 

Franks and, under influence of ideas of social evolution, objects from what were now 

perceived as ‘higher’ cultures were gradually separated from those lumped together under the 

general category of world ethnography.246 

      From the 1880s the Aesthetic Movement had raised awareness of Asian art on both sides 

of the Atlantic, and in a review of a Chinese pottery exhibition at the Burlington Fine Arts 
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Club in London in 1910 artist and critic Roger Fry (1866-1934) expressed his belief that 

Chinese culture in many respects was superior to that of the West.247  In a 1918 article he 

aligned early Chinese sculpture to Mayan art, both providing examples of ‘sensitive and 

reasoned designs – designs which seem to imply a highly developed self-conscious aesthetic 

sensibility.’248 In the 1930s the arts of the Near East and China were also included in the 

Royal Academy’s programme of exhibitions presenting ‘masterpieces of the genius of 

foreign nations’,249 the 1931 International Exhibition of Persian Art in 1931 received over a 

quarter of a million visitors,250 while the International Exhibition of Chinese Art in 1936 was 

described as ‘a ‘bewildering show of the masterpieces of eastern art.’251 Three-quarters of a 

century later that exhibition was credited with providing ‘a powerful stimulus for the study of 

Chinese art’ and overcoming the popular earlier depiction of China as ‘an undeveloped nation 

and stagnant civilization’.252 

      A similar growth of interest in Asian art had been taking place at the Auckland War 

Memorial Museum. In 1901 it received a model of a Japanese Shinto Shrine, described in that 

institution’s Annual Report as ‘a most beautiful specimen of Japanese decorative art, worthy 

of a place in any museum’,253 and followed fifteen years later by a collection of Japanese 

ivories, bronzes and cloissoné work, many of ‘much ethnographic and artistic excellence.’254 

In 1932 the Auckland Museum began a series of exhibitions of Chinese art,255 following 

which the Honorary Curator of Oriental Collections, Captain G. Humphreys-Davies, claimed 

that a study of Chinese art, philosophy and history was ‘more vitally important’ than a study 

of the more recent civilisations of Greece and Rome. Humphreys-Davies was also 

responsible for the Overseas Loan Exhibition of Chinese Art, a collection of more than 400 

objects and reportedly ‘bewildering in its richness and rarity’, which opened at Auckland 

Museum in January 1937 and was subsequently shown in the nation’s three main centres.256 

      These exhibitions of Chinese art in New Zealand followed similar developments in the 

United States. Japanese artistic achievement had been recognised by that country’s display at 

the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago, an event which led to the establishment 

of the Field Museum, a natural history institution which would include Asian objects as part 

of its anthropology collections. In time it was apparent that anthropology could not account 

for the level of technical and aesthetic accomplishment apparent in the traditional arts of 

Japan and China and, as documented by Steven Conn, the acceptance of Asian objects as fine 

art was announced with the opening in 1923 of the Freer Gallery in Washington, DC. Asian 

collections then became increasingly a subject for art historians, and the primary role for 

presenting them to the public fell to museums of art rather than of ethnography or natural 
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history.257 

      In 1930 a Royal Commission recommended the establishment of a new Museum of 

Ethnography separate from the British Museum - an idea which did not proceed. At that stage 

ethnography did not have the status of a separate department within the existing institution 

and had been, in the view of Edward Miller, ‘the plaything of administrative convenience for 

at least the previous seventy years’. In 1933 it was placed in an ‘uneasy partnership’ within 

the newly created Department of Oriental Antiquities, and full recognition finally came in 

1946 with the establishment of a separate Department of Ethnography.258 In time this 

categorisation of non-Western cultures as ethnography would be superseded altogether, and 

replaced by a system based on geography. By the mid-twentieth century, following the 

impact of European Primitivism, the representation of Pacific collections in museums would 

be less influenced by ethnological and evolutionary ideas, and more concerned with the 

objects’ unique characteristics and sculptural qualities. 
 

This chapter has been concerned with the impact on Pacific collections of the nineteenth-

century science of ethnography. Clifford and Marcus (1984) argue that towards the end of the 

following century ethnography was in the midst of a political and epistemological crisis: 

‘Western writers no longer portray non-Western peoples with unchallenged authority; the 

process of cultural representation is now inescapably contingent, historical, and contestable.’ 

Indeed, there are now ‘different rules of the game’ for ethnography, and recent developments 

include the emergence of the ‘indigenous ethnographer’.259 And as also noted by Clifford 

(1984): ‘Insiders studying their own cultures offer new angles of vision and depths of 

understanding. Their accounts are empowered and restricted in unique ways.’260 
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                                                                    3 

         PRIMITIVISM AND THE TEMPORARY EXHIBITION 

          Representing the Pacific in the Early Twentieth Century 
 

This chapter examines the impact of Primitivism on the display of Pacific collections in 

museums, and in particular the pivotal role played by the new concept of the temporary 

exhibition. The latter is recognised as an early twentieth-century development of the 

Exhibitionaty Complex as formulated by Tony Bennett. 

      During the latter half of the nineteenth century, Pacific material no longer enjoyed the 

prominence it had earlier through association with Cook. Along with other non-Western 

collections it now provided Western science with a means of understanding humanity’s 

origins and variations. The next significant development, beginning around the turn of the 

century and coinciding with what James Clifford has described as a ‘general shift from high 

colonialism’,1 was a consequence of Primitivism, the interest of modern European artists in 

the arts of indigenous societies. Seeking inspiration from outside their own tradition, their 

focus was initially on Africa, but would soon extend to the Pacific and other regions. The 

objects that stimulated this interest were to be found in ethnographic museums, and would 

now also be included in temporary exhibitions, initially mounted by commercial and dealer 

galleries. In this new environment, outside the public institution, ethnographic objects – now 

recognised as primitive art - could be showcased in uncluttered surroundings and alongside 

works of modern Western art.  

      Robert Goldwater (1938) and others have documented the profound influence primitive 

art has had on modern art. The focus here is not on that effect as such, but rather its 

implications for the non-Western (primitive) art that provided that inspiration. European 

modernists accorded such objects with what Clifford has termed a ‘nonethnographic 

admiration’, recognising that some could be considered ‘universal masterpieces’.2 This 

aestheticising process saw objects removed from crowded cabinets in the ethnographic 

museum and placed on plinths in the art museum. But as Nicholas Thomas warns, this 

‘elevation’ from ethnography to the status of (primitive) art should not be interpreted as 

suggesting these were ‘the only or mutually exclusive, frames for non-Western artefacts’.3 

Similarly, exhibitions have been described by Karp and Lavine as ‘contested terrain’ where 

there is a ‘struggle …not only over what is to be represented, but over who will control the 

means of representing.’4 Further, the move by museums from the 1920s to improve their 
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educational services by introducing more attractive and informative displays needs to be seen 

against a background of other issues, yet to be confronted. As described by Neil Harris, this 

was a period of ‘authoritarian experimentation’, while Karp and Lavine point out that there 

were not yet questions asked about ‘how collections were made, about how they reinforced 

elite tastes and standards, or about the claims to knowledge embodied by the curators or 

asserted through the authority of the exhibition.’5  

      This analysis of the impact of Primitivism on Pacific collections in museums focuses on 

influential individuals, institutions and events. Artists central to the process include Paul 

Gauguin, whose interest in non-Western art was shared by Pablo Picasso, Maurice de 

Vlaminck, André Derain, Henri Matisse and Georges Braque. Members of the artists’ group 

Die Brucke in Dresden sought inspiration from Pacific collections in the local ethnographic 

museum, while Jacob Epstein and Henry Moore drew on those in the British Museum. The 

interests of such artists were supported by a new generation of art dealers, such as Alfred 

Flechtheim in Germany and Alfred Stieglitz in New York, who presented indigenous 

artworks alongside those of the avant garde. Other important champions of primitive art were 

English critic and painter Roger Fry, and dealers and collectors Paul Guillaume and André 

Level in Paris. Significantly, it was the popular acceptance of African art in Paris by the 

1920s that led the Surrealists to shift their interest to the Pacific. These developments were 

reflected in the replacement of the Musée d’Ethographie du Trocadéro by the Musée de 

l’Homme (Clifford, 1988; Sally Price, 1989 & 2007), the latter institution opening in 1938 

with an exhibition relating to the Pacific.  

       The growing interest in Pacific art in the United States during this period is examined in 

the light of continuing institutional collecting, as by the 1911-13 Field Museum expedition to 

Melanesia. An increasing number of private collectors were now making their collections 

available for exhibition in public museums, and in 1957 Nelson A. Rockefeller established 

the Museum of Primitive Art in New York. At the same time there was also an increase in the 

number of museums with departments dedicated to the collecting of primitive art.  

      The concept of the temporary exhibition, pioneered by private and dealer galleries, was 

adopted by the public museum in the early twentieth century. Following the pattern identified 

in the previous chapter, Africa dominated such undertakings at first, preceding the Pacific. 

Arts of the South Seas at the Museum of Modern Art in 1946 was the first exhibition of 

Pacific material to be held in an art museum, and a likely model for subsequent events at the 

Auckland Museum. Also, the Museum of Modern Art’s 1984 exhibition Primitivism in 20th 

Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern raised ongoing issues regarding the 
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presentation of Pacific and non-Western art in the museum (McEvilley, Rubin, 1984, 1985). 

As discussed by Clifford (1984), while this exhibition removed material from the realm of 

ethnography, it also distanced it from its original cultural context, and presented objects as 

the anonymous productions of a tradition that was of the past rather than the present.  

 

The Pacific and the Origins of Primitivism 

 

Kirk Varnedoe, codirector of the 1984 exhibition Primitivism in 20th Century Art, notes that 

the various interpretations of Primitivism include a ‘yearning for return to a primal, raw form 

of truth, beyond the taint of all our acquired conventions.’6 William Rubin, director of the 

above exhibition, records the changing applications of the term Primitivism, from late  

nineteenth-century France, when it referred primarily to fourteenth- and fifteenth-century 

Italian and Flemish artists, to the early 1900s when it became reduced in scope and was 

applied to the art of Africa, Oceania and, to a lesser extent, the Americas. Rubin also notes 

that primitive and Primitivism have been criticised as being ethnocentric and pejorative 

terms, leading William Fagg to suggest ‘tribal’ as an alternative to the former in 1951.7 

       

Will Gompertz has described Primitivism as a movement which ‘runs through the story of 

modern art like the Thames through London’.8 Its beginnings may be traced back at least to 

the inclusion of the arts of non-Western peoples in the Great Exhibition of 1851, where they  

were admired by Owen Jones.9 The publication in 1859 of Darwin’s The Origin of Species 

fostered an assumption that peoples of the world could be graded according to cultural 

achievements, but uncritical acceptance that members of more ‘primitive’ societies also 

exhibited a more primitive mind was dealt a serious blow later that century when the first 

discoveries of prehistoric cave-paintings in Spain provided evidence that Palaeolithic people 

were both keen observers and excellent artists.  

      The early reappraisal of the cultures of ‘primitive’ peoples was particularly active in 

German-speaking regions. Although relatively late on the scene as a coloniser, Germany 

acquired large areas in Africa and the Pacific from where material was shipped back to the 

metropole at the behest of Adolf Bastian and his colleagues. One such large ethnographic 

collection, mainly from West Africa, was acquired by Prague-born artist Gabriel von Max 

(1840-1915), [fig. 3.1],10 whose paintings, of monkeys with human-like expressions, reflected 

his interest – mirroring that of Darwin - in the relationship between apes, humans and 

evolutionary theory.11  
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      In 1893 Alois Riegl (1858-1905), curator of textiles at Vienna’s Österreichsiches 

Museum für Kunst und Industrie (Austrian Museum for Art and Industries, known since 1992 

as MAK) published Stilfragen (Problems of Style) in which he discussed the origins of the 

earliest human designs, suggesting they were probably stylizations of natural forms.12 Riegl 

referred to the Maori, who had been ‘more or less contaminated by European influence’, and 

although he was not concerned with Maori art as such he suggested that a collection in 

Vienna’s Naturhistorisches Museum, which had been gathered in New Zealand by Austrian 

naturalist Andreas Reischek (1845-1902), could provide a ‘self-contained and well-rounded 

picture’ of Maori ornament. Riegl considered the Maori spiral ‘very closely related’ to that 

used by the ancient Egyptians, [figs 3.2, 3.3] and his evolutionist background led him to seek 

‘missing links’ in the sequence of decorative motifs. He also introduced the term Kunstwollen 

(‘artistic will’ or ‘will to art’), the force behind the development of style and which was 

evident to him in all art traditions.13 

      Another influential individual at this time was Franz Boas (1858-1942), who worked 

under Bastian at the Museum für Volkerkunde in Berlin and was later recognised as the 

‘Father of American Anthropology’. Boas considered ‘primitive’ art comparable to other arts, 

and placed its aesthetic impulse at a high level. His view, based on early field work and 

expressed in his introduction to Primitive Art (1927), was that aesthetic pleasure is felt by all 

members of mankind: ‘No matter how diverse the ideals of beauty may be, the general 

character of the enjoyment of beauty is of the same order everywhere’. The Pacific was well 

represented among his geographic examples, which included ‘the stone work of the New 

Zealanders [and] the carvings of the Melanesians.’14 

      The artists’ group Die Brücke, formed in Dresden, eastern Germany, in 1905, saw 

themselves as modern primitives rebelling against the constraints of bourgeois society. In 

their formative years they were able to view works by such leading members of the avant-

garde as Gauguin and Matisse in the city’s private galleries, as well as African and Pacific art 

in the local ethnographic museum, the Völkerkundemuseum.15 Under the directorship (1874-

1904) of Adolf Meyer, that museum’s non-European collections grew to be of international 

importance. Of particular interest to Brücke members were carved and painted beams from a 

men’s club in Palau, Melanesia, decorated with mythical and erotic themes, and illustrated in 

what has been identified as the first ‘really universal history of art’, the 1900 Geschichte der 

Kunst Aller Zeiten und Volker (History of Art of All Times and People), by Karl Woermann.16 

The Dresden museum also held a Malanggan boat from the island of Tabar (now part of 

Papua New Guinea), donated by Danish anthropologist and explorer Richard Parkinson.17 In 
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the period 1876-1880/81 Parkinson had been employed by the Godeffroy company as a 

plantation manager and surveyor in Samoa, and in the foreword to his Thirty Years in the 

South Seas (1907) he commented on the role museums played in the changes occurring to the 

material cultures of the Pacific: 

 
       Many customs and traditions are rapidly vanishing through the influence of the Europeans,  

       whether they be missionaries, assistant judges or other colonists. Tools and weapons find  

       their way into national museums, and modern European items take their place. Already  

       natives are coming to me with their sons, to show their descendants the old objects  

       preserved in my collection. When a further twenty-five years pass, in the ethnological  

       museums of Europe one will be able to show the astonished natives of New Britain or  

       New Ireland objects that their forefathers used in war and peace, which will appear just  

       as strange to their descendants as the stone axes and spear tips of their ancestors do to  

       present Europeans.18 

 

      In his foreword to Parkinson’s book, Bernhard Ankermann (1859-1943), Assistant 

Director of the Museum für Völkerkunde, Berlin, referred to ‘the now completed partitioning 

of the earth among the civilised states of Europe and America’ which were beginning to 

establish themselves in ‘their’ overseas territories. Ankermann believed that successful 

colonial politics depended on thorough ethnological knowledge:  

 
       One must first of all get to know a people that one wishes to rule, [and, further] one  

       cannot expect that a primitive people become familiar with the complicated structures   

       of our civilisation … rather we must endeavour  to understand their culture, their  

       thoughts and their sentiments.19 

 

      Germany acquired the territories of Palau and Samoa in 1899, and public interest in the 

Pacific was now reflected in the large range of publications relating to the region, among 

them a German translation of Owen Jones’s Grammar of Ornament which contributed to the 

general awareness of non-European cultures.20 Brücke members also had access to the 

English art journal The Studio, which in 1902 and 1903 included two illustrated articles on 

the art of New Guinea by British artist C. J. Praetorius.21 [figs 3.4, 3.5] Referring to a Papuan 

frigate bird ornament, Praetorius challenged any anthropologist who considered it a 

‘degeneration’ from the original motive, claiming ‘simplification does not necessarily mean 

degeneration.’22 But he did detect a lessening in the quality of the work being produced, 
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suggesting this ‘decadence’ may have started with the arrival of missionaries and traders: ‘As 

is the case with all such savage people, when the white men came they were soon occupied 

with new industries. With less leisure, even with the benefit of modern tools, their art 

declined.’23 On the other hand, Praetorius enthused over the ‘grotesque’ masks of the 

Paupuans, finding in them qualities lacking in the works of European artists:  

 
       Their designs were extravagant conventionalisms, the productions of an untutored mind.  

       The work, free from restraint or rule, was full of human individuality, with a balance of  

       line, savage beauty, and pleasant inaccuracies, qualities often wanting in designs by  

       civilised and learned craftsmen, who, full of indistinct memories of the work of others,     

       unconsciously produce an unoriginal, conglomerate echo, with uncertain meaning and  

       often without beauty.24  

 

And in his second article on New Guinea art, Praetorius concluded with another favourable 

perspective, noting the essential ‘simplicity’ of much non-Western art which was likely to 

appeal to the emerging European Primitivists:  

 
       One difference between a savage and a civilised artist would appear to be that the former  

       works with a childlike simplicity, his endeavour being to express some definite idea  

       existing in his mind. Comparison between the art of a savage race and our own endeavours  

       is hardly possible, or necessary; but it must be admitted that there is much to be admired  

       in the work of the Papuans of British New Guinea.25 

 

      In 1907, lack of space forced the Dresden Museum to remove most of its Asian, African 

and American objects from display to make room for its Pacific collection.26 If this 

rearrangement was an encouragement for the Brücke artists’ interest in that part of the world, 

so too was an exhibition of work by Gauguin at Dresden’s Galerie Arnold in 1905.27 Leading 

Brücke member Ernst Ludwig Kirchner (1880-1938) painted his studio with decorations 

inspired by the wooden beams from Palau, while he and others also produced sculptures, 

carved directly from wood and taking their lead from ethnological objects and figures from 

the Middle Ages.28 According to L. D. Ettlinger, Kirchner was attracted to the art of the 

South Pacific because it was produced by artists whose impulses and working methods were 

much like his own.29 But unlike his colleagues Max Pechstein (1881-1955) and Emil Nolde 

(1867-1956), who are said to have gone to the Pacific ‘in emulation of Gauguin’, Kirchner 
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found the streets of Dresden and the local museum sufficient for his purposes.30  

      Pechstein longed for a country where nature and humans had retained untouched their 

original beauty, and in 1914 he went to Palau. Back home he also decorated his flat with a 

frieze copied from Palau roof beams.31 Nolde was similarly attracted to the life of ‘primitive’ 

cultures and in 1912 began his (uncompleted) Kunstausserungen der Naturvolker (Artistic 

Expression of Primitive Peoples) in which he questioned the relevance of the art of classical 

Greece and the Renaissance for his generation:  

 
       The ideas of our predecessors are no longer ours. Why is it that we artists love to see  

       the unsophisticated artifacts of the primitives? … There is enough art around that is  

       over-bred, pale and decadent. This may be why young artists have taken their cues  

       from the aborigines.32  

 

      Nolde went to the Pacific in 1913-14 as a member of a German Colonial Office mission 

to New Guinea to study the health of the indigenous population.33 He subsequently described 

the natives as ‘magnificent people as long as they are not corrupted by contact with the 

whites’, and considered them to be at a stage of their development that Germans had achieved 

two thousand years earlier.34 Convinced that the art of such peoples could have a beneficial 

and inspirational effect on European artists, he urged museum officials in Germany to acquire 

material before it was too late.35  

       

In 1875 the German Government surveying frigate, the Gazelle, had called at Auckland and 

was reported to have on board ‘spears, arrows, and other warlike curiosities from the islands 

of the Pacific’.36 Such material, as gathered by scientific expeditions and commercial 

enterprises, helped advance the anthropological agendas of Adolf Bastian and his colleagues 

back in Germany. But these activities would be adversely affected by the First World War 

and the subsequent Versailles Conference which stripped Germany of its empire in the 

Pacific and Africa and brought an end to its ethnographic research in those regions. Rainer F. 

Bushmann suggests that the German public was more intrigued by Africa than by the 

Pacific,37 in which case the avant-garde’s growing fascination for Pacific art could be 

interpreted as a reaction against the prevailing taste, and one that would later be taken up by 

the Surrealists.  
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The Pacific and European Primitivism 

 

Paul Gauguin (1848-1903) occupies a central position in the story of Primitivism in relation 

to the Pacific, and is described by Varnedoe as ‘the primitif of modernist primitivism, its 

original seminal figure.’38 He was the subject of an influential retrospective in Paris in 1906, 

at a time when there was a growing appreciation among the local artistic community in naïve 

art, the regional folk arts of France and non-European cultures. Gauguin has been recognised 

as the first European artist to live among the peoples of the Pacific and to ‘study their art 

[and] see its aesthetic worth’,39 but he was not the first professional artist to visit and write 

about art from the region. He was preceded by James Hume Nisbet, who was based in 

Australia and in 1888 contributed an article, ‘Papuan Art’, to The Chronicle of the London 

Missionary Society, observing:  

 
       The Papuan is a born artist. He likes to decorate himself and all that he has about him, and  

       has the true antique instinct for lines and colours; hence he values the limbs God has given  

       him too much to hide them under costume of any sort… The Papuan decked up and painted  

       is a picture of unity and harmony.40  

 

      Jehanne H. Teilhet suggests that figures in three of Gauguin’s Pacific paintings – Paraa 

na te Varua ino (Words of the Devil, 1892, National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC), Parau 

Hanohano (Terrifying Words, 1892, Fogg Art Museum, Harvard University, Cambridge) and 

Contes Barbares (Barbarian Tales, 1902, Museum Folkwang, Essen) – show strong 

similarities to the masks of the Dan peoples from Africa. If Gauguin had seen such an item at 

the 1889 Paris Exposition or had access to it in Tahiti and assumed it to be Polynesian in 

origin,41 this would have been an early appreciation by a European of the aesthetic worth of 

the art of Africa. As regards Gauguin’s incorporation of Pacific imagery, the dark statue 

dominating his 1899 canvas The Idol (Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts, Moscow) [fig. 3.6] 

shows similarities to two large Maori sculptures, Pukaki [fig. 3.7] and Tiki (Pukeroa gateway 

figure), [fig. 3.8] which were on display at the Auckland Museum when he stopped over en 

route to Tahiti in August 1895. Other objects in the same institution – the sternpost of the war 

canoe Te Toki a Tapiri and a kumete, a round wooden bowl with two figure supports – have 

been identified as the likely sources of images in two other paintings (both 1897) by Gauguin, 

The last Supper (private collection) and Te Rerioa (The Dream, The Courtauld Institute, 

London).42  
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      In its early stages Primitivism was largely fuelled by inspiration in the form of carvings 

from French territories in West Africa. In Paris, Maurice de Vlaminck (1876-1958) claimed 

to be the first artist to ‘discover’ African art,43 but fellow countryman André Derain (1880-

1954) has been identified as the first to utilise African elements in his painting, in Les 

baigneuses (1907, collection of the Museum of Modern Art, New York).44 In 1906 Derain 

encouraged Picasso (1881-1973) to visit the Musée d’Ethnographie du Trocadéro, and the 

latter’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, produced the following year, represented an aggressive 

break with the painting of the time and a harbinger of Cubism. The use of hatchings to define 

the faces of two of the figures in the composition has been likened to the treatment of African 

masks,45 and it has been widely supposed that Picasso was under the influence of African art 

whilst developing his new visual vocabulary. However, the existence of preliminary drawings 

dating from March 1907 suggests he had already embarked on a similar course prior to his 

visit to the Trocadéro. Carsten-Peter Warke notes that Picasso was ‘deeply impressed, indeed 

shocked’ by the African sculpture he saw in that museum, but the shock was caused not by a 

confrontation with something new but by ‘the recognition that what he thought he had 

invented already existed.’46 Meanwhile, ‘primitive’ interpretations of the human form were 

now also being produced by other artists, including Matisse (Standing Nude, 1907, Tate) and 

Braque (Baigneuse [Le Grand Nu, Large Nude], 1908, Musée National d’Art Moderne, 

Centre Pompidou, Paris). 

      Non-Western art had been on display at the Trocadéro since 1882 and at the Paris 

Expositions in 1889 and 1900, and Rubin suggests the reason for it having been of little 

interest to artists prior to 1906 was its lack of ‘aesthetic relevance’ for the essentially realistic 

Impressionist and Post-Impressionist painters. With the obvious exception of Gauguin, the 

styles of those artists were derived from ‘concentrated observations of the real world’, and 

the change in attitude towards primitive art came about when there was a shift to styles  

based on conceptualisation. Gauguin took the first important step in this direction, while 

Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon - which was vindicated, if not influenced, by primitive 

art - was ‘the real breakthrough’ in this process.47 

      Picasso’s interest in the art of Africa – and, to a rather lesser extent, the Pacific - was 

apparent in his personal collection. [figs 3.9, 3.10, 3.11] Beginning around 1907 he is known 

to have amassed 96 original objects from Africa and 11 from the Pacific (he also had a cast of 

A’a, from Rurutu) - a selection which reflected France’s colonial connections. Picasso’s 

preference also mirrored the current fascination for Africa and, according to Peter Stepan, the 

power its ‘wild arts’ held for an intellectual and highly industrialized culture which felt cut 
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off from its ‘origins’. Picasso’s smaller Pacific collection suggested he preferred solid, 

monolithic and one-piece wood sculptures rather than assemblages, for he owned no objects 

from New Ireland, which typically incorporated barkcloth, feathers, and shells. But if such 

objects were unfathomable to Picasso, they would later be of great fascination to the 

Surrealists.48 

      The influence of the ‘primitive’ on European Modernism was apparent in sculpture as 

well as painting. Paris in the early 1900s was home to several pioneers of modern sculpture; 

Auguste Rodin (1840-1917), Russian-born Alexander Archipenko (1887-1964), Romanian-

born Constantin Brancusi (1876-1957) and American-born Jacob Epstein (1880-1959). 

Epstein relocated to London in 1905, when British sculpture was still firmly wedded to the 

Classical tradition and the production of monuments and allegorical statues.49 He visited the 

British Museum, home to what Rupert Arrowsmith has described as ‘the most dynamic, the 

most diverse, and in many cases the most dubiously acquired international sculpture 

collection on earth’,50 one which included the Parthenon sculptures (Elgin marbles) and, in 

complete contrast, the two giant stone sculptures from Rapa Nui, Hoa Hakananai’a and Moai 

Hava. If the raw, textured surfaces of these Pacific monoliths appeared ‘crude and 

incomprehensible’ to Edwardians conditioned to accept the illusionism and highly polished 

finish of classical Greek sculpture as the epitome of artistic achievement, this hierarchy of 

perceived aesthetic value was also apparent in the British Museum’s African and Pacific 

collections, presented as anthropological specimens rather than art.51 

      Within the British Museum’s cultural scheme, certain traditions - such as those of India, 

Assyria and Egypt - were accepted as having more in common than others with Western 

aesthetics, but it was the ‘others’ that attracted Epstein. His biographer Richard Buckle dates 

his interest in African art to 1902, stimulated by visits to the Trocadéro,52 and while London 

had the treasures of the British Museum, unlike Paris it did not yet have a network of dealers 

in modern paintings and sculpture who bought and sold African and Pacific art. However, a 

few individuals, most notably William O. Oldman, were beginning to deal in such material, 

and from them Epstein bought a large proportion of his collection of Maori tiki.53   

      Epstein was intent on breaking with naturalistic traditions of representation, and his likely 

influences included the British Museum’s statues from Rapa Nui.54 Another artist who had 

moved from Paris to London and contributed to the transformation of British sculpture at this 

time was Henri Gaudier-Brzeska (1891-1915). Like Epstein he also found inspiration at the 

British Museum, Hoa Hakananai’a representing for him the ‘irrefutable proof of the power 

of primordial art’.55 [figs 3.12, 3.13] 
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      The impact of primitive art on Epstein was evident in his move towards the simplification 

of form which began around 1912, [figs 3.14, 3.15] while his adoption of direct carving and 

the cutting out and removal of solid materials also reflected awareness of indigenous 

traditions. A Pacific connection of sorts was made in 1907 when the nudity of Epstein’s 

sculpted figures for the British Medical Association building provoked the accusation that he 

was attempting to ‘convert London into a Fiji island, where there may be some excuse for 

want of drapery’.56 Epstein was a keen collector of Pacific sculpture, and on the occasion of a 

retrospective exhibition at the Auckland Art Gallery in 1961 his widow wrote:  

 
       It seems fitting that Jacob Epstein’s sculpture is to be exhibited in the land of the tiki  

       carvers, for no one loved and studied these beautiful greenstone carvings more ardently  

       than he…. He loved all fine Maori work and had many examples in his fabulous   

       collection of primitive sculpture.57 

 

Collecting in the Pacific During the Expedition Period  

 

The arrival of Primitivism was yet to have an impact on how the Pacific would be represented 

in ethnographic museums. In the meantime, collecting by certain institutions continued 

unabated, fuelled by awareness of the West’s increasing encroachment on the Pacific.  

Perhaps the most ambitious mission was that undertaken in 1909-13 by anthropologist A. B. 

Lewis for the Field Museum of Chicago, which resulted in the largest single collection of 

Melanesian material culture ever made in the field, of 14,385 objects. [figs 3.16, 3.17, 3.18] 

This massive undertaking occurred during what became recognised as the ‘expedition 

period’, to be followed by the ‘ethnographic period’ when researchers became more focused 

and remained for lengthy periods in one community.58 During his time in Melanesia Lewis 

noted how rapidly indigenous ways of life were changing, as in the replacement of stone tools 

by steel, which encouraged museums to assemble as complete collections as possible and to 

document traditional material culture before it was modified, or disappeared.59 The Lewis 

expedition was just one of many dispatched by the Field Museum to various parts of the 

world during this period and, since Haddon’s 1898 visit to the Torres Strait, expeditions to 

Melanesia had been mounted by English, German and Dutch interests. Robert Welsch 

describes how, prior to the First World War, Melanesia was ‘alive with researchers’ and 

‘criss-crossed by expeditions of all kinds.’60 

      In 1914 the first cases of material gathered by Lewis in Fiji, New Hebrides and the 
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Admiralty Islands went on public display at the Field Museum. Altogether he installed 50 

cases and composed more than 3,000 labels, and his exhibit remained largely unchanged until 

1986 when it was closed for renovation. For most of this period it was the largest and best 

known Melanesian exhibit in the United States and, in Welsch’s view, did more to inform the 

public about the southwest Pacific than any other museum exhibition (or book, or film) until 

at least the 1950s. In 1989 and 1990 respectively the Field Museum opened its new Pacific 

halls, Traveling the Pacific and Pacific Spirits, which included several hundred pieces Lewis 

had selected for exhibition and, as will be discussed, were now presented according to 

different themes. The majority of the vast Lewis Collection remains in storage as a research 

resource and represents – in Welsch’s words - a ‘primary historical document’ of the material 

culture in use in Melanesian communities prior to the First World War.61 

      The impact of the West on the cultural traditions of the Pacific was highlighted in a 

lecture, ‘Some Marvels of Savage Art’, given in April 1909 by Herbert S. Toms at the 

Brighton Museum, an institution with a large Pacific collection. Toms revealed a personal 

preference for earlier carvings executed with stone tools, from New Zealand and the Cook 

Islands, and believed individuality and quality had been compromised by the introduction of 

metal: ‘Only a little inferior carving is now done, and that obviously for the market.’62  

      At the British Museum at this time the emphasis of the ethnographic collections was on 

the instructional rather than aesthetic, a 1910 guidebook advising that such material was ‘not 

to be regarded as a mere haphazard gallery of native curiosities without educational value.’63 

Two years later, another British Museum publication pointed out the advantages in having 

ethnographical specimens under the same roof as those illustrating the art and industry of ‘the 

great ancient civilizations’. Because the latter (‘even that of Greece’) had arisen gradually 

from primitive stages of culture, the study of ethnographic material - ‘the instruments and 

utensils of savage or barbarous peoples’ – could be related to that of antiquities.64  

      An update on the state of ethnographical displays in public museums during this period 

was provided by William T. Brigham, who undertook a second world trip in 1912.65 It hardly 

got off to a promising start, for at San Francisco, his first stop after leaving Honolulu, 

Brigham learned that many Polynesian specimens at the Museum of the California Academy 

of Science had been lost in the 1906 fire.66 And although he considered the British Museum 

‘that greatest repository of the museum world’, he felt Germany had now surpassed England 

in terms of numbers of museums with significant international collections.67 But since 

Brigham’s earlier visit to Berlin, Adolf Bastian had died and the downside of his voracious 

collecting policy was now apparent. As reported by Brigham, ‘the very riches had in a degree 
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stifled the museum …. the cases were packed too full to allow the contents to be studied, or, 

in some cases, to be seen.68 Brigham did however approve of the steel-framed display cases 

which were now replacing the original wooden furniture in a number of institutions.69 But he 

concluded his report with a gloomy observation on the passing of ‘the Primitive Age’: Pacific 

peoples were ‘vanishing before the inroads of the white invader’ with a rapidity which is ‘no 

less than appalling to the ethnologist’. He wondered as to the whereabouts of ‘the sculptors of 

the gigantic images of Rapa Nui … the carvers of the Marquesas and their [tattoo artists] … 

[and] the artistic beaters and ornamenters of kapa [barkcloth] and the deft weavers of mats 

and baskets on Hawaii.’ He felt that the last work of ‘unadulterated Polynesia’ was nigh, and, 

depressingly, likened the situation to the settling of a deceased estate.70 

      The superiority of indigenous arts produced prior to contact with the West were also 

voiced in New Zealand. A visitor to the 1913-14 Auckland Industrial and Mining Exhibition 

took exception to ‘the vile specimen of degraded taste’ which decorated the stage of the 

concert hall, and exhorted the authorities to replace it with plain curtains, advising: ‘The 

savage art of our Maoris is refined and chaste as compared with this painful display of 

modern ‘art’’.71 Four years later, ethnologist Henry D. Skinner (1886-1978), who had 

returned to New Zealand after studying at Cambridge, wrote: ‘[S]urely no other savage 

people has ever equalled the complete mastery in execution and design of the neolithic 

Maori’. His praise was confined to the work of ‘the older carvers’ who had used stone or 

bone tools, and he singled out a ‘magnificent’ barge-board, the unknown carver of which 

‘may stand unashamed amongst the great craftsmen of all time’.72 He was almost certainly 

referring to one of a series of panels from a pataka erected at Te Kaha, near the East Cape, 

around 1780, and which entered the Auckland Museum collection in late 1911.73 Local 

newspapers referred to these carvings as ‘Relics of Maori Art’ and this ‘masterpiece of Maori 

art’,74 and three-quarters of century later the Museum would describe them as ‘some of the 

finest stone tool carvings in existence’.75  

      Like A. C. Haddon, who had attracted him to Cambridge, Skinner took a scientific 

approach to what he termed ‘savage art’.76 His research involved the classification of objects 

in order to determine the origins and history of native races, and he advocated the importance 

of the collection of data which, he anticipated, would disappear ‘irretrievably into the hungry 

maw of the past’.77 He claimed ‘there had never been a time when so many races were 

rushing to extinction’, and the object of studying ‘the lower types of disappearing races’ was 

to illuminate the development ‘through which the most highly developed races have 

passed’.78 Skinner’s admiration for early Maori carving therefore reflected a prevailing belief 
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in the recent decline in quality, while also reflecting a concern for the survival of the race at 

large.  

 

The Pacific Represented in Early Temporary Exhibitions 

 

During the second decade of the twentieth century the concept of the temporary exhibition 

began entering museums as part of their public programmes. While these events had their 

genesis in the great national and inyternational exhibitions of the nineteenth century, the 

immediate inspiration and model for these short-term presentations of selections of well-

displayed objects were the exhibitions mounted by a number of commercial and dealer 

galleries in the main centres of Europe and the United States. They were therefore part of an 

evolving continuum, and a vital aspect of the Exhibitionary Complex. At this stage they also 

reflected both the interest in Primitivism and the growing number of collectors of non-

Western art, developments which would influence how public institutions – both 

ethnographic and art museums - would interpret and present such collections. As will be 

shown, certain temporary exhibitions were landmark events in terms of reflecting changing 

attitudes towards the art and material culture of the Pacific.  

      One of the earliest commercial galleries dealing in contemporary art and catering for 

collectors of non-Western art was the Museum Folkwang, in Hagen, near Dortmund, 

Germany. Founded by Karl Ernst Osthaus in 1902, it showed examples of modern painting 

along with objects from Africa, Papua New Guinea and elsewhere.79 [fig. 3.19] Another 

pioneer in this field was Alfred Flechtheim, a dealer in modern French art who opened a 

gallery in Berlin in 1913 and also exhibited works of art from Africa, America and the 

Pacific.80 Later that same year an exhibition which combined recent paintings by Picasso and 

African sculpture was presented at the Neue Galerie, Berlin, and also at the Kunstsalon E. 

Richter in Dresden in January 1914.81  

      Such exhibitions were not confined to Europe; in 1913-14 there was a small display of 

African sculpture in a gallery in Washington Square, New York,82 while on Fifth Avenue the 

Photo-Secession Gallery, later known as the 291 Gallery and owned by photographer and art 

dealer Alfred Stieglitz (1864-1946), presented Negro Wood Sculptures. The latter event has 

been identified as ‘the first time in the history of exhibitions that negro statuary [was] shown 

from the point of view of art’, while the collection was also said to ‘[include] in a nutshell the 

gist of what modern sculptors have been driving at.’ Objects were provided by a French 

collector and included various types of ‘fetishes’, masks, idols and ‘sceptres or symbolic 
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wands’ which were said to ‘excel’ similar examples in the British Museum or the 

Trocadéro.83  

      The objects in Stieglitz’s 1914 African exhibition were placed on pedestals and ‘isolated 

for aesthetic contemplation’. However, this was a process which Susan Vogel claims 

‘purified [them of their] functional look’, and could be interpreted as an ‘impulse to strip 

African art of its visible cultural context [in] the desire to make it resemble art of the West 

and conform to our definition of what art is.’84  In a further instance of two disparate 

traditions being shown together, Negro Wood Sculptures was followed at the 291 Gallery by 

an exhibition which included a reliquary figure from Gabon, West Africa, flanked by 

drawings by Picasso and Braque.85 Just short of a century after Negro Wood Sculptures, the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art presented African Art, New York, and the Avant-Garde (27 

November 2012 – 2 September 2013), which recognised 1914 as a ‘turning point’ for African 

art in America, and a time when the West’s appreciation of such objects was undergoing a 

dramatic shift ‘from colonial trophies to modernist icons’.86 

      Shortly, non-Western art would be introduced by commercial galleries in London. In 

1921, seven years after Stieglitz’s Negro Wood Sculpture, the Goupil Gallery in Regent 

Street, presented Negro Wood Carvings. And while it was dismissed by one reviewer as 

‘hardly more than a footnote to the collection in the British Museum’,87 another visitor, 

perhaps more attuned to the changing attitudes towards such objects, felt that these carvings 

exhibited ‘the truth of the unconscious mind’.88 

      At the time of the original Negro Wood Sculptures, the concept of the temporary 

exhibition was also being introduced to the public museum. In 1913, recognising that the 

growth of collections in such institutions had outstripped their ability to house them, the 

University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology in Philadelphia 

mounted what may qualify as the first such temporary exhibition by a public institution, a 

collection of selected recent accessions and other items. A room was set up for the purpose 

with wooden screens, adjustable lighting and a carefully chosen colour scheme. Objects were 

positioned so that they could be studied individually and in relative isolation, and it was 

suggested that every museum could benefit by having one or two such spaces in which to 

highlight ‘some of its choicest possessions’. Pennsylvania Museum’s 1913 exhibition may 

have drawn on the recently presented (1911) E. W. Clark Collection of material from the 

South Pacific, which included a hei tiki brought from New Zealand on the Discovery on 

Cook’s third voyage, carved adze handles from Mangaia (Cook Islands), Tongan clubs whose 

makers demonstrated ‘wonderful cleverness and ability’, and a paddle-shaped club from the 
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Marquesas described as an example of ‘artistic dexterity’.89 

 

Roger Fry and the Interpretation of Primitive Art 

 

In Britain, non-Western art – and African art in particular - had an enthusiastic advocate in 

Roger Fry (1866-1934). In his 1910 review of a book on the art of the South African 

Bushman,90 he praised the representation of animals by the Palaeolithic artists,91 and also 

stressed the importance of an exhibition of Mohammedan art he saw in Munich.92 Eight years 

later he referred to ‘the general aesthetic awakening which had followed on the revolt against 

the tyranny of the Graeco-Roman tradition’,93 and described African sculpture as displaying 

‘the most exquisite sensibility and the finest taste.’94 In 1920 Fry’s essays were published in 

Vision & Design, a collection credited by Frances Spalding with contributing to the general 

move away from the ‘previous hegemony’ of the Greco-Roman tradition.95 Fry’s Last 

Lectures were published in note form in 1939, five years after his death, and reiterated his 

enthusiasm for Negro art. In his view it was ‘the most purely spirited art we know of’.96 In his 

introduction to this collection Kenneth Clark (1903-83) noted that Negro art’s ‘nameless, 

dateless masterpieces’ were as near as anything could be to Fry’s “ideal construction’, a 

perfectly pure work of art.’ But while this clearly demonstrated an independent aesthetic 

judgment, it was, in Clark’s view, ‘an admiration for the art of a people with whom Fry can 

have had no single idea or association in common.’97 The issue of admiring non-Western art 

for its formal and sculptural values, and thereby disregarding its original intended purpose, 

was one that would increasingly confront museum curators in the latter half of the twentieth 

century. In 1967 Jakob Rosenberg referred to Fry’s ‘overenthusiasm’ for primitive art and the 

extremism of his purely formal approach whereby he ignored, ‘as being artistically irrelevant, 

the original intention of a work of art and its historical circumstances, its cultural function, 

and its content’.98  

 

The carnage and devastation of the First World War provoked widespread disillusionment 

with the state of Western ‘civilization’ among European artists and writers. In Britain, artists 

who sought inspiration from outside their own ‘failed’ tradition and encouraged the growth of 

Primitivism included Leon Underwood (1890-1975), who had served at the front. He 

collected African art, advocating a less prejudiced interpretation of ‘primitive’, and became a 

strong influence on William Fagg (1914-1992), who was successively Assistant Keeper, 

Deputy Keeper and Keeper of Anthropology at the British Museum from 1938 to 1974.99 
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Another perspective on the effects of the recent war, and one also backed by active service, 

was provided by British primitive art collector James T. Hooper (1897-1971). His experience 

of crawling across ‘No man’s land’ whilst on night patrol on the Western Front caused him to 

question the very nature of ‘civilization’: 

 
      It was war with all its horrible associations, but with it all we somehow felt ourselves  

       to be men, and inwardly this gave us a feeling of satisfaction. Was it initiation from  

       boyhood to manhood, or had the thin veneer of civilization been temporarily removed,  

       revealing man in his primitive state, with all his emotions, superstitions and reactions? 

 

      As Hooper explained: ‘Primeval instincts and emotions are with us all, hidden behind the 

mask of civilisation, but with the mask removed we are, in many ways, not so very  

different from primitive man himself.’ In 1953 he co-authored The Art of Primitive Peoples, 

in which he said of Polynesian art: ‘In no place or period have there been greater masters of 

design expressed in wood.’100 Hooper operated his own museum in Sussex, and after his 

death there were several auctions of his extensive collection, and items are now held in major 

institutions around the world, including the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa.101 

      A political consequence of the First World War was the expansion of the British Empire 

at the defeated Germany’s expense. In 1924, 56 member countries participated in the British 

Empire Exhibition at Wembley, London, a show of native arts and crafts whose main points 

of interest were the standard of workmanship, ‘indigenous talent’ and use of exotic 

materials.102 Among the exhibits were the Maori carved house Mataatua [figs 3.20, 3.21] 

(subsequently shipped back to New Zealand and since returned to its original home in 

Whakatane) and ‘a fine selection of Maori curios’. An official publication drew attention to 

the ‘wonderful’ woven silks and gold-handled chiefs’ swords from the Gold Coast, but 

showed much less enthusiasm for the nearby ‘wooden idols of immense size and unattractive 

aspect.’103 The Pacific was also represented with a model village, ‘a vivid reconstruction of 

life in the South Seas with all its fantastic colour and romance’, while a large display from 

Fiji included tapa cloth and, perhaps catering to the public appetite for sensation, ‘cannibal 

forks.’104             

      Seven years later, in 1931, and in sharp contrast to Wembley, an exhibition at the 

Brooklyn Museum, New York, illustrated changing approaches to the display of ethnographic 

material. Primitive Negro Art, Chiefly from the Belgian Congo was organised by ethnologist 

Stewart Culin (1858-1929), now identified as one of the first curators to recognise museum 
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installation as an art form.105 He stated that this massive collection of 1454 individual items 

was ‘shown under the classification of art; as representing a creative impulse, and not for the 

purpose of illustrating the customs of the African peoples.’ Appearing to concur with Roger 

Fry, he considered African art ‘the most vital’ of all the non-European traditions and, 

interestingly, that it ‘far out-class[ed]’ that of Polynesia with which it had ‘affinities’.106 

Reviews of the exhibition were also very positive, The New York Evening Post noting the 

recognition of ‘the aesthetic value of this art however removed it may be from our experience 

of culture’. And in a foretaste of exhibitions to come, this collection was also said to provide 

an insight into the intellectual basis of modern ‘cubistic’ art.107  

 

Exhibiting the Pacific in London in the 1930s 

 

The British Museum had responded to the public fascination for Africa by acquiring and 

exhibiting treasures looted from the kingdom of Benin in 1897, but over the next two decades 

it did not mount any further temporary exhibitions on African themes. From the early 1920s, 

such exhibitions as were presented by the Ethnology Department drew mostly on Asian 

collections, a dominance broken in 1930 with Antiquities from Zimbabwe. It would be another 

decade before African subjects became a regular feature of the British Museum’s temporary 

exhibition programme and, significantly, not until 1963 that it included an exhibition on a 

Pacific subject. In the meantime, independent galleries were able to fill the gap, showcasing 

non-Western art and illustrating aesthetic affinities across a wide range of cultures and 

periods.  

      One of the more active individuals engaged in these events was London antiquities 

collector Sydney Burney (1876/7-1951), who operated a gallery in St. James’s Place, S.W.1.  

In 1928 he presented Modern and African Sculpture, a modest undertaking of 21 works by 

contemporary British and European sculptors alongside 17 items from Africa. Four years 

later he mounted the more ambitious Sculpture Considered Apart from Time and Place, 

accompanied by a catalogue with a foreword by Leon Underwood. In this second venture 

Burney’s stated aim was to extend ‘the obvious connection between modern sculpture and 

that of Polynesia and Africa’, and demonstrate a ‘sculptural consciousness’ which linked 

great works of all periods, including the present. Taking its name from a poem by Laurence 

Joseph,108 the exhibition set out to demonstrate a ‘utopic’ vision of art that transcended 

cultural boundaries.109 It consisted of some 150 individual items, representing the Pacific, 

Africa, China and India, along with recent works by Henry Moore, Modigliani, Gaudier-
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Brzeska, Rodin and Underwood.110 The growing appreciation of non-Western art was 

reflected the following year, 1933, by an exhibition of 117 works at the Lefevre Galleries in 

King Street, St James’s, which claimed to be the first comprehensive survey of ‘primitive 

African sculpture’ in Britain.111  

      In terms of representing the Pacific, another significant exhibition was mounted by 

London’s Burlington Fine Arts Club. Whereas the emphasis of the Club’s temporary 

exhibitions had previously been on the art of the past,112  the focus now turned to 

contemporary issues. The 1935 exhibition, The Art of Primitive Peoples - the catalogue 

acknowledged the unsatisfactory nature of the term ‘primitive’ - recognised that the European 

classical traditions had ‘for the moment been interrupted’ and reflected the search for ‘a fresh 

stimulus’. The selection was based solely on ‘artistic merit’, and it was of particular 

significance that about half of the 293 exhibits were now from the Pacific, which was 

described as ‘perhaps the most fruitful source for wood-carving’, and thereby breaking the 

usual dominance by Africa. The exhibition drew on the resources of London dealer and 

collector W. O. Oldman, the Cambridge University Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, 

and the Pitt Rivers Museum,113 and The Times described it as an exhibition that ‘bristles with 

interest’.114 Another commentator saw The Art of Primitive Peoples as evidence of a 

‘revolution in taste’ initiated by modern artists ‘who first recognised the analogies between 

their mode of sensibility and that of the so-called savages’. Noting the geometric reduction 

apparent in two wooden figures from Tahiti, the same writer wondered, ‘What kind of 

sensibility produces, in a primitive people, such a logical scheme of abstraction?’,115 while 

another singled out a feathered image of the Hawaiian war god (‘collected by Captain 

Cook’), and a wooden figure from Easter Island as ‘a triumph of craftsmanship’.116  

 

Surrealism and the Art of the Pacific in Paris 

 

The 1935 exhibition The Art of Primitive Peoples suggested a growing interest in the material 

culture of the Pacific, while also reflecting the tendency for such exhibitions – mostly held 

outside the purlieu of the public museum – to base selection on artistic merit rather than 

ethnographic significance. The origins of this increasing spotlight on the Pacific, and an 

apparent shift away from Africa, can be traced to events in Paris.  

      In 1919 art dealer and collector Paul Guillaume (1891-1934) and art critic and dealer 

André Level (1880-1954) organised the Premiere Exposition d’Art Nègre et d’Art Océanian 

at the Galerie Devambez, Paris. The associated catalogue essay, by Level and another art 
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critic, Henri Clouzot (1865-1941), noted the growing appreciation of both African and 

Oceanic art and its influence on Western art. That same year Guillaume also organised a 

‘Fête Nègre’ at the Théâtre des Champs-Elysées, and collectively these events marked what 

has been identified as a turning point in attitudes towards African art. In 1920 French poet, art 

critic and writer André Salmon (1881-1969) credited modernists in Paris with being the first 

to place the art of Africa and Oceania on a plane ‘not inferior to that of Grecian, medieval, or 

Ancient Egyptian art’; previously, such objects had been of academic interest only, allegedly 

‘the playthings of … professors of anthropology’.117  

      But whereas prior to the First World War African art had been of interest mainly to the 

artistic avant-garde, after 1919 it began to be a fashionable part of French culture.118  African 

influence permeated postwar Parisian society in various forms, including jazz music, as in the 

wildly popular performance of African-American dancer, singer and actress Josephine Baker 

(1906 – 1975) in ‘La Revue Nègre’ in 1925. Writer Erich Maria Remarque felt she ‘brought a 

blast of jungle air, elemental power and beauty onto the tired stages of Western civilization, 
119 although others saw it as evidence of degeneracy and moral decay.120 But in time, and as 

described by Louise Tythacott, African art shifted from a symbol of advanced taste to ‘a more 

or less popular, fashionable accessory’, and by the mid-1920s Africanism was de rigueur, and 

part of Parisian cultural life.121 

      African objects were a major influence on the distinctive look of Art Deco, the style that 

took its name from the 1925 Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels 

Modernes in Paris. Inspiring geometric and abstracted patterns for the home, Art Deco was 

responsible for introducing the ‘primitive’ into modern mass culture. But the vogue for l’art 

nègre was now beginning to wane, and Ghislaine Wood identifies its ‘swansong’ as the 1931 

Paris Exposition Coloniale Internationale.122 This included art from Africa and the Pacific, 

but a number of individuals, among them Surrealists, refused to make their personal 

collections available for the event. Instead, and in protest at the trivialising of native cultures 

at the Exposition Coloniale, these anti-imperialists contributed to a counter exposition, La 

Verité sur les Colonies (The Truth about the Colonies), where ‘primitive’ art was juxtaposed 

with ‘advanced’ art. As explained by Jody Blake, the intended message was clear: ‘The 

superior artists are not Europeans, with their bad taste, gross sentiments, and mass 

production, but indigenous artists.’ La Verité sur les Colonies was a reaction against the 

French government’s exploitation of art to promote its policies, although it only received a 

little over 4,000 visitors - a fraction of the eight million who attended the official 

exposition.123 
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The canonising and popularising of African art had the inevitable effect of lessening its 

potency in terms of artistic originality and shock value.124 Its general acceptance now 

rendered it unsuitable for the purposes of the next significant art movement, Surrealism, 

whose members deemed it too ‘rational’ and too ‘naturalistic’. In need of a ‘find’ of their 

own they shifted their attention to Pacific and North American Indian art. The Cubists had 

‘discovered’ African art and admired it for its formal, stylised and geometric qualities and 

often intricate workmanship and highly finished surfaces, all of which now constituted a 

‘classical’ taste from a Surrealist point of view. In contrast, the art of the Pacific was 

characterised by non-naturalistic, non-figurative and often massive and multi-coloured 

objects, while the use of multiple materials, as on masks, resonated with the Surrealists’ 

penchant for assemblage and collage.125 Less interested in formal innovations than in the 

invisible forces within ‘primitive’ art, the Surrealists considered the traditional art of the 

Pacific and North America to be in ‘deeper communion with the unconscious’.126 As 

summarised by Tythacott:   

 
      Unlike the smaller, more portable, carved dark wooden African sculptures, these  

       Oceanic objects bore no relationship to any known tradition of art in the West. Their  

       appropriation by Surrealists in the 1920s, and the placing of these objects on pedestals  

       in Parisian art galleries alongside recognisable European art forms … was a calculated  

       act, a disruption, a deliberate rupture to the fabric of the Art establishment. Oceanic  

       objects in 1920s France were still undomesticated compared to African carvings, more  

       unpalatable to European tastes and sensibilities.127 

 

The first Surrealist exhibition, of paintings, was held in Paris in 1925. The following year the  

Galerie Surréaliste was inaugurated with Tableaux de Man Ray et objets des Iles (Pictures of 

Man Ray and Island Objects), an exhibition which juxtaposed the artist’s photographs with 

over 60 Pacific sculptures drawn from the collections of leading Surrealists. Further 

demonstrating the movement’s adoption of a new and alternative classical heritage for 

Western art, a caption championed Rapa Nui as ‘the Athens of Oceania’.128 Three years later 

this new world view was the subject of a map, ‘The World at the Time of the Surrealists’, 

[fig. 3.22] which put imperial powers firmly in their place, relegating them to insignificance 

or, in the case of the United States, cartographic oblivion. It clearly stated the Surrealists’ 

preference for Oceania over Africa, locating the Pacific islands at the centre of the world. 

And in recognition of its newly recognised cultural significance, Île de Pâques (Rapa Nui) 
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was enlarged out of all proportion, dwarfing Australia and dominating the Pacific.129 

      An unidentified ‘fetish item’ from Rapa Nui was the first primitive object collected by 

leading Surrealist and poet André Breton (1896-1966). When financial difficulties forced him 

and fellow Surrealist poet Paul Eluard (1895-1952) to sell their collections in 1931, the 

selection that went under the hammer in Paris reflected their preference for Oceania, 

represented by 135 items (with 65 from New Guinea and 15 from New Ireland) compared to 

125 from the Americas, and now only 30 from Africa.130 Breton had also owned an uli, an 

ancestor effigy from New Ireland, and the Surrealists’ fascination for such objects was no 

doubt enhanced by their usual hermaphroditic nature, sporting female breasts, male sexual 

organs and beard. An uli was among the selection of some 120 masterpieces of African, 

Asian, Oceanic and American art that went on exhibition in the Pavillon des Sessions, in the 

Louvre, Paris, in April 2000.131 [fig. 3.23] 

      Another important contributor to the promotion of ‘primitive’ objects from the Pacific as 

works of art in Paris during this period was art dealer and collector Charles Ratton (1897-

1986). In 1930 he was one of the organisers of the Exhibition of African and Oceanian Art at 

the gallery of the Théâtre Pigalle, Paris. [fig. 3.24] He also joined forces with New York-

based art dealer Pierre Matisse (son of Henri Matisse) in order to develop a market for 

African art in the United States, and in 1935 was a principal lender to African Negro Art at 

the Museum of Modern Art in New York, the first exhibition of African arts organised in a 

modern art museum. And in May 1936, in his gallery in Paris, Ratton presented the Surrealist 

Exhibition of Objects, in which the ‘Oceanian’ section included ‘fetishes’ and masks from his 

own collection.132 

      This preference for Pacific art was also apparent in the International Surrealist Exhibition 

(1 June – 4 July 1936) at the New Burlington Galleries, London. In the associated catalogue, 

art historian and critic Herbert Read (1893-1968) described the Surrealist movement as ‘the 

desperate act of men … profoundly convinced of the rottenness of their own civilization.’ In 

addition to 360 works by some 58 contemporary Western artists this exhibition included 16 

‘Oceanian’ objects, all from New Guinea or Papua and loaned by the Museum of 

Archaeology and Ethnology, Cambridge. On this occasion there was only one African item (a 

mask from Congo) and three from the Americas, while the new emphasis was also reflected 

by the inclusion of 10 photographs of Pacific objects from the collection of the British 

Museum.133 
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Representing the Pacific in the Musée de l’Homme  

 

In 1903 Adolf Meyer had observed the significant progress American museums had made 

recently regarding the presentation of their collections, in contrast to what he encountered at 

the Musée d’Ethnographie du Trocadéro in Paris.134 That institution had opened in 1882 and 

the transfer of ethnographic material from the Louvre was completed by 1904, but only a few 

years later Apollinaire expressed the view that certain collections, such as those of Africa and 

Oceania, should be reinstated at the nation’s premier museum.135 In 1909 French anarchist 

and art critic Félix Fénéon (1861-1944) also called for the admission of the ‘distant arts’ to 

the Louvre.136 William Brigham visited the Trocadéro in 1913 and he too found it 

disappointing, particularly when compared to its German equivalents; the Polynesian room 

was dark and crowded and still using the nineteenth-century ‘trophy’ method of display.137  

      Paul Rivet (1876-1958) was appointed director of the Trocadéro in 1928, and in an effort 

at modernisation he hired Georges Henri Rivière (1897-1985), who made several overseas 

trips to study recent developments. The Trocadéro subsequently underwent a transformation, 

and the first of its new permanent public galleries - the African and Asian Prehistory halls - 

reopened in 1932, followed two years later by the Asian and Oceanian halls. Rivière also 

introduced a Hall of Treasures to display highlights from the collection, and early inclusions 

here were a Hawaiian feather helmet and a statue from the Marquesas Islands.138 But in 1937 

the Paris Universal Exposition was the stimulus for a much more substantial development, 

the replacement of the renovated Trocadéro by the Palais de Chaillot, which would house the 

new Musée de l’Homme. 

      The Musée de l’Homme was intended to be the most modern of its kind, an 

encyclopaedic anthropological and ethnographic museum focused on education, research and 

popularization. It would reflect a ‘new humanism’, reaffirming the dignity of all peoples and 

rehabilitating oppressed cultures.139 It opened in June 1938, and near the entrance stood a 

gigantic totem pole from British Columbia, a large stone head from Rapa Nui, and in a 

variation on the temporary exhibition idea, a ‘display of the month’. On the second floor were 

halls devoted to the Arctic, Asia, the Americas and Oceania, the latter dominated by masks 

and sculptures from New Guinea, the Solomon Islands, New Hebrides, New Caledonia, 

Marquesas Islands, Rapa Nui and Hawaii.140 

      During the transition from the old Trocadéro to the Musée de l’Homme, scholarly interest 

in the exotic cultures of Africa and the Pacific had resulted in two major French scientific 

expeditions. The first of these, from May 1931 to March 1933, studied the cultures of the 
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peoples in Senegal and Eritrea, and the second, in 1934-36, was the voyage of the schooner 

Korrigane to the Pacific with the aim of documenting disappearing traditions.141 The 

Korrigane called at the Marquesas, Tahiti, the Cook Islands and Fiji, and by late December 

1934 it had reached Auckland, before visiting other destinations in the western Pacific.142 By 

the time it returned to France in July 1936, the expedition had collected 2,800 ethnographic 

objects and taken 6,000 photographs,143 which were the subject of a major temporary 

exhibition, Le voyage de la Korrigane en Océanie, held in the central hall at the opening of 

the Musée de l’Homme. Significantly, it presented objects in an aesthetic manner, in contrast 

to the ‘ethnographic specimen’ approach in permanent museum displays. [figs 3.25, 3.26, 

3.27, 3.28] That Le Voyage de la Korrigane en Océanie was one of the first exhibitions in 

this new and consciously modern museum suggests the high level of interest in the Pacific at 

that time. Many of the objects collected during the voyage remained in the collection of the 

Musée de l’Homme, and were subsequently transferred to its successor, the Musée du quai 

Branly.144 

      A sense of the state of the Musée de l’Homme’s predecessor was provided by the writer, 

and heiress and collector of African art Nancy Cunard (1896-1965) in 1946: 

 
      The old Musée du Trocadéro, Ethnographic Section – who does not remember this  

       with a shudder ….? This section was open on Thursday mornings, and if one knew  

       the profundity of the darkness within one brought one’s electric torch….. As for the  

       African exhibits, I do not remember finding them at all in the general confusion,  

       neglect and gloom. A Cinderella of museums, a forgotten, unconsidered, despised  

       limbo, in which, it was known, were “some good pieces” – such as the Primitive  

       Peoples section …. Gods great and small, a whole mythology of stone, wood, bronze  

       and ivory, had slept for ages in dust, ignorance and darkness. 

 

      Cunard also described the Trocadéro as ‘a tomb, its hidden riches not to be enjoyed save 

by the most persistent …’,145 but in 1946 she could report that at the Musée de l’Homme, and 

thanks to ‘the judicious and sensitively handled juxtaposition and display’, objects were now 

shown to advantage. This was ‘an example of what a museum should be’; clean and well-lit 

and in sharp contrast to ‘the lamentably-presented’ Ethnographical Rooms at the British 

Museum’ in the pre-war period where ‘the shining lights of Africa and Oceania … lay hidden 

under bushels of dust and of ill-assortment, jostling each other in the terrible over-crowding.’ 

For Cunard, highlights of the Musée de l’Homme were a Hawaiian feather helmet (‘one of 
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the noblest of all the treasure’ in the museum), New Hebridean figures carved from the root 

of the fern-tree (‘so beloved of the Surréalists to whom Oceania particularly appealed’), and a 

collection of ‘be-haired and feathered’ masks from New Caledonia.146 

      History would be repeated, for a little over a decade after Cunard’s visit the Musée de 

l’Homme was already suffering from the malaise that had afflicted its predecessor, and by the 

end of the 1950s it had become ‘a dust-ridden, moribund attic’. There were attempts to 

revitalise it but, beginning in 2003, it was progressively closed in preparation for replacement 

by yet another new building, the Musée du quai Branly.147 
 

The Pacific and the Reaction to Primitivism 

 

In early 1926, as the Surrealists were increasingly turning to the Pacific for inspiration, 

Dusseldorf art dealer Alfred Flechtheim (1878-1937) presented a large selection of Pacific 

sculpture recently acquired by banker Eduard von der Heydt. [fig, 3.29] The collection was 

also shown in Berlin, Chemnitz and Wiesbaden in Germany, and Zurich in Switzerland, and 

was the subject of reviews in leading art magazines.148 An introductory essay, ‘Sudsee-

Plastiken’, and details of the 184 catalogued objects were provided by Carl Einstein, author 

of Negerplastik (1915), a pioneering study of African art.149 In an illustrated translation of his 

1926 essay published the following year, Einstein admitted to finding the symbolism of the 

art of the region ‘almost incomprehensible’, observing:  
 

      There is hardly an art that depicts so emphatically the restlessness of mind due to the  

      presence of many demons, and the spiritual alertness, so universal among these islanders,  

      which always seems to accompany social disruption.150  

 

      The cultural origins of the objects in the 1926 exhibition reflected Germany’s colonial 

past, the territories Deutsch-Neuguinea, Neu-Mecklenburg, Neu-Irland and Neu-Pommern, 

while the selection included no fewer than eight uli figures.151 Exhibitions such as those 

presented by Flechtheim and other private galleries catered to the interests of the avant-garde 

and supplemented the holding of Germany’s ethnographic museums. Those collections, 

invariably massive, had owed much to the example and drive of Adolf Bastian, whose focus 

was on documenting societies in all their variations. He had taken issue with the evolutionary 

theory that ‘primitive’ societies gradually became civilized over time, accepting instead that 

each developed in its own way according to environmental factors. But following Bastian’s 
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death in 1905, a new generation of museum directors emerged in Germany, and their 

emphasis shifted to a more evolutionary approach. The old method, an objective and 

democratic presentation of cultures designed to encourage museum visitors to make 

comparisons and draw their own conclusions, was superseded by a more hierarchical 

approach whereby different societies were seen to have achieved varying degrees of 

civilization.  

      This concept of cultural grading had been encouraged with the publication in 1892 by 

social critic Max Nordau (1849-1923) of Entartung (Degeneration), a study of the ruinous 

effects of rapid industrialisation on European society, while subsequent works by others 

anticipated the disintegration of Western civilization and saw modern art and architecture as 

evidence of the problem.152 These extreme views found their most famous expression in the 

1937 exhibition Entente Kunst (Degenerate Art), which opened in Munich on 18 July 1937 

and consisted of more than 650 works of art, by some 112 artists, confiscated from German 

public collections. Ironically, it became the most well-attended avant-garde exhibition of the 

century, attracting more than two million people in Munich and a million more over the next 

four years in twelve other cities throughout Germany, Austria and Poland. Unsurprisingly, 

the exhibition included works by Nolde, Pechstein, Kirchner and others who had strong 

interests in Pacific and non-Western art.153 Official disapproval of this interest was 

demonstrated by the reproduction on the cover of the Munich guidebook of The New Man by 

Otto Freundlich (1878-1943), a 1.4 m plaster and wood sculpture [fig. 3.30] displaying the 

obvious influence of Cubism and ‘primitive’ art, in particular the monumental stone statues 

of Rapa Nui.154 Similarly, a poster by Rudolf Herrmann for the Vienna showing of the 

exhibition in May-June 1939 depicted a stylized head showing either African and/or Pacific 

influence.155 [fig. 3.31] 

      In his preface to the 1938 edition of The Mind of Primitive Man (originally published 

1911), Franz Boas repeated his conclusion, first expressed in 1895, that ‘There is no 

fundamental difference in the ways of thinking of primitive and civilized man. A close 

connection between race and personality has never been established.’ But Boas also noted 

that race prejudice had not diminished, and referred to those who had used propaganda based 

on ‘fictitious reasons’, the most recent being ‘Hitler and his entourage.’156 The rise of Nazism 

had other implications for non-Western art, for from the late 1930s influential European 

Surrealists, including André Breton, Max Ernst (1891-1976) and Yves Tanguy (1900-55), 

sought refuge by migrating across the Atlantic, thereby reinforcing America’s now growing 

interest in the art of the Pacific.    
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Exhibiting the Pacific in North America 

 

The most significant developments regarding the presentation of Pacific art in the early 

decades of the twentieth century had occurred in the independent and private galleries of 

Europe and the United States, and therefore at a considerable remove from the originating 

cultures. Although it did not involve objects from the islands of the Pacific, that distance 

would be reduced somewhat in December 1927 when the Exhibition of Canadian West Coast 

Art: Native and Modern, [fig. 3.32] was shown at the National Gallery of Canada, in Ottawa, 

and later in Toronto and Montreal. As with other exhibitions which sought to locate non-

Western objects within Western art history, this was the first time in Canada that a significant 

institution had presented native artistic traditions as art.157 It also preceded a sequence of 

exhibitions at New York’s Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) which would showcase 

indigenous art, including that from within the Pacific proper.  

      MoMA had opened in 1929 in response to the perceived need to ‘challenge the 

conservative policies of traditional museums and to establish an institution devoted 

exclusively to modern art’.158 This commitment was evident in the inaugural exhibition, 

Cézanne, Gauguin, Seurat, Van Gogh, while the first in its succession of exhibitions to focus 

on non-Western traditions was American Sources of Modern Art (Aztec, Mayan, Incan) in 

1933.159 Those exhibitions took advantage of a flexible range of pedestals, partitions, false 

walls and lighting systems, and when the museum moved to its present site in 1939, founding 

director Alfred H. Barr (1902-81) described the new building as ‘not a fixed entity, but a 

frame in which to explore a variety of possibilities.’160 In 1934 the wide-ranging exhibition 

programme included Machine Art, [fig. 3.33] an exploration of the nature of beauty and value 

in the age of mass production. Exhibits included machine parts, aircraft propellers, domestic 

and industrial products, all ostensibly produced without any artistic intention, while the 

official press release advised that ‘Beauty – mathematical, mechanical, and utilitarian’ had 

determined the selection.161 The stylised and simplified forms of some exhibits in Machine 

Art might be seen to echo features of modern sculpture, as in the work of Brancusi, as well as 

traditional sculpture of Africa and the Pacific. In fact, Sidney Geist traces Brancusi’s 

primitivism to his visit to the 1906 Gauguin retrospective in Paris, and notes affinities 

between Brancusi’s 1916 marble, Princess X, [fig. 3.34] and a stone pestle from Papua New 

Guinea.162 [fig. 3.35] The curators of Machine Art had sought, unsuccessfully, to source 

exhibits associated with known designers.163 This inability to attribute works ran counter to 

the cult of the personality which permeates the accepted history of Western art, and was a 
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forewarning of a response to MoMA’s 1984 exhibition, ‘Primitivism’ in 20th Century Art: 

Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern, which was criticised for perpetuating the notion of the 

anonymity of non-Western artists.  

       In 1935 MoMA presented African Negro Art. [figs 3.36, 3.37] It was organised by 

curator James Johnson Sweeney (1900-1986) who considered the art of Africa ‘a sculptor’s 

art’ and that if displayed in the same manner as European and American sculpture, 

exhibition-goers would evaluate it according to the same aesthetic criteria. His installation 

was spare, with stark white gallery walls and objects placed on open display, while minimal 

labelling left the objects to ‘speak’ for themselves. Virginia-Lee Webb describes how by 

means of an uncluttered and minimalist presentation, Sweeney ‘literally and metaphorically 

put African art on a pedestal’.164 Reflecting the now widespread interest in African art, 

MoMA’s exhibition coincided with two others at private galleries in New York. In 1934 the 

Pierre Matisse Gallery (established 1929) began a series of exhibitions of ‘primitive’ art with 

Oceanic Art, [fig. 3.38] of which the reviewer for the New York Sun claimed:  
 

       [N]othing that has come to us from across the seas in the recent years has been so  

       instructive as this naïve and powerful art that was produced by a people who never  

       heard of that word art. They are seductively beautiful. They require no training in  

       ‘appreciation.’ They speak straight to the soul.165 

 

      Four months later, in March/April 1935, the Pierre Matisse Gallery presented African 

Sculptures from the Ratton Collection, which also coincided with Comparative Primitive 

Sculpture, the collection of another French art dealer at the nearby Valentine Dudensing 

Gallery. Concerned as to how his venture would be received, Matisse advised Ratton: 

‘Everybody is of course very interested but they cannot conceive the idea of introducing any 

of these objects in their homes.’ The critic for Art News was more positive, at least regarding 

the installation, noting that in contrast to the large exhibition at MoMA, Matisse’s ‘carefully 

selected collection has the advantage of placing the emphasis upon individual pieces, rather 

than upon mass effect.’166 

      Continuing the indigenous theme, in 1941 MoMA presented Indian Art of the United 

States, a comprehensive overview of works by native American artists, now presented 

unambiguously as works of art. It included a gallery of contemporary (Indian) painting and 

sculpture, and organiser René d’Harnoncourt (1901-1968) sought a balance between the 

purely aesthetic approach and cultural contextualisation, believing familiarity with the 
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background of the object heightened an appreciation of aesthetic values.167 

      Following past practices whereby temporary exhibitions of African art generally preceded 

those of the Pacific, in early 1946 MoMA presented Arts of the South Seas, the first 

exhibition of a Pacific collection in an art museum. [figs 3.39, 3.40, 3.41, 3.42, 3.43] 

Recognising there were varying views on the Pacific region, d’Harnoncourt sought advice on 

the selection of objects and contextual information from anthropologist Ralph Linton (1893-

1933) and art historian Paul S. Wingert (1900-1974). D’Harnoncourt wanted to present 

objects in an environment sympathetic to that in which they were created, and so devised a 

system of ‘open vistas’ which led visitors through the galleries, enabling them to glimpse one 

section from another wherever there was a close relationship between objects. The design 

was therefore far from the ‘white cube’ approach that would later become associated with art 

museums. The different regions of the Pacific were also related by the use of colour,168 the 

official press release explaining that the ‘dark green of the jungle, the clearing where the sun 

filters in, the yellow sand colour and red rock of the Australian desertland, and the brilliant 

white light of the coral islands all serve as background for the 420 objects in the exhibition.’ 

And the first object to greet visitors entering the exhibition was an 11 ft (3.35 m) replica of a 

stone sculpture from Rapa Nui.169  

      Arts of the South Seas was thus fourth in a sequence, following American Sources of 

Modern Art (Aztec, Mayan, Incan), African Negro Art and Indian Art of the United States. 

D’Harnoncourt observed that ‘In spite of its variety and beauty, Oceanic art is still relatively 

unknown’, and placed its recognition within the process that began with the Cubists’ interest 

in African art. The subsequent revival of direct carving by modern sculptors had resulted in a 

new appreciation of the ancient sculptures of Mexico and Asia Minor, which was followed by 

‘the interest in the dream world and the subconscious ….. [and] made us aware of the Magic 

art from Oceania’.170 Among those attracted to this ‘dream world’ was Surrealist Max Ernst, 

a collector of Pacific art and a lender to Arts of the South Seas.  

      According to The Burlington Magazine, Arts of the South Seas was ‘a triumph of 

showmanship’, a ‘magnificent’ exhibition of carefully selected objects arranged in a manner 

‘which illuminated their stylistic relations and aesthetic values.’171 But Robert Welsch has 

noted that it  

 
      solidified the concept of discrete cultural and stylistic areas – Australia, Melanesia, Polynesia,  

      and Micronesia – with impermeable boundaries and little internal variation … [which] did not  

      reflect the reality of the dynamic and mobile aspects of artistic ideas in this region.172  
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      More significantly, the exhibition failed to address change in the Pacific and, as Judith A 

Bennett observes, it was presented as if the recent war had had no effect on the region’s 

peoples and their cultures: ‘the island illusion won over reality.’173 Perhaps the title, Arts of 

the South Seas, was intended to reflect some of the romantic allure attached to the region. 

Nevertheless, it was a major event in terms of the presentation of the art of the Pacific, and it 

would take another 33 years before there was an exhibition of comparable size and 

importance in an art museum, The Art of the Pacific Islands at the National Gallery of Art, 

Washington, DC, in 1979.  

      The mounting of the Arts of the South Seas reflected the growing interest in the Pacific 

region and its arts in the United States. An earlier contributor to this process was the Peabody 

Essex Museum which, recognising the ethnological value of its Pacific collections and the 

impracticality of displaying them all at once, initiated a series of special exhibitions. The first 

of these, in 1920, was of 381 objects from the Hawaiian Islands,174 and subsequent events 

focused on the Marquesas Islands (1939)175 and the New Zealand Maori collection (1941). 

Some of the latter objects had been collected as ‘curiosities’ in the late eighteenth century, 

while other accessions were made in 1802 and 1807.176 A further exhibition, of the Austral 

Islands collection in 1969, included carved paddles and food ladles acquired by Salem sea 

captains in the early 1800s.177 

      As reflected by the richness of the collection of the Peabody Essex Museum, it was the 

east coast of the United States which first had significant contact with the Pacific, a result of 

the shipping and whaling originating from the New England states. The nation’s awareness of 

its western seaboard was now raised by the San Francisco Golden Gate International 

Exposition of 1939-1940, which aimed to foster unity within the wider Pacific region.178 

Tourism was a focus of the Exposition,179 and the New Zealand pavilion included a building 

with a façade in the form of a Maori wharepuni (carved meeting house), a pataka and a 

surrounding palisade, acknowledging that the country’s indigenous culture was a strong 

selling point for overseas visitors. The New Zealand Government Tourist Department also 

maintained a collection of Maori carvings for such purposes; some were dispatched to San 

Francisco and others went to the almost concurrent 1939-40 New York World’s Fair.180 

Further promotion appeared around 1940 in the Department’s publication, The Maori, which 

advised that with the ‘rebirth of the [Maori] race … the picturesque old artistry, the semi-

primitive ways that help to preserve the soul of the individual and the tribe, are still to be 

observed.’181       
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      American awareness of the Pacific was further increased as a result of the Japanese attack 

on Pearl Harbour, Hawaii, on 7 December 1941. The ensuing conflict brought large numbers 

of American servicemen to a region previously known to them largely through Hollywood 

films, romantic fiction and travel literature. Whilst there they sought souvenirs, stimulating 

the production of what Judith Bennett describes as ‘spurious native curios’ by local carvers. 

Some troops collected artefacts which ended up in museums, such as the Museum of Natural 

History and the Peabody Museum of Salem, and some were also passed on to Rene 

d’Harnoncourt at MoMA and included in Arts of the South Seas.182 

 

The Pacific on Exhibition in London and Edinburgh 

 

The outbreak of war in 1939 had made conditions increasingly difficult for a number of 

public museums in Europe, one of the challenges being the preservation of collections from 

the effects of enemy bombing. The immediate response at the British Museum was to remove 

more than 10,000 ethnographical objects to safer locations offsite, and secure others in the 

building’s basements.183 The Museum’s temporary exhibition programme was also curtailed, 

but such activities were maintained by art dealer and collector William Ohly (1883-1955) at 

his Berkeley Galleries in Mayfair. Among the exhibitions he mounted during the war years 

were of Persian miniatures and Chinese woodcuts (1943), Chinese pottery (1944) and, in 

1945, the Exhibition of the Art of Primitive Peoples.184 Anthropologist Eva L. R. Meyerowitz 

wrote a catalogue foreword for the latter event, acknowledging that the war had drawn 

attention to ‘the stark facts of life and death’. She encouraged the study of such works by 

those who ‘daily live close to the relentless might of Natural Forces’, and an understanding of 

how such artists were able to ‘express their emotions with intensity, simplicity and 

dignity.’185 The exhibition included 120 items from Africa and some 80 from the Pacific, and 

although the latter was outnumbered, the Burlington Magazine felt the Pacific displayed a 

‘workmanship so amazing that most of the African pieces appear crude in comparison.’ It 

also noted that knowledge of primitive art had increased, and collectors of ‘exotic objects’ 

were now showing ‘more discrimination’.186 

      In 1946 Ohly presented Art of Primitive Peoples, a smaller version of its similarly-named 

predecessor. Another anthropologist, Frans M. Olbrechts, provided a catalogue foreword and 

on this occasion emphasised both the usefulness and necessity of such exhibitions. Earlier, 

Meyerowitz had noted that these objects possessed qualities in their original natural 

environments which were not apparent in the gallery, and Olbrechts now also identified 
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problems with museum displays. He was mindful that their efforts to highlight the artistic 

aspects of such items were hindered by shortage of space, funds and, in some cases, ‘lack of 

taste’. He was also aware that museum curators were mostly ‘swamped’ with material, much 

of which had entered their collections for scientific or historical rather than aesthetic reasons. 

Olbrechts considered the works shown in Art of Primitive Peoples to be ‘well grouped’ and 

displayed to advantage, unhindered by ‘ugly showcases with their light-reflecting glass’. The 

objects – borrowed from private collections - could therefore be ‘examined, scrutinized and 

studied from all angles’, while comparisons could be made between works from widely 

distant areas. As in the 1945 exhibition, there was a predominance of items from Africa. 

There was no published list, but the Pacific is known to have been represented by New 

Ireland, Solomon Islands and Rapa Nui,187 while objects were displayed against a background 

of ‘native textiles, fish-nets and beads’.188  

 

It is reasonable to suggest that MoMA’s Arts of the South Seas, along with the above 

exhibitions in London, was an inspiration for Primitive Arts of the South Seas presented by 

the Scottish Committee of the Arts Council of Great Britain at the Royal Scottish Museum, 

Edinburgh, in 1949. Probably the first major exhibition on the subject in a public museum in 

Britain, it was opened by New Zealand-born anthropologist Raymond Firth (1901-2002), and 

later shown at other venues in Scotland. A large number of the objects in the exhibition were 

from the collection of the Royal Scottish Museum, which had been closed to the public since 

the outbreak of war.189 The catalogue introduction suggested that while there might be a 

prejudice against primitive art, there was nothing primitive or crude here, for ‘the primitive 

craftsman has nothing to learn from his civilised brother.’ The exhibits included Maori 

meeting house carvings, which were described by art historian Cyril Aldred as ‘among the 

masterpieces of primitive art’ and displaying ‘a complex inter-relation of religious ideas, 

technical skill, aesthetic motive, and social organisation.’190 

      Prior to the war, British Museum authorities had given consideration to the building of a 

new and separate Ethnographical Museum in South Kensington, with construction to begin in 

1942. But with the demolition of buildings since damaged by enemy bombing in 

Bloomsbury, land was now available for the expansion of the Museum on its existing site and 

so the need for relocation disappeared.191 The subsequent re-establishment of the Museum 

and its collections was a slow process, but a stand-alone Ethnography Department was 

formed in 1946 when it was split off from the Asian Department. The new department’s 

initial emphasis was on Africa, strengthened by collecting trips to the region by the Keeper 
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H. J. Braunholtz in 1946, and his assistant William Fagg in 1950.192 It was also reflected in 

the temporary exhibitions programme: a loan collection of bronzes from Ife (1948), African 

art (1950), Nigerian art (1951) and West African art (1953).  

      During this period another important exhibition venue appeared in London. The Institute 

of Contemporary Arts (ICA) was founded in 1947, and a year later presented 40 Years of 

Modern Art, an exhibition organised by art critic Herbert Read and painter and writer Roland 

Penrose (1900-1984). It was soon followed by 40,000 Years of Modern Art: A Comparison of 

Primitive and Modern, [fig. 3.44] based, according to Read, on the concept of ‘the 

universality of art’ and, more particularly, ‘the eternal recurrence of certain phenomena’ in 

both modern life and ‘primitive epochs’.193 The exhibition promoted the influence of the 

‘primitive’ on the ‘modern’, and in their catalogue essay W. G. Archer (1907-1979) and 

Robert Melville (1905-1986) referred to the collecting by early twentieth-century artists of 

African sculpture (then ‘the most accessible form of primitive art’) which had encouraged a 

reaction to the traditional rendering of appearances, as most famously realised by Picasso in 

Les Demoiselles d’Avignon - which was included in 40,000 Years of Modern Art. The 

Surrealists then ventured into ‘the mysterious and remote territory of Oceanic form’, with 

painter Giorgio de Chirico’s juxtaposition of forms and ‘super-normal presences’ echoing the 

‘fantastic inventiveness’ of New Ireland carvings. Anticipating the approach taken by 

MoMA’s 1984 exhibition, ‘Primitivism’ in 20th Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the 

Modern, Archer and Melville also identified other distinguishing features of Oceanic art, such 

as compound images, cut-away and hollowed-out figures and distortions, as found in the 

work of European Modernists Ernst, Alberto Giacometti, Jacques Lipchitz, Henry Moore 

(1898-1986) and Brancusi.194  

      Read’s preface in the 40,000 Years of Modern Art catalogue referred to what is now 

considered ‘probably the most famous Polynesian sculpture in the world’,195 the carved 

wooden figure known as A’a, from Rurutu in the Austral Islands. [fig. 3.45] Presented by a 

group of Rurutu people to members of the London Missionary Society in 1821, it was 

brought to London the following year and sold to the British Museum in 1911. A cast of A’a 

was included in 40,000 Years of Modern Art, and this much admired sculpture from the 

Pacific also had the distinction of being the subject of a poem, Homage to the British 

Museum, by William Empson (1906-84), the first verse being:  

                          There is a supreme God in the ethnological section;  

                          A hollow toad shape, faced with a blank shield.  
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                          He needs his belly to include the Pantheon,  

                          Which is inserted through a hole behind.  

                          At the navel, at the points formally stressed, at the organs of sense,  

                          Lice glue themselves, dolls, local deities,  

                          His smooth wood creeps with all the creeds of the world.196  

Sculptor Henry Moore had first visited the British Museum in 1921 whilst a student at the 

Royal College of Art. He found it ‘a revelation’, suggesting that in his most formative years it 

provided 90 per cent of his understanding and learning about sculpture. He was particularly 

interested in the African and Pacific sculptures, and felt ‘primitive’ was a misleading 

description, suggesting as it did crudeness and incompetence.197 He made drawings during his 

regular visits to the Museum, noting the ‘tremendous presence’ of the stone statue from Rapa 

Nui, and the sense of mystery produced by the partly hidden interior of painted wooden 

carvings from New Ireland. [figs 3.46, 3.47] Moore also admired A’a, acquiring a cast from 

which a bronze was made,198 while his comments on a pair of Papua New Guinea carvings 

gave an insight into the differences between the sculptures of Africa and Oceania, and echoed 

the views of the Surrealists:   

  
      These two pieces show the remarkable individuality of the New Guinean sculptors. They 

       have a sort of weirdness which I very much associate with the art of that part of the world.   

       Whereas African sculpture is bulky, powerful and solid, seeming to reflect a down-to-earth  

       attitude to life, the Oceanic peoples appear to me to have a more anxious, nervous, over- 

       imaginative view of the world, expressing itself in the fantastic bird-like, beetle-like forms  

       with a nightmarish quality about them.199 

 

The Pacific and the Festival of Britain 

 

In 1851 selected examples of Pacific material culture went on display at the Great Exhibition 

in London, presented as examples of raw materials suitable for exploitation by an 

industrialised world. With the introduction of the science of ethnology to museums, such 

items would shortly be collected and exhibited as evidence of mankind’s cultural and 

technical development. Stimulated by the approaching centennial of the Great Exhibition, it 

was an exhibition organised for an august scientific body in London which now drew 

attention to the aesthetic qualities of such artefacts.      

      In 1949 the Royal Anthropological Institute agreed to take part in an event initiated by the 
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Colonial Office to raise public interest in Britain’s overseas territories. Honorary secretary 

William B. Fagg arranged Traditional Art of the British Colonies, an exhibition which he 

hoped would be the forerunner of a much larger and more international undertaking, then 

considered ‘so long overdue in Britain.’200 Fagg described the exhibition as ‘perhaps one of 

the few serious attempts so far made in Great Britain to reconcile …. the supposedly 

conflicting disciplines of art and anthropology’. The selection was restricted to territories 

administered by British Colonial Office, and therefore excluded New Zealand, New Guinea 

and New Ireland. Of the areas represented, Nigeria was considered ‘by far the most fertile in 

art’, thereby reflecting perhaps the main focus of the British Museum’s current collecting and 

temporary exhibition programmes. Fagg acknowledged that while many colonial peoples 

were ‘behind us in material progress’, they had produced ‘many sculptural masterpieces 

which equal or eclipse much of the best work of … modern Europe.’ He did not consider the 

term ‘primitive art’ derogatory, and for want of a suitable alternative he supported its 

continual use. In his view ‘primitive art’ concerned the directness of the artist’s vision, one 

that was ‘without the intervention of an alien intellectualism’.  

      The objects in Traditional Art of the British Colonies were grouped according to a ‘tribal’ 

basis but presented as works of art. In Fagg’s view they illustrated the achievement of 

peoples whose art deserved ‘a high place among the art traditions of the world.’201 The 92 

items included 23 from the Pacific, and while a Solomon Islands canoe prow ornament - 

described variously as ‘fantastic’ and ‘gruesome’ – was singled out by reviewers, The Times 

claimed there was ‘much else that is equally startling in other and more important ways’.202 

Traditional Art of the British Colonies was a relatively modest affair; there was a suggestion 

that the Royal Anthropological Institute should save its ‘main important show’ on the subject 

for 1951,203 while Fagg saw it as a ‘pilot’ for further explorations of ‘aesthetic and 

ethnological considerations.’204 

      Whereas previous exhibitions, such as at Wembley in 1924, had showcased the Empire, it 

was decided that an emphasis on the much reduced Empire - or Commonwealth as it had 

become in 1949 – would be inappropriate for the 1951 Festival of Britain. Instead, the focus 

was much narrower, on the four nations of the United Kingdom. Thus, the only major event 

in London at that time to showcase the Empire was again arranged by the Royal 

Anthropological Institute.205 Traditional Art from the Colonies was presented in the art 

gallery of the Imperial Institute, London, (28 May - 30 September 1951) and consisted of 161 

objects and, as in the earlier and similarly named Traditional Art of the British Colonies, the 

Pacific (33 objects) was outnumbered by Africa. William Fagg also wrote the catalogue for 
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this second exhibition which, in his view, included a number of cultural traditions ‘entitled to 

rank among man’s greater artistic achievements.’ Unlike the previous exhibition, this one 

was, somewhat unusually, divided into two sections; sculpture and crafts. Also, it included 

only what was deemed ‘authentic traditional work’, and this exclusion of ‘modern work 

produced under extraneous influences’ might be seen as an artificial limitation, not 

recognising the entitlement of those traditions to respond to outside stimuli.206 Fagg hoped 

Traditional Art from the Colonies might herald a far more comprehensive display of African 

art ‘in a few years time’,207 a wish realised in 1995-6 when Africa: The Art of a Continent 

was presented at the Royal Academy.  

      In her analysis of the 1951 Festival of Britain, Becky E. Conekin has dissected the 

terminology Fagg used in his catalogue foreword. His distinction between ‘primitive’ and 

‘European’, and the association of the terms ‘poetic’ and ‘irrational’ as opposed to ‘scientific’ 

and ‘rational’ with the two traditions respectively is seen to have constructed a stark division 

between the viewer (who was assumed to be primarily white) and the creator of the works of 

art on show, while also reinforcing the notion of the British Colonies as ‘places of radical 

otherness’.208 Fagg had explained that ‘primitive’ was not used in any offensive connotation, 

but rather to acknowledge its ‘original and self-sufficient character’. He was also aware that 

artists and ethnologists held opposing views on whether such sculptures should be regarded 

as ‘art for art’s sake’ or functional objects, and he considered both views correct. He had 

concluded by noting that, like Europe, both Africa and Oceania had their Old Masters, and 

the aim of this exhibition was to honour them.209 The Burlington Magazine reviewer of  

Traditional Art from the Colonies would have preferred a ‘more conventional method of 

display’, but considered the exhibition ‘important’ and especially welcome because the 

ethnographic galleries at the British Museum had been closed to the public for nearly 12 

years (but would reopen shortly).210  

 

The Pacific and Cambridge Anthropology 

 

In the early decades of the twentieth century, private dealer galleries operating outside the 

museological demands of anthropology had pioneered the presentation of objects from the 

Pacific and other non-Western cultures as works of art. The inclusion of ‘Traditional Art’ in 

the titles of the 1949 and 1951 exhibitions organised by the Royal Anthropological Institute 

suggested a move to a more aesthetic approach to matters of selection and display, but the 

second event’s division of objects into sculpture and crafts and its restriction to only 



140 
 

‘authentic traditional work’ suggests scientific attitudes were still a major consideration. For 

the best part of a century from the mid-1800s, the presentation of the Pacific in museums had 

been dictated by the demands of anthropology, a discipline that itself was now undergoing 

changes. 

      A. C. Haddon, generally regarded as the father of anthropology at Cambridge University, 

undertook expeditions to Torres Strait, between Papua New Guinea and Australia, in 1888-89 

and 1898-99. The second of these was the first multidisciplinary expedition of its kind, and 

established scientific fieldwork as the basis of anthropology in Britain.211 In 1900 Haddon 

was appointed lecturer in ethnology at Cambridge and impressed upon his students the 

importance of collecting, both to preserve the relics of what were perceived to be dying 

cultures and to acquire suitable specimens for museum specialists to establish classifications 

and typologies.212 Collections made by Haddon and others consolidated the Pacific holdings 

of what was then the Cambridge University Museum of General and Local Archaeology,213  

founded in 1884 and beginning with Fijian collections gathered by the inaugural Governor of 

the colony and by the Museum’s first curator, Baron Anatole von Hügel, who visited Fiji in 

1875-77.214  

      During the early decades of the twentieth century, anthropology as taught at Cambridge 

was closely tied to the needs of colonial administration. But by mid-century the focus was 

shifting from ethnographic description to a more inclusive form of anthropology that might 

explain the distinctive features of a culture. It was now recognised that representative 

collections of artefacts were no longer practicable, while random and unsystematic 

approaches were of little use. As a result, a new tradition of social anthropology was 

established in Cambridge, one that was initially and primarily concerned with the analysis of 

social systems and was less interested in the material culture of the societies under study.  

      In 1951 the previously mentioned 1874 publication Notes and Queries on Anthropology 

for the Use of Travelers and Residents in Uncivilised Lands went to a sixth edition, and while 

it still instructed field workers on the ‘classical methods’ of the past, the emphasis was now 

on social anthropology. There were no ‘definite rules’ when it came to making contact with 

‘non-literate’ people – who were ‘often suspicious of all strangers’ – although a ‘sympathetic 

understanding’ needed to reached before reliable information could be obtained.’215 

Significantly, the 1951 edition of Notes and Queries offered a list of artefacts to be studied, 

and asked the fieldworker to determine the degree of complication and skill exercised by the 

‘craftsman’ of such items. While earlier anthropologists had been mainly concerned with the 

development of what was categorised as ‘decorative art’ and the significance of its designs, 
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the makers of objects in all media could now be ‘regarded in the same way as the art of the 

great Eastern and Western civilizations’. And in describing an ‘object of art’, fieldworkers 

were to note whether it was a cult object or a memorial, for ceremonial or ordinary use or for 

personal adornment, and whether it was made purely for its aesthetic value or, for example, 

as part of a building or canoe.216  

      Anthropologists now accepted that societies were not individually distinct entities, and it 

was no longer possible to make comprehensive or definitive museum collections. This led to 

what Ebin and Swallow term a ‘discomfiture with artefacts’, although it was a short-lived 

ambivalence and displaced by a revival of interest in forms of cultural expression. In 1978 the 

Cambridge University Museum of General and Local Archaeology became the Museum of 

Archaeology and Anthropology (MAA), and if anthropologists had previously placed less 

importance on ethnographic artefacts, they now realised, as noted by Ebin and Swallow, that 

‘a consideration of the material world is essential to the understanding of social 

institutions.’217  

      In 2013 the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology marked the centennial of its 

present building with Chiefs & Governors: Art and Power in Fiji, [fig. 3.48] the first 

exhibition in the United Kingdom to be dedicated to Fijian art. The founding donations to the 

museum, by the Governor of Fiji and Baron von Hügel and their associates, were 

acknowledged as the single most important Fiji collection in the world, apart from that held 

by the Fiji Museum in Suva.218 Further to this temporary exhibition, research undertaken on 

Cambridge’s Fijian material had facilitated the development of what was now recognised as 

‘a new area of art history’, while also providing insights into beliefs and practices and the 

movement of people and their skills within Western Polynesia.’219  

      In contrast to the contemporary presentation of Chiefs & Governors: Art and Power in 

Fiji, as of 2016 the ‘permanent’ collections at the Museum occupied traditional timber-

framed display cases. The European exploration of the Pacific is covered according to such 

themes as ‘Artefacts of Encounter’, ‘Voyages’, ‘Fieldwork and Collecting’ (with reference to 

Haddon) and ‘Early Cambridge Anthropology’, and includes a reconstruction of ‘von Hügel’s 

case’ of whale ivory ornaments. [fig. 3.49] Other cases follow a geographical theme, and the 

‘New Zealand Maori’ display includes a contemporary component in the form of a perspex 

Patoo Patoo Pasifika by contemporary Maori artist George Nuku. In the centre of the gallery, 

dominated by a Haida totem pole from the northwest Pacific coast of North America, [fig. 

3.50] are two large Maori carvings; a tahuhu (ridge beam) and an 8m pouhaki (flagpole). [fig. 

3.51] The latter was produced in 1920 by Maori carver Tene Waitere (1853-1931) for 
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presentation to the Prince of Wales during his visit to New Zealand. It was erected in gardens 

at Portsmouth Harbour, where it remained for some 85 years, and in 2008 was transferred on 

long-term loan to the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology.220  

 

Melanesia on Exhibition in Amsterdam 

 

Melanesia – and New Guinea in particular – had been of increasing anthropological interest 

to European researchers from the late nineteenth century. Following Haddon and Lewis, 

expeditions were mounted by various nationalities, but most active in this area during the first 

half of the next century were the Dutch, who had an overseas territory in New Guinea, now 

West Papua. The material thus gathered is now held in the Tropenmuseum, Amsterdam, and 

has been the subject of a series of exhibitions.221  

      David van Duuren describes the early Dutch perception of New Guinea as ‘a paradise for 

scientists of every hue’. But expeditions to the region came to an end with the transfer of 

Dutch New Guinea to the Republic of Indonesia in 1963, and today such undertakings would 

be considered unethical, acknowledging that the large-scale acquisition of quality objects 

contributed to the decline of local cultures.222 

      As was the case with planning for the 1951 Festival of Britain, the recognition of 

Indonesian independence by the Netherlands in 1949 had an impact on the nature of 

exhibitions at the Tropenmuseum, necessitating a shift from the old colonial approach to a 

more sensitive consideration of the art and culture of New Guinea. From 1948 to 1963 the 

Oceania department at the Tropenmuseum mounted seven temporary exhibitions, four of 

which related to New Guinea. [figs 3.52, 3.53, 3.54, 3.55, 3.56] They included, in 1953, Kon 

Tiki: Asia – Oceania – America, [fig. 3.57] which capitalised on the popularity of Thor 

Heyerdahl’s 1947 Kon Tiki expedition and illustrated aspects of Pacific migration. The 

following year, a collection of drawings of New Guinea rock paintings from the Frobenius 

Institute in Germany - which had also been shown at the Museum of Modern Art and 

throughout the United States and Europe - focused on the artistic character of the drawings 

and made the point that different motifs were still in use today, there now being no sense that 

the survival of these motifs represented a lack of progress. Further change was apparent in the 

Tropenmuseum’s 1954 exhibition Melanesian Art, which drew attention to the aesthetic 

character of individual objects. They were presented in a less crowded manner and liberated 

from display cases, while the minimal use of didactic material was more characteristic of an 

art exhibition than an ethnographic museum.223 
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      In 1966, while the Tropenmuseum underwent renovations, the temporary exhibition 

Papuan Art in the Rijksmuseum was held in the national institution. [fig. 3.58] Although this 

was not the first time the Rijksmuseum had shown non-Western art - a 1945 exhibition by 

Dutch artists had included objects from New Guinea, Borneo and Sumatra – the emphasis of 

this collection, borrowed from the Tropenmuseum and other institutions, was on aesthetics 

rather than ethnography. Predictably perhaps, one newspaper account of the exhibition was 

headlined: ‘Papuan Triumph in Rembrandt’s Sacred Halls’.224 

 

Sculpture from the South Seas and Primitive Sculpture at Auckland Museum 

 

If the Museum of Modern Art’s 1946 exhibition Arts of the South Seas was a model for  

Primitive Arts of the South Seas in Edinburgh in 1949, it was almost certainly a stimulus for a 

series of Pacific exhibitions at the Auckland Museum. One of the individuals involved with 

that landmark event at MoMA, Paul S. Wingert, had a personal connection with Auckland. In 

the same year as Arts of the South Seas, Wingert [fig. 3.59] was also responsible for a small 

publication designed to draw attention to ‘the rich and often complex art forms’ of the South 

Pacific. He noted that most of the best examples of Pacific art held in American museums 

were in natural history or scientific institutions, where they were ‘often, unfortunately, poorly 

exhibited or, in some instances, largely because of lack of space, not exhibited at all.’225 

      During the Second World War large numbers of United States armed forces personnel 

were stationed in New Zealand. In 1942 the Auckland Domain became an American camp, 

with accommodation for over 1700 personnel, and servicemen visiting the nearby Auckland 

War Memorial Museum contributed to the sales of Director Gilbert Archey’s ‘Handbook of 

Oceanic Ethnology’ South Sea Folk.226 American interest in the Pacific was also heightened 

by the publication in 1947 of James A, Michener’s Pulitzer Prize-winning Tales of the South 

Pacific, based on the author’s observations made while serving in the region with the US 

Navy, and which led to the highly successful Broadway musical, ‘South Pacific’. Shortly, 

further conflict in Korea gave the Pacific region ‘another reality through grim experiences.’ 

That observation was made by Wingert in his Art of the South Pacific Islands (1953), which 

followed an exhibition of the same name at the M. H. de Young Memorial Museum in San 

Francisco, a selection of 348 objects loaned by museums in the United States and Canada. 

Wingert now also described much Oceanic art as being ‘charged with a directness, intensity, 

and power’, while its aesthetic appreciation was ‘no longer restricted to a few artists, critics, 

and cultural historians’. And in his view, ‘art masterpieces’ were frequent in the South 
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Pacific.227 

      In 1952, as the recipient of a grant from the Wenner-Gren Foundation for 

Anthropological Research, Wingert visited Auckland and studied the reserve collections of 

Pacific material at the War Memorial Museum. He encouraged and assisted staff engaged in 

the ‘special’ (temporary) exhibitions programme, and selected objects for Human Forms in 

the Art of Melanesia, [fig. 3.60] a collection of 55 objects presented in October 1952. In his 

foreword to the accompanying handbook Gilbert Archey acknowledged the various 

interpretations possible of such objects: 

 
      In setting out displays of native arts and crafts in the Museum we are constantly aware 

       of the double purpose of showing the practical use of objects and of revealing their  

       qualities of form and feeling. Such qualities may have been deliberately sought, or  

       they may have been the outcome of natural skill and feeling; we do not know. But when  

       human figures are carved, whether for magic or religious purposes, we may be sure that  

       the carvers had some conscious aspiration towards artistic expression.228 

 

      This selection of objects, mostly removed from the ‘permanent’ ethnographic gallery, 

were now more visually accessible, and able to ‘display their own qualities as sculptural art’. 

In an accompanying essay Wingert suggested that these ‘masterpieces of Melanesian 

sculpture’ were evidence that ‘masterpieces will occur in any art, regardless of tradition and 

motivation, since capability, perception, and sensitivity are shared in common by great artists 

of all times and places.’229 

      The Auckland Museum’s programme of special exhibitions continued in 1955 with Other 

Faces, [fig. 3.61] consisting of some 50 masks, mostly Melanesian. On this occasion Gilbert 

Archey expressed confidence that this ‘tribal art’ would illustrate ‘a marriage of meaning and 

expression that lives in the art of primitive no less than civilized communities’.230 A local 

reviewer was particularly impressed by the masks’ dramatic potential: ‘One horrific 

contraption leers down with a malicious gleam in its hollow eyes, intent on evil’.231 Two   

years later, Auckland Museum presented Sculpture from the South Seas, [fig. 3.62] for which 

36 items from its own collection were given the benefit of new background screens and 

individual lighting. An accompanying publication asked, rhetorically, ‘Is primitive sculpture 

worth our attention?’, and the writers (Archey and ethnologist Olwynn Turbott) rejected any 

popular perception of ‘primitive’ art exhibiting ‘seemingly misshaped unnaturalness’. There 

was no question of technical ineptitude, for the objects shown were ‘balanced and coherent’; 
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all had strength of form, and any distortions were ‘the logical and purposively meant 

expressions of a thoroughly competent art.’232 The appeal such exhibits had for modern 

British sculptors was apparent to Dr F. J. Gwynne, President of the Auckland Society of Arts, 

who opened the exhibition and observed: ‘Epstein and Moore scream at you from several 

pieces around the room’. And in what appeared to be a reference to Wingert’s observation of 

the previous year, he also claimed the exhibition proved that ‘artistic genius could be found in 

all places and in all times’.233 

      Perhaps the most significant of Auckland Museum’s special exhibitions during this period 

was Primitive Sculpture, in 1962. [fig. 3.63] For this collection of 66 objects – mostly from 

the Pacific, with 11 from Africa - staff largely ignored ‘the counsel of art-minded 

ethnographers’ who preferred such objects to be displayed against its ‘village or jungle 

background’. In presenting these objects as art, Archey wondered to what extent the exhibits 

were considered ‘art’ in their own originating society. But it hardly mattered, for ‘how many 

of our own past generation appreciated Epstein, and how many are at one with Henry 

Moore?’234 This reference to the British sculptors was pertinent, for both had acknowledged 

their debt to Pacific art and been subjects of recent exhibitions at the Auckland Art Gallery, 

the Henry Moore exhibition in 1956 attracting considerable public controversy and debate.235  

      A controversial aspect of Primitive Sculpture was the inclusion of a 2.17 m carved 

wooden figure from Nukuoro, in the eastern Caroline Islands, Micronesia. [figs 3.64, 3.65] 

This sculpture had entered the Auckland Museum collection in 1878 and, by all accounts, 

remained in storage for the next 84 years. Upon its arrival a local newspaper described it as ‘a 

great curiosity in its way. It is very rude, but it is for this reason a proof of the barbarous and 

primitive worship that obtains in some of the islands.’236 The sculpture is now recognised as 

Kave, a representation of Kave De Hine Aligi, the primary goddess of Nukuoro, and one of 

37 known tino aitu figures from Nukuoro. Other Nukuoro figures are in held in museum 

collections - including the Museum für Volkerkunde, Hamburg (4); Bishop Museum, 

Honululu (3); Rautenstrauch-Joest Museum – Kulturen der Welt, Cologne (3); Museum für 

Volkerkunde, Leipzig (2); and Ethnologisches Museum, Berlin (2) – while Auckland 

Museum’s Kave is over 40 cm taller than the next two largest figures, in the Ethnologisches 

Museum, Berlin, and a private collection, San Diego.237 A likely reason for Kave being kept 

from public view at Auckland Museum from 1878 until 1962 was its highly stylized 

treatment of the female form, which may have been considered lacking in artistic merit 

and/or unsuitable for general exhibition, while the lack of a large display case and some 

deterioration in one of the legs may have posed additional technical difficulties.  
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      In 1877, whilst in Nukuoro, Polish naturalist and ethnographer Johan Stanislaw Kubary 

(1846-1896) obtained a collection of carvings on behalf of the Godeffroy Museum, Hamburg. 

One carving which he was unable to secure and went to a ‘competitor’ was Kave, in his 

words ‘the largest and most striking statue’. Although Kubary wrote that these 

anthropomorphic carvings had ‘something very plump and clumsy about them’, the fact that 

he collected, documented and shipped them to Hamburg suggests to Christian Kaufmann that 

he was well aware of their artistic qualities, as well as the carvers’ expertise.238 

      It is highly likely that encouragement for Auckland Museum to exhibit Kave publicly for 

the first time in Primitive Sculpture came from Wingert, who had recently revisited 

Auckland. He was familiar with such sculptures from Nukuoro, having reproduced a much 

smaller figure, from the collection of Honolulu Academy of Sciences, in his 1953 

publication, Art of the South Pacific Islands. The massive Kave thus became the centrepiece 

of Primitive Sculpture, and one of the few objects in the selection not previously on public 

display elsewhere in the Museum. Most had been removed from their usual showcases and 

placed in a less crowded environment, with the additional benefit of improved lighting, 

leading to what Archey described as a ‘curious misunderstanding’: 

 
       it was supposed that the objects had been hidden for years in some storage cellar;  

       actually most items had been on public exhibition for over thirty years. Nevertheless,  

       the mistake demonstrates the value of a ‘special’ exhibition in attracting public  

       attentions and interest.239 

 

      Any misunderstanding aside, there was a generally a positive response to Primitive 

Sculpture, which Paul Beadle (1917-93), sculptor and director of the Elam School of Fine 

Arts at the University of Auckland, claimed was ‘the most important exhibition ever seen in 

New Zealand.’240 Another Auckland artist, Dennis K. Turner (1924-2011), considered it ‘the 

most stimulating [exhibition] he [had] ever seen, and for him the masks and figures on 

display confirmed that ‘creativity invariably over-rides material limitations.’ He also 

observed that these primitive sculptures were produced in societies ‘where artists are valued’, 

as compared to the Western world where, in his view, ‘there is no cohesion or rapport 

between the artist and society.’241 

      The effect of Primitive Sculpture was to activate Auckland Museum’s plans to refurbish 

its existing Hall of South Pacific Ethnology. After undergoing conservation treatment, in 

1967 Kave – now recognised by the Museum as ‘one of the world’s outstanding works of the 
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kind’ – was placed at the entrance to the gallery,242 which – in another sign of changing 

attitudes - would be renamed the Pacific Hall. The number of objects on display was 

substantially reduced, and the original 1929 display cases were modified to include internal 

lighting systems. The new installation was completed in the mid-1970s with Kave positioned 

dramatically against the rear wall, and clearly visible from the entrance to the hall. [figs 3.66, 

3.67]  

 

Kave and Primitivism in New York 

 

Auckland Museum’s decision to place Kave on permanent exhibition can be seen as a direct 

result of the experimentation with new approaches to displaying collections, made possible 

by temporary exhibitions programmes. In 1984, 22 years after its public debut at Auckland 

Museum, Kave received further recognition when it was selected for inclusion in 

‘Primitivism’ in 20th Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern. [fig. 3.68] at the 

Museum of Modern Art (27 September 1984 – 15 January 1985). While a replica stood in for 

the original at Auckland, Kave was one of 218 tribal objects from Africa, North America and 

the Pacific and 147 modern artworks shown at three venues in the United States. The 

exhibition was supported by a massive two-volume 690-page catalogue, which included a 

substantial section on Oceanic art, while a full-page reproduction of Kave accompanied the 

introductory essay, ‘Modernist Primitivism’, by exhibition director William Rubin.243 Kave, 

along with the now ubiquitous A’a, made a strong impression on the art critics, Robert 

Hughes writing in Time: 

 
      [P]ractically no Western sculpture in the 20th century has the sheer iconic majesty of the  

       wooden goddess from the Caroline Islands lent to MoMA from Auckland, New Zealand,  

       or the creepy terribilità of the British Museum’s figure of the Austral Islands’ god A’a,  

       one of Picasso’s favourites.244 

 

      The New York Times reviewer was similarly impressed by these two exhibits from the 

Pacific: 

 
      The show would not have such impact if many tribal objects were not spectacular. The  

       Goddess [Kave] from the Caroline Islands presides over the entrance to the exhibition  

       like a combination of protective spirit and bouncer. The God A'a, from the Austral  
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       Islands, with all the creepy-crawly progeny figures doubling as facial features and  

       clinging to the god's body like leeches, seems to turn the heart of the installation into  

       the pocket of a swamp. 

 

      The same writer saw Kave as an exemplar of the power possessed by ‘Primitive Art’:  

 
      The Goddess [Kave] is a force. The figure has a tremendous sense of sculptural volume; 

       it seems as if it is in the process of expanding, even rising off the ground. The sculptural  

       life depends upon a tension between the upward pull of the torso, shoulders and head  

       and the downward thrust created by the correspondences between the triangular chin,  

       breasts and genital area. This stretching enables the figure to occupy space, to be  

       sculpture in the fullest sense.245 

 

By presenting the tribal arts alongside those of modern painters and sculptors, ‘Primitivism’ 

in 20th Century Art followed the approach introduced by dealer galleries in the early 1900s. It 

identified a large number of ‘affinities’ between the two traditions, as illustrated by the work 

of modern artists who had been influenced by specific aspects of Pacific art, a list that 

included Gauguin (bone ear ornament, Marquesas Islands), Roberto Matta (wooden 

Malanggan figure, New Ireland), Paul Klee and Matisse (painted wood Asmat shield, Irian 

Jaya, formerly Dutch New Guinea), Nolde (uli figure, New Ireland), Lipchitz (Cook Islands 

staff god), Gaudier-Brzeska (hei tiki, New Zealand), and Moore (wooden drum, New 

Ireland).  

      Art historian and teacher Thomas McEvilley (1939-2013) took exception to aspects of 

‘Primitivism’ in 20th Century Art, expressing his reservations in the article ‘Doctor, Lawyer, 

Indian Chief’, published in Artforum in November 1984. Rubin responded, and further 

correspondence between the two followed. Among other things McEvilley argued that 

MoMA had used the exhibition to document the influence of tribal art on the Modernist 

movement, and did not therefore consider those objects on their own terms, as in how they 

were understood by their own creators. He described the labelling of these objects as ‘art’ as 

spurious, for many of them dealt with religion or magic, and did not relate to art history. For 

McEvilley the exhibition merely affirmed the superiority of Western culture, and: 

 
         shows Western egotism still as unbridled as in the centuries of colonialism and  

          souvenirism. The Museum pretends to confront the Third World while really co-opting  

          it and using it to consolidate Western notions of quality and feelings of superiority.246 
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      McEvilley’s suggestion that the tribal objects in the exhibition were, as presented, 

subservient to the works by modernist artists is supported by an installation view of A’a. [fig. 

3.69] Its inclusion appears to have been validated by a large background photograph of a cast 

of the sculpture in the personal collection of the most famous of all twentieth-century 

modernists, Picasso. Among other issues raised by McEvilley was the general shortage of 

information on the tribal objects - which ‘reflects the exclusion of the anthropological point 

of view’ - and, ‘most troubling’, the ‘complete omission of dates’. Apropos the latter, he 

wondered if the line of influence had not flowed in the opposite direction: ‘How do we 

known that that some of these [tribal] artists have not seen works by Picasso?’247 In response, 

and with regard to the shortage of details in the exhibition, Rubin pointed out that 

anthropological information had been ‘totally irrelevant to the pioneer modernists’ reaction to 

tribal objects.’248 Thus, while non-Western art had entered the most prestigious institution of 

modern art, it was presented as rather a ‘footnote to Western art history’. As observed by art 

critic Jerry Saltz, such objects were usually seen in a lower hierarchical position to Western 

art, ‘which played the role of masterpiece and genius to tribal art's perpetual role as influence 

or antecedent’.249 

      James Clifford observed that there was nothing included in ‘Primitivism’ in 20th Century 

Art that suggested ‘good tribal art’ was still being produced. Instead, all such artefacts were 

relegated either to a vague (and vanishing) past, or a purely conceptual space defined by 

‘primitive’ qualities such as magic and ritualism. Turning up in the flea markets and 

museums of late nineteenth-century Europe, these non-Western objects were ‘destined to be 

aesthetically redeemed, given new value in the object system of generous modernism.’ They 

had found a ‘home’, in institutions of art and anthropology, and as Clifford noted, these two 

domains had ‘excluded and confirmed each other, inventively disputing the right to … 

represent these objects.’  

      But if ‘Primitivism’ in 20th Century Art was an extreme instance of the aestheticizing of 

tribal objects and their removal from anything suggestive of their original intended context, 

the process was also now apparent at another New York institution, the nearby American 

Museum of Natural History. Here Clifford observed that ethnographic exhibits had ‘come 

increasingly to resemble art shows’, and that the 1971 Hall of Pacific Peoples which had 

recently (1984) reopened as the Margaret Mead Hall of Pacific Peoples [figs 3.70, 3.71, 

3.72] was ‘the latest in aestheticized scientism’, a reference to the use of modern materials 

and lighting techniques to highlight the objects’ formal properties. The display offered few 
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signs of the indigenous peoples’ response to some two centuries of outside (Western) 

influence in the Pacific; any such historical contacts – which Clifford suggested ‘may signal 

the life, not the death, of societies’ - were ‘systematically excluded’. Thus, the ‘actual 

ongoing life and ‘impure’ inventions of tribal peoples are erased in the name of cultural or 

artistic ‘authenticity’.250 

 

Pacific Collections in Australia 

 

While the indigenous art of Australia is not part of this study, museums in that country hold 

significant collections from the Pacific, Melanesia in particular. The manner in which they 

have been collected and presented follows the pattern seen in the United States and 

elsewhere, although a significant difference is Australia’s geographic proximity and historic 

connections with the region.  

      As was the case with the recently established Auckland Museum, the Australian Museum 

in Sydney opened in 1857 with a scientific focus, on local flora and fauna rather than 

ethnology. Its New Guinea collection began around 1876, and Melanesian holdings increased 

when the Museum obtained over 4500 artifacts from traders (including Richard Parkinson) 

and plantation owners in the region. In 1885 the Museum received Fijian artifacts from 

another familiar name, Baron von Hugel, while there were also important donations from 

missionaries. The Museum’s location near the port of Sydney provided handy connections 

with travellers, and its earliest significant Micronesian collection, which included material 

from Kiribati and Nauru, was purchased in the early 1900s.251 

      An early scientific bias was also reflected by the Pacific ethnographic material amassed 

by the Australian Institute of Anatomy in Canberra, which opened in 1930. Half a century 

later this collection was surveyed and found to consist of 10,457 specimens, from Melanesia, 

Micronesia and Polynesia, and when the Institute closed in 1984 it was transferred to the 

newly created National Museum of Australia, in Canberra.252 

      From the 1950s, and following the overseas pattern, private collectors and artists played 

an important role in the growing appreciation of Pacific art in Australia. In April-May 1965 

the privately owned Galley A in Paddington, Sydney, which specialised in unconventional 

exhibitions, presented Oceanic Sculpture, comprising some 85 items from the collection of 

Senta Taft-Hendry (1924-2014), who had opened her own Galleries Primitif in Woollahra, 

Sydney, in 1959.253 In 1957 artist Tony Tuckson (1921-1973) was appointed Deputy Director 

of the Art Gallery of New South Wales, in Sydney, and his interest in Aboriginal art led to a 
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large exhibition of bark paintings, carvings and other objects which toured all State galleries 

in 1960-61. As well as elevating Aboriginal art from the status of ethnographica to fine art, 

Tuckson was responsible for introducing Melanesian art to the collection of the Art Gallery 

of New South Wales in 1962.254 This broadening of the institution’s interests was apparent in 

the 1966 exhibition, Melanesian Art, a selection of 267 objects, approximately one-third of 

which were borrowed from the nearby Australian Museum.255 Two years later, and 

coinciding with the opening of its own gallery of Melanesian art, the Australian Museum 

produced an illustrated catalogue of some 270 items from its collection. [fig. 3.73] The 

Museum had recently sent its own expedition to the Middle Sepik region, acquiring some 

2,000 objects and thereby filling gaps in its holdings of what was described as ceremonial and 

everyday material. The Museum’s Curator of Anthropology suggested that while the range of 

styles, materials, and motifs found in Melanesian art is ‘at first sight quite bewildering’, there 

is ‘an underlying unity which is not difficult to grasp’. One object which surely qualified as 

‘bewildering’ was a 1.35m uli figure, of plastered and painted wood, from Central New 

Ireland, obtained by exchange with the Field Museum of Chicago through A. B. Lewis in 

1912.256 

      This emphasis in Australia on the art of Melanesia – as opposed to that of Micronesia or 

Polynesia – reflects the proximity of the two regions. The 1968 publication Melanesian Art in 

the Australian Museum may have been motivated by the inevitability of political 

developments, for in his preface the director observed:  

 
      When the Melanesians are self-governing, it is both likely and desirable that this contact,  

       with its mutual benefits, should continue. It is necessary that Australians should have   

       knowledge and appreciation of the cultural background, history, and the way of life of the  

       peoples of Melanesia.257 

 

The Museum of Primitive Art  

 

Another landmark on the road to institutional recognition for the art of the Pacific was the 

founding, by Nelson A. Rockefeller (1908-1979) in association with René d’Harnoncourt, of 

the Museum of Primitive Art in New York. It opened to the public in 1957 and was the first 

institution in the United States to be devoted exclusively to African, Oceanic and Pre-

Columbian art. [fig. 3.74] Rockefeller acknowledged that the aim was to supplement the 

work of museums of ethnology and natural history, which had long shown the art of 
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indigenous cultures, and rather than establishing primitive art as a separate category, the hope 

was to ‘integrate it, with all its amazing variety, into what is already known of the arts of 

man.’258 The original intended name for the new institution was the Museum of Indigenous 

Art, but ‘Primitive’ was adopted because, although once considered a term of disapproval, it 

had since become one of ‘historical description and praise’.259 

      The Museum of Primitive Art’s opening exhibition, of selected works from the collection, 

included two Pacific items out of a total of 25. The second and larger exhibition, also in 1957, 

included 26 Pacific (mostly Melanesian) items, and the Museum’s first director, Robert 

Goldwater, explained that works were ‘juxtaposed for similarity and for contrast’ with 

sufficient ‘elbow room’ allowed for all.260 The third exhibition, of sculpture and ceramics, 

included 11 Melanesian items, and on this occasion assistant curator Douglas Newton 

referred to the ‘common fallacy’ of justifying primitive art for its ‘modernity’. Significantly, 

and some 27 years before MoMA’s ‘Primitivism’ in 20th Century Art, he expressed his view 

that primitive art should not be evaluated from the point of view of its influence on recent art 

movements, but instead from ‘its rightful place as a part of the world’s cultural history’.261 

      Although considered acceptable in 1957, the term ‘primitive’ was the subject of ongoing 

debate. On the occasion of a 1965 exhibition at the Museum of Primitive Art it was suggested 

that the term might eventually become obsolete, not because of a more suitable alternative 

but because the art works themselves belonged to separate and distinguishable regional 

styles. But for now ‘primitive’ enjoyed considerable currency, as in the titles of two books 

published in 1962 – Douglas Fraser’s Primitive Art and Paul Wingert’s Primitive Art: Its 

Traditions and Styles - while Fraser’s The Many Faces of Primitive Art: A Critical Anthology 

would appear four years later. The Museum of Primitive Art’s 1965 exhibition also prompted 

the observation that some natural history museums – chief among them the Art Institute of 

Chicago – now had their own departments of primitive art, while others were placing an 

emphasis on art rather than ethnography in their exhibitions.262 

      In 1969 an agreement was reached to merge the collections and staff of the Museum of 

Primitive Art and the Metropolitan Museum of Art, thereby creating the latter’s Department 

of Primitive Art, later (1991) renamed the Department of the Arts of Africa, Oceania and the 

Americas.263 Also in 1969, and in what was hailed as ‘a truly significant moment of coming 

of age’, a collection of 664 works from the Museum of Primitive Art was exhibited at the 

Metropolitan. It was the first time in its 99-year history that works of art from Africa, the 

Pacific (219 objects) and the ancient Americas had been shown in a major exhibition at the 

Museum.264 As per the agreement, the Museum of Primitive Art closed its doors in 1975 and 
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three years later its collections were formally transferred to the Metropolitan, where they 

were greatly augmented in 1979 by the bequest of additional works from the collection of 

Nelson Rockefeller. Together these collections constituted the Michael C. Rockefeller 

Memorial Collection, and the Michael C. Rockefeller Wing at the Metropolitan (discussed in 

the next chapter) was opened to the public in 1982.265 

 

Pacific collections held by ethnographic museums in the United States were likely to have 

had their origins in early American whaling and commercial shipping activities. In the period 

following the Second World War, exhibitions of Pacific objects benefited from the generosity 

of a new wave of private collectors, as illustrated by the programme at the Baltimore 

Museum of Art, founded in 1914. Chief among its donors were Alan and Janet Wurtzburger, 

whose initial interest in African material had introduced them to Oceanic art. The 

Wurtzburgers’ aim was to make available to the people of Baltimore ‘the kind of objects that 

had greatly influenced the course of twentieth-century art’,266 and their successive donations 

provided the basis for a series of special exhibitions, beginning in early 1956 with Oceanic 

art. In the accompanying catalogue - which included essays by Paul Wingert and Douglas F. 

Fraser - Museum director Adelyn D. Breeskin pointed out that prior to the war Oceania was 

likely to have been perceived as a ‘tropical island paradise’, while its art was not mentioned 

in general art history books.267 In 1958 the Baltimore Museum of Art mounted exhibitions of 

African sculpture,268 and Pre-Columbian art, and also developed a permanent Gallery of 

Primitive Art. At the opening of the latter the director referred to Albrecht Durer’s response 

to the treasures brought back to Europe from the Americas, indicating that admiration for the 

ingenuity of ‘so-called primitives’ in far-off lands went back to 1521.269 

      Another major art museum in the United States actively engaged with non-Western art at 

this time was the Art Institute of Chicago. Although it had acquired ‘miscellaneous examples 

of primitive art’ in 1889, it was a donation of Melanesian objects in 1952 that led to the 

formation of a Primitive Art Department, and a policy of seeking only objects of ‘the highest 

aesthetic quality’ and not duplicating material in the much larger collection of the nearby 

Field Museum.270 In 1969 the Art Institute’s Pacific collection was included in The Sculpture 

of Polynesia, an exhibition of 151 objects, borrowed mostly from institutions in the United 

States and also shown at the Museum of Primitive Art.271 It was organised by the Art 

Institute’s Curator of Primitive Art, Allen Wardwell, who concluded his catalogue essay with 

positive comments on this branch of ‘primitive’ art:  
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      Through all these divergent patterns and forms, however, there runs the unmistakable  

       evidence of excellent craftsmanship, and a consistent but unspectacular sense of esthetics  

       which gives the sculpture of Polynesia its particular quality and places it with the highest  

       achievements of primitive man.272 

 

      Exhibitions such as The Sculpture of Polynesia were intended to ‘enlarge the artistic 

horizons of the Art Institute’s visitors.273 Another in this series, The Art of the Sepik River 

(1971), gave Wardwell an opportunity to review the history of both the collection and the 

appreciation of art from New Guinea. Such material had been entering the world’s 

ethnographic museums since the early twentieth century, at least, and the first significant 

temporary exhibition of art from New Guinea was probably in 1954 at the Museum für 

Völkerkunde in Basel. Five years later the Museum of Primitive Art in New York mounted 

its first on the region, and over the next seven years there were at least four more exhibitions 

of New Guinea art in the major museums of Europe. The Art of the Sepik River, which drew 

most of its 215 objects from collections in the United States,274 was therefore the most recent 

in a series. In the accompanying catalogue Wardwell described Sepik art as ‘one of the great 

styles of primitive art’ and, where possible, older works, carved prior to the availability of 

metal tools and painted with ‘native’ rather than commercial pigments, had been selected for 

inclusion in the exhibition. He also observed that such works were increasingly difficult to 

find, and sympathised with the dilemma of the collector seeking the ‘genuine’ article. 

Wardwell appeared unwilling to allow Sepik inventiveness and dynamism to extend to the 

absorption of outside influence: ‘With the coming of these new materials, the art has quickly 

degenerated to a commercial level, lacking the craftsmanship, design and religious or cultural 

motivation that produced the earlier works.’275 

      Awareness of the consequences of cultural contact was also made apparent in 1975 on the 

occasion of an exhibition in St. Louis. Local philanthropist Morton D. May (1914-1983) had 

a high regard for Melanesian art, which he began acquiring in the early 1960s, accumulating 

what has been acclaimed ‘the foremost private collection of South Pacific art in the United 

States’. He made large donations to the St. Louis Art Museum, [figs 3.75, 3.76] which in 

1975 exhibited 250 such items under the title Ritual Arts of the South Seas: The Morton D. 

May Collection.276 The exhibition publication documented the process whereby Pacific art 

had been accepted by the West, identifying Polynesia as the first part of the region to be 

‘stripped of its cultural heritage’, while another effect of contact on indigenous art forms was 

the appearance of ‘degenerate styles’, being those objects made with iron tools and often 



155 
 

intended for trade.277  

       

The effect of well-publicised ‘blockbuster’ exhibitions such as Primitivism’ in 20th Century 

Art was to draw attention to and provide a new context for the art of the Pacific. Aside from 

the general relaxing of ethnographic imperatives, objects were increasingly recognised as 

works of art and displayed as such, rather than just scientific specimens. They were now the 

subjects of more accessible and attractive exhibitions, both in their traditional home, the 

ethnographic museum, and the museum of art. They were also beginning to enter the 

permanent collections of the latter institutions, the most prestigious being the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art in New York. However, with a view to later developments, in particular the 

emergence of the ‘new museology’, several of the exhibitions discussed here indicate there 

was a general resistance to the collecting and appreciation of Pacific objects which displayed 

signs of Western contact. And at this stage there was also a lack of evidence that the 

interpretation and exhibition of Pacific collections by museums had involved any significant 

engagement with the source or indigenous communities associated with the originating of 

such material.  
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                                                                                                   4                

 NEGOTIATING THE NEW MUSEOLOGY & INDIGENOUS AGENCY 

    Exhibiting the Pacific from the Mid-Twentieth Century to the Present 
 

The previous chapter examined the impact of Primitivism on Pacific collections in museums, 

the associated ‘aestheticising’ process, and the opportunities presented by the new concept of 

the temporary exhibition, the latter being a vital addition to and extension of the 

Exhibitionary Complex. The emphasis now shifts to the interpretation of Pacific collections 

in certain key institutions, such as the Auckland War Memorial Museum and the British 

Museum, at a time when an increasing number of Pacific territories were gaining their 

independence, and indigenous peoples within the region were becoming involved with the 

assertion and interpretation of their own cultures. This development can also be seen within 

the continuing Exhibition Complex, as an extension of the opportunity given by the 

nineteenth-century museum to its visitors to become subjects rather than the objects of 

knowledge.   

      A focus of this chapter is the impact on Pacific exhibitions of a ‘new museology’, as 

described by Peter Vergo (1989). Whereas the New Museum Idea of the nineteenth century 

had been concerned with physical issues, as in the need to make displays more attractive and 

intelligible, the ‘new museology’ related to the nature of the objects themselves and the 

institution’s responsibilities towards them and its diverse audiences. This is illustrated by an 

examination of key institutions and events, including the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa 

Tongarewa, the 1984-6 Te Maori exhibition, and other major exhibitions of Pacific 

collections, as at the British Museum.  

      This chapter examines the emergence of indigenous agency, the nature of relationships 

between museums and the source communities from which collections had originated, a 

development described by Laura Peers and Alison K. Brown as ‘one of the most important’ 

in the history of these institutions.1 Whereas museum collecting had earlier been ‘a one-way 

relationship’, based largely on the premise that material needed to be preserved from societies 

under threat, there was now a much more consultative or partnership arrangement. As 

explained by Peers and Brown, this reflected recognition that the museum is no longer the 

sole voice of authority, for it now has obligations to engage source communities on matters 

regarding the interpretation and display of their material heritage. This was reflected in the 

increase in Maori involvement in the museum sector in New Zealand, as in the development 
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of the 1984-6 Te Maori exhibition and the opening in 1998 of what Conal McCarthy (2011) 

describes as its ‘offspring’, the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa.2 Approaches 

to the presentation of Maori collections in New Zealand museums and the engagement of 

Maori in this process have been well documented by McCarthy, and this discussion will be 

extended by references to specific exhibitions and events, such as the establishment of Maori 

and Pacific advisory groups at the Auckland War Memorial Museum. 

      Discussion covers the process of bicultural decision-making and the vesting of 

responsibility with Maori tribal representatives. The New Zealand museum has now become 

the kaitiaki (guardian) rather than the owner, and objects are now referred to as taonga 

(treasures) rather than artefacts. Paul Tapsell, an indigenous contributor to this discourse, has 

offered a definition of taonga which invests it with dimensions far beyond those of a mute 

artefact in a display case. Such objects can possess mana (ancestral prestige) and tapu 

(spiritual protection) and qualify as ‘time travellers’ by virtue of connecting ancestors with 

their descendants,3 concepts that were fundamental to the planning of the 2005-8 travelling 

exhibition Ko Tawa.  

      Beginning with No Sort of Iron: Culture of Cook’s Polynesians (1969-70), a series of 

Cook bicentennial exhibitions drew attention to historic collections from the Pacific. The 

most significant of these was Artificial Curiosities (1978), the result of exhaustive research 

by curator Adrienne Kaeppler. Such collections raised questions as to how those objects 

might now be presented, and when the Cook-Forster Collection from the Georg-August 

University of Göttingen returned for exhibition in Hawaii in 2006, the aestheticized approach 

was found by indigenous reviewers to have isolated objects from their original cultural 

context. The discussion covers the continuing move of Pacific collections from the 

ethnographic museum to the art museum. In Paris, for example, the representation of the 

Pacific in the Louvre and Musée du quai Branly is seen within the re-evaluation of non-

Western collections previously held by the Musée de l’Homme, a process which has been 

examined by Sally Price (1989 & 2007).   

      Michael O’Hanlon has observed that museum collections may have ‘more to do with the 

preoccupations of those doing the representing than those being represented’.4 While 

collecting and commissioning new works for the 1993 exhibition Paradise: Portraying the 

New Guinea Highlands, at the Museum of Mankind, O’Hanlon recognised the importance of 

museums acknowledging the adaptive nature of customary art practices, as for example in the 

inclusion of non-‘traditional’ materials and motifs. The juxtaposition of contemporary Pacific 

art in the museum was also seen in Pasifika Styles (2006-8) at the University of Cambridge 
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Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, an exhibition described by Nicholas Thomas as 

operating ‘in the space between art and museology’.6 Such events provide opportunities for 

reinterpretation, while also questioning distinctions between historic collections and their 

contemporary equivalents.  

      Central to this chapter is the ‘new museology’, which encompasses a complex of issues 

surrounding museum objects and their interpretation, recognising the sensitivities of 

indigenous peoples and the need to question past practices. Karen K. Kosasa (2007) has 

identified the ‘museum effect’, the process whereby selected examples from an indigenous 

culture are transformed into works of art. It is with such issues in mind that museums with 

Pacific collections are now increasingly engaged with source communities, as exemplified by 

Auckland Museum’s recently established (2016) Pacific Collection Access Project. 

 

The Pacific and the New Museology 

 

A spectacular manifestation of the ideas central to the ‘new museology’ was the development 

of a new national institution, the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa, which 

opened on 14 February 1998. As an expression of national cultural identity, and in line with 

the growing independence movement throughout the Pacific, it threw a new light on the 

responsibilities of museums holding collections from the region. As has been noted, a 1968 

exhibition of Melanesian art at the Australian Museum was seen as a means of informing 

Australians of the culture and way of life of Melanesian peoples, shortly to become self-

governing.  

      A key moment in the decolonisation of the Pacific was Samoa’s independence of New 

Zealand in 1962. Tonga was a British protectorate from 1900 to 1970, while Fiji also became 

independent of Britain in 1970, followed by Solomon Islands and Tuvalu (1978), Kiribati 

(1979), and Vanuatu (1980), and the Cook Islands and Niue became self-governing and 

independent of New Zealand in 1965 and 1974 respectively. Those to gain independence 

from the United States were the Marshall Islands and Micronesia (1986) and Palau (1994), 

while Papua New Guinea became independent of Britain, Germany and Australia in 1975. 

Parts of the Pacific which retain colonial status are Guam and American Samoa, which are 

territories of the United States; Hawaii, which became a territory of the United States in 1898 

and its 50th state in 1959; and French Polynesia, an overseas collectivity of France comprised 

of more than 100 islands spread across five archipelagos. New Zealand has no fixed date of 

independence, which it gained through its evolving constitutional status, graduating from a 
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colony of Britain to a Dominion in 1907. As will be discussed, New Zealand’s foundation 

document, the Treaty of Waitangi, signed in 1840 by Maori leaders and by Lieutenant-

Governor Hobson on behalf of the British government, would be a central display in the new 

national museum. 

      Prior to any impact the above political changes may have had on museum policy, it would 

be useful to consider the nature of a typical display of Pacific material in a western 

institution, invariably an ethnographic or natural history museum. If notice had been taken of 

the New Museum Idea, display cabinets were likely to be less cluttered and their 

arrangements more visually accessible, and now with generous supporting information in the 

form of labels, diagrams and photographs. As such, the display reflected both a Eurocentric 

and ethnocentric view of the Pacific.  

      A timely survey of the ethnographic museum was provided in 1969 by William C. 

Sturtevant (1926-2007), curator of North American Ethnology at the Smithsonian Institution.  

He estimated there were perhaps 4.5 million ethnological objects in all the museums of the 

world, and felt they did not belong in a natural history museum. He believed the placement of 

indigenous cultures in the same building as animals – as was common practice in North 

America, Australia and New Zealand – could give visitors ‘inaccurate ideas about native 

peoples and their cultures.’ He acknowledged that progress had been made in the area of 

anthropological displays, as at the Pitt Rivers Museum, the Musée de l’Homme and the new 

(1966) National Museum of Anthropology, Mexico City, but he believed a radical new 

approach was needed to counteract the tendency of natural history museums to perpetuate 

stereotypes of ‘savages’ and their ‘quaint primitive’ cultures.7 

      The call for major changes within the museum world was hardly new. In 1989 a ‘new 

museology’ was introduced by art historian Peter Vergo, who described museums as ‘far 

more than just places of study, or education, or entertainment’. Instead, they were places 

where ‘the very act of collecting has a political or ideological or aesthetic dimension which 

cannot be overlooked’. The implications were considerable: 

 
       Whether we like it or not, every acquisition (and indeed disposal), every juxtaposition  

        or arrangement of an object or work of art, together with other objects or works of art,  

        within the context of a temporary exhibition or museum display means placing a  

        certain construction upon history, be it the history of the distant or more recent past,  

        of our own culture or someone else's, of mankind in general or a particular aspect of  

        human endeavour.  
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      Further to ‘certain constructions’ made evident by means of exhibition labels, information 

panels and catalogues, there was now a complex web of concepts produced within the 

museum community and reflective of society at large. These were the subject of this ‘new’ 

museology, in opposition to the (old) ethnographic approach which Vergo criticised as being 

‘too much about museum methods’ and an insufficiently ‘humanistic discipline.’8 The new 

approach was concerned with such issues as how objects had entered museum collections in 

the first instance, and the nature of decisions that determined their place and significance 

within the institution. And if the early collecting and display of objects was carried out with 

little, if any, recourse to the needs or sensitivities of the peoples concerned, it was now 

recognised that living representatives of those cultures should have the opportunity to be part 

of any decision-making process. By the time of the publication of The New Museology in 

1989, several of these issues, including the engagement of source or indigenous communities 

in exhibition planning processes, had already been adopted in regard to the display of Maori 

collections in a number of museums in New Zealand.  

      As noted by Vergo, every museum display endeavour could be seen to be guilty of 

placing ‘a certain construction upon history’, one being the early use of coloured 

backgrounds to differentiate between societies. According to Nicky Levell (2001), the 

stereotypical depiction of Africa with deep red, Oceania with pale blue, and Australia with 

bright yellow - colours which ‘evoked connotations of imperialism, oceans, and deserts 

respectively’ - reinforced traditional classifications of peoples.9 Nevertheless, as will be 

noted, just such a system was used on the floors of the Musée du quai Branly when it opened 

in 2006. 

      Writers such as Tapsell have spoken of taonga possessing dimensions that elevates them 

from being merely mute objects in a display case. In such instances it is the engagement of 

indigenous peoples who are able to invest their cultural heritage with additional relevance 

and significance. Nicholas Thomas reminds us that ‘ethnographic collections stand in for 

histories of colonial exploitation’, while ethnography itself was associated with the business 

of empire, ‘both in practice and in theory.’ He acknowledges that while ethnology collections 

therefore represent ‘traditions which suffered upheaval’ and ‘the confrontation of empire’, 

they also need to be ‘living collections, representative of cultural diversity in the present.’10  

 

The Pacific at the Museum of Mankind 

 

Peter Vergo refers to the ‘humanistic discipline’ aspect of the ‘new museology’. While the 
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engagement of Pacific communities with cultural heritage held in New Zealand museums was 

a practical proposition, it was not so likely in the case of European institutions.  

      In the period from the 1960s through the 1990s, the emphasis of temporary exhibitions at 

the British Museum was on Africa. However, in 1961 the Museum acknowledged the Pacific 

independence movement with the publication of Melanesia: A Short Ethnography, the first in 

a planned series of guides to the collections. In his preface, Keeper of Ethnography Adrian 

Digby observed that the gaining of independence demanded that the public be given a clear 

picture of the background of Melanesian people, and he saw it as the Museum’s duty to use 

its collections to do so.11  

      Prior to the Second World War the Ethnographical Gallery at the British Museum had 

housed as many variations of individual objects as possible, irrespective of aesthetic 

considerations.12 In an attempt to establish coherency there was a drastic reduction in the 

density of exhibits, but in 1971 it was still considered to be too high. It was now decided that 

instead of attempting to show something of everything, the Museum would restrict the 

number of cultures shown and do so by means of rotating exhibitions.13 The Ethnographic 

Department was able to enact this new policy when, from late 1970 to 1997, it relocated from 

Bloomsbury to the converted Burlington Gardens building in Piccadilly, becoming the 

Museum of Mankind. [fig. 4.1] As such it presented some 75 temporary exhibitions, a dozen 

of which had varying degrees of Pacific content. Early exhibitions honoured the Museum’s 

foundation collector, Sir Hans Sloane,14 and in 1970 included The Tribal Image: Wooden 

Figure Sculpture of the World (1970), which consisted of 80 works selected by William 

Fagg, assisted by artist Leon Underwood, who described the selection process as being based  

on sculptural interest rather than ‘scientific objectivity’.15  

      Of the four geographical regions represented in The Tribal Image, objects from Africa 

predominated, followed by those from the Pacific. Significantly, the latter included the 

wooden figure from Rurutu Islands, Austral Islands, now known as A’a and described in this 

exhibition as a ‘representation of Tangaroa Upao Vahu (Tangaroa-up-in-the-sky), the creator 

and sea god of the Polynesians.’ A’a also appeared on the cover of the exhibition publication, 

[fig. 4.2] and although displaced by a wooden headrest from Baluba, Congo-Kinshasa [fig. 

4.3] for the 1977 edition, it was back on the cover of another British Museum publication, 

Ethnic Sculpture, in 1985.16 [fig. 4.4] 

      The Museum of Mankind turned to the wider Pacific region with the exhibitions 

Australian Aborigines (1972) and The Solomon Islanders (1974).17 And just as it had  

stepped outside the usual ethnographic purview when engaging Leon Underwood as co-
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selector for The Tribal Image, in 1985 it invited artist Eduardo Paolozzi (1924-2005) to be 

sole selector for another exhibition to be drawn from its own collection, Lost Magic 

Kingdoms and Six Paper Moons from Nahuatl. The accompanying publication, [fig. 4.5] 

provided a perspective on non-European art which could be ‘discovered’ in the Musée de 

l’Homme, the Pitt Rivers and the British Museum itself, and which had stimulated artists 

such as Paolozzi.18 As an art student in Edinburgh and London he was rarely, if ever, 

encouraged to look at carvings from Africa and the Pacific, and felt this ‘neglect’ was part of 

an ‘English insularity’. By comparison, whilst in Paris in 1946-7 he was impressed by the 

Musée de l’Homme, and detected a ‘special French sensibility’ which embraced non-

European art forms.19 

      In terms of the Pacific content of Lost Magic Kingdoms, Paolozzi included a selection of 

Maori wood carvings to explore the notions of uniqueness and whether there could be any 

single definitive image. [fig. 4.6] His exhibition also offered a stark contrast to the recent 

‘Primitivism’ in 20th Century Art at the Museum of Modern Art, for the focus was now on 

tribal art for its own sake.20  

      Turning exclusively to the Pacific, in the publication accompanying the Museum of 

Mankind’s 1993 exhibition Paradise: Portraying the New Guinea Highlands, Michael 

O’Hanlon refers to the ‘considerable reserve’ recently associated with the accumulation of 

artefacts from other cultures; concerns - such as the removal of objects from their original 

context, the association of collecting with colonialism, and the politics of representation – as 

had been articulated by James Clifford (1988). However, O’Hanlon asserts that material 

gathered for this exhibition might be viewed rather differently, and less as examples of 

‘cultural hostages’ on account of their producers seeing them not as a loss to their culture but 

as ‘envoys in a continuing relationship’.21 Paradise was also an opportunity to challenge 

stereotypes that countries such as Papua New Guinea remain largely untouched by the 

industrialised world. The incorporation of outside influence was especially apparent in the 

selection of shields; traditionally wooden they were now made of repurposed 44-gallon 

drums, and decorated in oil paints rather than natural pigments and with images derived from 

commercial advertising and packaging. Countering the approach now being adopted by art 

museums and, increasingly, ethnographic museums, the focus of Paradise was not on the 

aesthetic qualities of the objects. Rather, by means of an organic arrangement of cases and 

raised platforms and islands, it was designed to evoke something of the physical environment 

in which those objects had originated.22  
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The Rediscovery of Captain Cook 

 

The bicentennial of Cook’s three Pacific voyages was the stimulus for a number of temporary 

exhibitions, presented in museums in London (1968), New Zealand (1969-70), Paris (1972), 

Vancouver (1978) and Honolulu (1978). These events predated the concept of the ‘new 

museology’ and in view of their historical nature their planning did not significantly, if at all, 

engage relevant indigenous communities. Aside from recognising Cook’s achievements, the 

aim of these exhibitions was to draw attention to the collections gathered on those voyages, 

collections which provide a unique record of Pacific cultures at a pivotal time in their history. 

These Cook bicentennial exhibitions were held in what were effectively ethnographic 

museums, and in 1979 would be followed by another landmark event, the first (temporary) 

exhibition of Pacific material in a national art gallery beyond the Pacific, in Washington, DC.  

      This revival of interest in Cook may have begun in Sydney, Australia, where on 26 

January 1938 the 150th anniversary of the arrival of that country’s First Fleet was marked 

with a parade which included a float based on the Endeavour.23 Cook’s rediscovery of New 

Zealand was also seen as an important event to commemorate when that country began 

planning its 1940 Centennial, to mark a century of organised European settlement.24 In 

association with the official celebrations, historian John C. Beaglehole (1901-1971) compiled 

The Discovery of New Zealand (1940), in which Cook’s achievements were supported by 

extracts from his and Banks’s journals.25 Beaglehole’s interest in the navigator led to the 

publication between 1955 and 1967 of his three volumes of The Journals of Captain James 

Cook on his Voyages of Discovery, which represented the beginning of a new stage in Cook 

scholarship. Their appearance coincided with significant contributions by other researchers, 

chief among them being Bernard Smith’s European Vision and the South Pacific (1960) and 

Alan Moorhead’s The Fatal Impact: An Account of the Invasion of the South Pacific (1966). 

These volumes preceded what Glendwr Williams has described as ‘the modern obsession 

with centennials, bicentennials and all the rest fastened on Cook’s voyages’, being 

conferences, publications, ceremonies and – naturally - museum exhibitions.26 Williams dates 

a change of attitude towards Beaglehole’s work at a 1978 conference at Simon Fraser 

University, Vancouver, marking the bicentennial of Cook’s arrival on the Northwest Coast of 

America, for it was now considered appropriate to place his achievements within a new 

perspective.27 It was, of course, the published results of Cook’s voyages that prompted the 

first suggestions of planting a British colony in New Zealand.        
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In 1968, prior to the Cook bicentennial proper, the British Museum presented the exhibition 

Captain Cook’s First Voyage Round the World (1968), followed a little over a decade later by 

Captain Cook in the South Seas (1979-80) at the Museum of Mankind. In the meantime, New 

Zealand marked the bicentennial with a travelling exhibition, seen in twelve venues around 

the country over a nine-month period from October 1969. It took its name, No Sort of Iron: 

Culture of Cook’s Polynesians, [fig. 4.7] from Cook’s order issued in Tahiti against the 

trafficking of iron and consisted of 173 catalogue entries, the lending institutions including 

the British Museum, the Canterbury Museum, Kent, and the National Ethnographical 

Museum of Sweden. No Sort of Iron documented the state of the material cultures of the 

Pacific at the time of Cook’s visit, and in his catalogue foreword Roger Duff provided a 

contemporary analogy by likening Cook’s men to the Apollo astronauts, but who undertook 

‘an even lengthier and lonelier journey, bringing back the ‘artificial curiosities’ of the South 

Seas’. Duff also noted the social consequences of Cook’s voyages which ‘set all Polynesian 

cultures on a new and often disastrous course’. That this was a reflective view was indicated 

by the title of Duff’s essay, ‘A Retrospect of Cook’s Polynesians’, and his identification of ‘a 

brief golden age’ which had followed the introduction of metal tools. This was represented in 

the exhibition by a temple-drum from the Austral Islands (collection of Auckland War 

Memorial Museum) and a Maori door-lintel (pare) fragment (Museum of New Zealand Te 

Papa Tongarewa), both having been produced during the period following European contact 

‘when the technical superiority of metal tools was married, all too briefly, with the religious 

power and good taste of traditional ideas.’28  

      Cook’s only contact with mainland America during his visits to the Pacific was at Nootka 

Sound on the West Coast of Vancouver Island, Canada, where he arrived on 29 March 1778. 

That event was marked by the 1978 exhibition Discovery 1778: Captain James Cook and the 

Peoples of the Pacific, at the Vancouver Centennial Museum in conjunction with the 

Vancouver Maritime Museum,29 and eight years later the city also acknowledged its 

eponymous father, George Vancouver (1757-1798), who had served under Cook in 1772–

1780 before undertaking his own voyage to the Pacific in 1791-1795. There was a strong 

representation of the Pacific Northwest coast among the materials gathered on that voyage, 

the subject of the exhibition Captain George Vancouver: A Voyage of Discovery, [fig. 4.8] at 

the Vancouver Museum (12 June 1986 - 4 January 1987).30 

      The most significant of these recent exhibitions in terms of research undertaken into 

collections associated with Cook was Artificial Curiosities: An Exposition of Native 

Manufactures Collected on the Three Pacific Voyages of Captain James Cook, R.N., curated 
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by Adrienne L. Kaeppler, Curator of Oceanic Ethnology at the National Museum of Natural 

History at the Smithsonian, Washington, D.C., and presented at the Bernice Pauahi Bishop 

Museum, Honolulu, in 1978. [fig. 4.9] Marking the bicentennial of the European discovery of 

the Hawaiian Islands, the exhibition consisted of more than 400 of the 2,000 objects known 

to have been collected during Cook’s voyages. It represented the largest assemblage of such 

material since the sale of the contents of the Leverian Museum in 1806 and, as noted by Peter 

Gathercole, was widely recognised by scholars as a ‘bench mark’ in the history of Pacific 

exhibitions in museums.31 As described by Kaeppler, Artificial Curiosities was not in honour 

of Cook, but rather an exhibition that ‘acknowledges and honours the achievements of Pacific 

peoples as they were before the impact of Cook and others of the Western world irrevocably 

changed their lives.’32  

      The achievements of both Cook and his French equivalent, Louis Antoine de 

Bougainville (1729–1811), had also been honoured by the exhibition La Découverte de la 

Polynésie at the Musée de l’Homme, Paris, in 1972. The catalogue [fig. 4.10] included an 

essay by Swedish anthropologist Bengt Danielson (1921-1997), a crew member of the 1947 

Kon-Tiki raft expedition, from South America to French Polynesia, led by Norwegian 

adventurer Thor Heyerdahl (1914-2002), whose book of the voyage, first published in 1950, 

enjoyed huge public success and stimulated the 1953 exhibition Kon-Tiki: Asia-Oceania-

America at the Tropenmuseum, Amsterdam. In another contribution to the La Découverte de 

la Polynésie catalogue, ethnologist Maurice Leenhardt (1878-1954) wrote: ‘All that concerns 

their ordinary life participates in a thought of art. The Oceanians are the only people in the 

world who have given priority to aesthetics.’33 The 180 objects in the exhibition included  

A’a, ‘la plus fameuse de toutes les sculptures polynésiennes’, borrowed from the British 

Museum. And in 1972 it was still considered acceptable to include in the New Zealand 

section a dried head (mokomokai), from the collection of the Musée de l’Homme.34 

      Beyond the ethnographic museum, the next major exhibition to showcase the Pacific, and 

the largest to date on the subject35, was in an art gallery - the National Gallery of Art, 

Washington, D.C. The Art of the Pacific Islands [fig. 4.11] opened in July 1970, and at least 

one critic detected comparisons between certain Pacific objects and Western art styles, 

thereby anticipating the sort of ‘affinities’ that would be central to the Museum of Modern 

Art’s ‘Primitivism’ in 20th Century Art exhibition of some five years later. The Art of the 

Pacific Islands consisted of 421 objects, borrowed from some 85 public and private 

collections around the world and selected with an emphasis on those dating from the earliest 

contact by Westerners.36 The exhibition received 393,509 visitors,37 and Jennifer Wagelie has 
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noted that ‘overwhelmingly positive’ reviews reflected the feeling that the arts of the Pacific 

were ‘long overdue for recognition’.38 David Tannous described the exhibition as a ‘studied 

attempt (not always successful) to maintain a balance between the didactic and the 

spectacular’ and considered it ‘extraordinary’ that objects previously ‘relegated for the most 

part to ethnographical institutions and museums of cultural and natural history’ were now on 

show in the National Gallery.39 New Guinea was particularly well represented, with 73 

objects, and the exhibition was designed to take the viewer on an ‘imaginary trip’ across the 

world’s largest ocean.40 Amongst these objects, in their new art gallery environment, 

Tannous saw ‘so much wit and invention in the realization of forms and the combinations of 

materials’ that there was ‘little problem in seeing them as art’.41 

      This move of Pacific collections from the ethnographic museum to the museum of art, 

and on a more permanent basis, was also underway at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 

New York. When the Museum of Primitive Art closed in 1975 its collection was transferred 

to the Metropolitan, becoming the direct precursor of the latter’s Department of the Arts of 

Africa, Oceania and the Americas, and culminating in the opening of the Michael C. 

Rockefeller Wing in 1982. Nelson Rockefeller’s gift of 3,500 works of art (a figure that has 

since grown to 11,768, including 2,592 from Africa, 2,616 from Oceania, and 6,458 from the 

Americas) meant that vast areas of the earth were now represented for the first time in the 

Metropolitan, and its collections could be considered truly encyclopaedic.42 

      The 40,000 sq. ft. Rockefeller Wing consists of three interconnecting galleries, the 

outermost one presenting the Pacific beneath a massive sloping wall of mesh-covered glass 

on the south side of the building. When opened, this gallery showcased the latest in display 

techniques; spotlighting, acrylic hoods and large glass cases extending to the floor of the 

gallery, thereby providing optimum visibility and security for exhibits. The Pacific section is 

dominated by two massive timber-covered plinths, one sparsely occupied by a wooden Asmat 

(New Guinea) crocodile, canoe and other items, and the other by a row of nine Asmat Mbis 

ritual poles, each upwards of 6m tall. [fig. 4.12] In general, objects are devoid of any cultural 

associations, the only significant exception being a simulation of the ceiling of a New Guinea 

Kwoma men’s room, an elongated hexagonal assemblage of bark paintings that are visually 

effective but, being overhead, difficult to view comfortably.43 [fig. 4.13]  

 

Traveling the Pacific at the Field Museum 

 

By the 1980s, New Zealand museums were increasingly consulting and engaging with 
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indigenous and source communities. Elsewhere, exhibition planning processes could take a 

rather different course, as at the Field Museum, Chicago, which held massive collections of 

material from the Pacific and was faced with the challenge of refurbishing its permanent 

displays.  

      As recorded in 1981, the Pacific was represented in the Field Museum by two large halls; 

Cultures of the Vast Pacific, which provided ‘clues to the life and customs of island peoples’ 

from Polynesia and Micronesia, and Cultures of Southwest Pacific, with a Melanesian 

collection claimed to be ‘the finest and the most complete in the world’.44 These collections 

had been established with the help of pioneering anthropologist Franz Boas, and extended by 

museum expeditions - in particular by that of A. B. Lewis - in 1908-1913. But by 1982, 

attitudes towards the exhibiting of such collections had changed. Peter Macnair, curator of 

ethnology at the British Columbia Provincial Museum, Victoria, B.C., noted that museums 

were now being ‘scrutinized’ for the way in which they presented and interpreted 

ethnographic material, for ‘the attitudes of the past often reflect a cultural imperialism that is 

generally not acceptable today.’ Thus the Field Museum launched a programme to renovate 

its permanent galleries, beginning with the opening in May 1982 of Maritime Peoples of the 

Arctic and Northwest Coast. The new display cases were lined with timber and colours 

reflecting the natural environment, and included a strong selection of contemporary art, 

illustrating the resilience of a culture that had withstood the influx of Europeans who 

followed Cook, Vancouver and other explorers.45 

      Macnair’s comments were in line with the new museological thinking, but in the planning 

of its new Pacific gallery the Field Museum faced another challenge, that of striking an 

acceptable balance between scholarship and the need to attract new visitors.  In the end, the 

emphasis was on the latter, reflecting the new pressure now being faced by museums. Thus in 

1986 the Field moved scholars away from exhibition design, and the rift between the so-

called ‘popularizers’ and ‘connoisseurs’ was apparent with the opening in late 1989 of 

Traveling the Pacific. This new permanent exhibit incorporated life-sized dioramas and other 

elements which touched on geology, biology and cultural history in ways described by the 

Chicago Tribune as ‘easy to browse through and digest’. Although it was hailed as 

representing the future direction of museums, some Field curators felt that it did not reflect 

decades of important scholarship, especially in regard to New Guinea. Only a fraction of the 

museum’s collection of artifacts was now on display, displaced by more colorful and 

‘interactive’ attractions, while anthropology staff could find little evidence of A. B. Lewis’s 

ideas in the exhibition. Such developments reflected admission that ‘old-fashioned’ exhibits 
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had been eclipsed by television and movies, while public funding sources now influenced a 

preference for the popular over the scholarly.46  

      Traveling the Pacific is one of three components that currently constitute the permanent 

Pacific exhibitions at the Field Museum, the others being Pacific Spirits: Life, Death & the 

Supernatural, [fig. 4.14] which opened in November 1990, and the Maori meeting house 

Ruatepupuke. [fig. 4.15] The latter was constructed at Tokomaru Bay in 1881, and is one of 

only three such structures outside New Zealand. It arrived at the Field Museum in 1905, and 

was first erected and exhibited there in 1925.  

 

New Zealand Museums and Early Engagement with Indigenous Communities  

 

By the early 1980s, at least, there was realisation of the inadequacy of existing ‘permanent’ 

displays in certain leading New Zealand museums. This led to several major projects, in 

particular the refurbishment of Auckland Museum, which began in the early 1980s, and the 

planning of a new national institution in Wellington, which opened in 1998. Central to both 

developments were the presentations of Maori and Pacific collections, which drew on modern 

technologies and were distinguished by the engagement of indigenous communities in all 

stages of planning. The latter development reflects what Conal McCarthy (2011) describes as 

‘radical changes’ in regard to the relationship between Maori and museums in this country.47 

He identifies the origins of this relationship, with particular reference to what was then the 

Dominion Museum, and this section will also examine equivalent developments at the 

Auckland Museum.  

 

Early New Zealand museums followed the British pattern, reflecting the interests of the 

dominant colonial culture and exhibiting Maori collections from an anthropological 

perspective. McCarthy (2007) notes that subsequent to the passing of the Maori Antiquities 

Act, 1901, Maori began to recognise museums as places where their culture might be 

preserved and exhibited in ways that were to their own benefit, and were therefore closely 

involved with the construction and presentation of the model pa at the New Zealand 

International Exhibition, Christchurch, in 1906-07. In the late 1920s Maori carver Thomas 

Heberley prepared exhibits at the Dominion Museum, and from 1932 that institution had a 

‘Maori workshop’ open, one day a week, to the public.48 New Zealand now had public 

museums (of natural history) in the four main centres, in addition to a growing number of 

regional institutions. There was a smaller number of stand-alone art galleries, but the 
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collecting and exhibiting of Maori and Pacific material was the sole preserve of museum-

based ethnologists. In 1933 a study of the nation’s institutions undertaken on behalf of the 

Carnegie Corporation of New York concluded that while New Zealand occupied a ‘high 

place’ among the museum countries of the world, ‘many improvements could be introduced 

that would raise the existing standard much higher.’ The study’s findings included a lack of 

‘topical’ temporary exhibitions and the use of ‘antiquated’ wooden display cases in many 

museums, but did commend the Auckland Museum for its educational initiatives, which 

included a case illustrating the development of Maori carving styles.49 [fig. 4.16]  

      Subsequent to the above report, in 1935 the Carnegie Corporation allocated grants for the 

development of educational work in New Zealand’s museums, enabling Auckland Museum 

to rearrange its Maori, Pacific and general anthropological displays ‘according to the best 

modern display principles’. These collections had been installed in considerable haste in time 

for the opening of the new War Memorial building in 1929, and assistant ethnologist Olwyn 

Turbott was now charged with making improvements, acknowledging the difficulties posed 

by the building’s architecture, inflexible display cases and variable natural lighting. However, 

the experiment was judged a success, and Turbott could report that ‘the uninformed visitor is 

finding the new arrangements of cases satisfying and instructive’ while there was now ‘less 

of the old aimless wandering about the hall of anthropology, and much more concentrated 

attention on the story each case has to tell.’50 

 

Hotunui at Auckland Museum 

 

An important and sizeable aspect of the displays in the new Auckland War Memorial 

Museum was the whare whakairo (carved meeting house) Hotunui, [fig. 4.17] from Parawai, 

Thames. The refurbishment of this structure prior to going on permanent display at the centre 

of the Museum’s Maori Court provided an early instance of the relationship between the 

institution and the Maori community. In September 1897, a paper on the subject of Hotunui, 

owned by the family of the late W. H. Taipari of the Ngati Maru tribe, was read to a meeting 

of the Auckland Institute.51 Members were thus made aware of the house, and when it began 

falling into disrepair, ethnographer George Graham (1874-1952) contacted Eruine Taipari, 

son of W. H. Taipari, and suggested it should not be allowed to deteriorate further and would 

make a valuable addition to Auckland Museum.52 The suggestion was welcomed, and agreed 

to at a meeting of Ngati Maru leaders in March 1925. Hotunui was subsequently dismantled 

and taken to Auckland and stored prior to its re-erection in the new War Memorial Museum, 
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then under construction.53 The architects’ original plans for the new building had positioned 

the meeting house Rangitihi, previously on display at Princes Street, in a bay at the centre of 

the Maori Court, but following the decision to replace it with the much larger Hotunui, 

modifications needed to be made to both Hotunui and the Museum building.54 

Refurbishments were carried out to the meeting house’s carvings, tukutuku panelling and 

thatching, and among those engaged were Maori craftsmen Tu Hapi and Wiri Maihi.55  

      On 29 November 1929, as part of the official opening of the Museum, a large contingent 

of Maori representing the Hauraki and Waikato people attended the re-dedication of Hotunui 

in the presence of the Governor General. In his speech during the ceremony the President of 

the Auckland Institute, H. E. Vaile, referred to the Maori as ‘great artists’ and stated that ‘one 

of the chief objects of the museum was to preserve Maori art and craftsmanship’. He also 

noted: ‘In the past the Maoris have not given us the assistance that we should have liked, but 

we all hope that in the future they will help us to preserve the Maori treasures.’56 

      Following the availability of commercial European pigments in the mid-nineteenth 

century, Maori artists had begun to paint their carvings in a range of colours. Those used in 

Hotunui were orange, black and white, but this polychromed treatment was subsequently seen 

as a recent fashion and therefore not considered typical of Maori art. As a result, during its 

‘restoration’ at Auckland Museum the Hotunui carvings were overpainted in monochrome 

red on the grounds that this better conformed to Maori tradition.57 By the 1980s, this 

overpainting was recognised as inappropriate, and as a result the Museum began the lengthy 

process of removing it to reveal the original colour scheme. While such a misrepresentation 

of Maori art is to be regretted, aspects of the original ‘restoration’ of Hotunui at Auckland 

Museum were carried out by Maori, and presumably had the approval of tribal 

representatives and those who attended the official re-dedication ceremony. It seems unlikely 

that the Auckland Museum would have undertaken such a drastic course of action without the 

approval of Hotunui’s owners, and it is also likely that those representatives held a 

conservative view of how Maori art should be presented. Significantly, the subsequent 

decision to remove the red overpainting coincided with the emergence of a new generation of 

Maori academics with different ideas.  

 

Nga Mahi, Nga Tupuna and Te Ao Turoa at Auckland Museum 

 

In the decades following the opening of the Auckland War Memorial Museum, while Maori 

and Pacific people were able to be involved with various aspects of the institution’s activities, 
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they were not yet represented on the permanent staff. The first such position was created in 

April 1985, when Te Warena Taua was appointed Assistant Ethnologist. In the following 

year’s Annual Report the Director, Stuart Park, was able to report: ‘It has been especially 

pleasing to note the greatly increased numbers of Maori people who feel more comfortable 

visiting the research and storage areas of the Museum now that Te Warena is on the staff.’58  

      Prior to the appointment of Te Warena Taua, the special exhibitions programme had 

provided opportunities for indigenous communities to be more closely involved with the 

Auckland Museum. During Museum Week in October 1956, Pacific people living in 

Auckland facilitated a number of public activities, including a Fijian kava ceremony and 

Samoan tapa printing, and also took part in the Pacific Feast exhibition. And as part of an arts 

and crafts exhibition at the Museum in May 1965, demonstrations of the making of korowai 

and taniko cloaks were given by master weavers Rangimarie Hetet (1892-1995) and 

Diggeress Te Kanawa (1920-2009), while women associated with the Orakei Marae Trust 

worked on tukutuku panels and plaiting mats and kete in the Maori Court.59 Pacific people 

were also involved with the Museum’s Polynesia in Auckland exhibition in 1966, providing 

daily demonstrations of tivaevae (quiltmaking), while Teuane Tibbo lent six of her paintings 

on Samoan themes for the exhibition.60 In January 1968, upon retiring as ethnologist after 37 

years’ service at the Auckland Museum, V. F. Fisher (1903-83) reflected: ‘Nothing has 

pleased me more than to note, particularly in the last ten years, the growing interest of the 

Maori people in their own taonga (treasure).’61 
 

By the mid-twentieth century, museums in New Zealand’s main centres held significant 

Maori collections, typically consisting of one or more large objects, such as a whare 

whakairo, pataka, war and/or river canoe, and carvings, along with smaller items presented in 

serried rows of standard display cases. [figs 4.18, 4.19] Despite improvements made possible 

by the Carnegie grants, by the 1970s such displays were likely to be considered outdated, 

characterised by congestion and didacticism, while their arrangements of artefacts accorded 

to Western classifications and so did not offer a Maori view. [fig. 4.20] It was this realisation 

that in the early 1980s led the Auckland Museum to embark on the progressive 

redevelopment of its Maori Court, a process which now included the establishment of a 

Maori advisory group. The programme began with the west gallery, renamed Nga Mahi (‘the 

work’), which was devoted to ‘the life ways of prehistoric New Zealand’ and arranged under 

the rubric of the departmental Maori gods: Ranginui (the sky father, covering navigation, 

archaeology, belief and ritual and the development of art forms), Tangaroa (god of the 
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oceans, covering seas and rivers, Tane (god of the forest, covering trees and plants, the use of 

fibre, and the hunting of birds), Haumia (god of fernroot), Rongo (god of agriculture, 

covering cultivated plants and gardening), Papatuanuku (the earth mother, covering rocks 

used for the making of adzes), and Tamatauenga (god of war and men, covering weapons and 

personal adornment).62 The original standard 1929 display cases were replaced by larger and 

more flexible units, designed by Auckland architectural practice Jasmad (later to become 

Jasmax), which allowed a more continuous view of the Maori world, while label information 

was now restricted to the lower front sections of the cases.  

      Nga Mahi was completed in August 1986. At its entrance the east Polynesian origins of 

Maori culture were represented by a cast of the British Museum’s A’a (known at that stage at 

Auckland Museum as Tangaroa), while nearby was perhaps the earliest known example of 

Maori art, the Kaitaia carving.63 Although the organising scheme adopted for the new gallery 

reflected a Maori view of the world, a section (later replaced) was devoted to archaeology, 

illustrating how European science understood the settlement of Aotearoa/New Zealand from 

east Polynesia.       

      The redevelopment of the other (east) side of Auckland Museum’s Maori Court followed, 

and was completed in 1989. Curated by ethnologist Roger Neich and assistant ethnologist Te 

Warena Taua, Nga Tupuna was also designed by Jasmad, and presented significant art and 

historical items organised geographically according to iwi, thereby illustrating the diversity 

and regional variations achieved by Maori artists.64 

      During a subsequent refurbishment of Auckland Museum’s galleries in the late 1990s, 

Nga Mahi and Nga Tupuna were replaced by He Taonga Maori, a collection of over 1,000 

taonga which was developed by Maori staff and spanned the full width of the Maori Court. 

At the same time a Maori natural history gallery, Te Ao Turoa, opened on the first floor. It 

aimed to provide an insight into the Maori understanding of the natural world, with a focus 

on a body of knowledge known as matauranga, which includes Maori scientific and 

technological knowledge and expertise. Te Ao Turoa introduces visitors to the Maori view of 

the creation of the universe and indigenous explanations for the origins of landforms, plants 

and animals, and acknowledges Maori belief in the presence of supernatural beings and 

ancestors. It is based around the four environmental realms of importance to Maori: those of 

Tangaroa, Tane, Haumia and Rongo, who had been acknowledged in the earlier Nga Mahi.  

Te Ao Turoa includes three pou (carved posts) representing the local tribes associated with 

Maori governance of the Auckland Museum: Ngati Whatua, Ngati Paoa, and Tainui. 

Significantly, these three sculptures are included here not as art objects but as part of the 
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story of the Maori view of natural history, and the publicity associated with Te Ao Turoa 

makes the point that in a Maori world view ‘there is no distinction between “natural” or 

“cultural”’.65 In offering an indigenous perspective on the natural world, Te Ao Turoa stands 

in sharp contrast to the Western scientific tradition as maintained at the Auckland Museum. 

That institution’s first stated objective when founded in 1852 was the collection of the natural 

history of New Zealand, in particular its geology, mineralogy, entomology and ornithology. 

In drawing on Maori customary knowledge rather than the institution’s lengthy scientific 

heritage, Te Ao Turoa represents a bold and innovative expression of the ‘new museology’.  

 

Te Maori: Maori Art on the World Stage 

 

The development of Auckland Museum’s Nga Mahi and Nga Tupuna galleries respectively 

preceded and followed Te Maori (1984-7), the landmark exhibition which travelled to the 

United States and took place during a time of unprecedented social change in New Zealand. 

Among the changes identified by McCarthy was the growth of political consciousness among 

a new generation of urban Maori, and the establishment by the New Zealand Government in 

1975 of a tribunal to investigate breaches in the country’s founding document, the Treaty of 

Waitangi, a partnership between the Government and Maori.66 This led to the principles of 

the Treaty becoming more widespread, and the adoption of the concept of biculturalism. 

      Prior to Te Maori, Maori art from New Zealand had been included in international 

exhibitions. This exposure began with the Great Exhibition of 1851, although at this and 

other such events Maori objects were presented as examples of raw materials rather than art.  

In 1978 a large selection of Maori art was sent to the People’s Republic of China by the 

National Museum of New Zealand, and its focus on the presentation of individual items has 

been seen as anticipating Te Maori.67 Roger Neich, then ethnologist at the national institution, 

had the major curatorial responsibility for the event, which at this stage did not involve 

Maori.68 In the same year Neich was involved with an innovative exhibition of Maori art at 

the New Zealand Academy of Fine Arts, located in the National Museum building. Seventy 

items from the National Museum collection, mostly dating from the pre-European period, 

were shown alongside paintings by contemporary artist Ralph Hotere (1931-2013). The stated 

aim was ‘to treat the traditional artefacts as individual works of art in an art gallery setting, 

rather than as ethnological specimens’, and in the accompanying catalogue Neich wrote:  

 
       One of the greatest strengths of traditional Maori art is its magnificent integration of  
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       function and aesthetic intent. However, this very success has frequently obscured our  

       appreciation of Maori art simply as art. This exhibition invites you to set aside  

       ethnographic considerations and to enjoy the art for its own sake.  

 

      Neich hoped that the exhibition visitor 

 
       having savoured the forms for their own value, [might] … then return to a deeper  

       understanding that, far from being purely decorative, it is the formal aesthetic quality that  

       enables the art object to carry out its mechanical and symbolic functions with power.69  

 

      During the following decade Neich was responsible for curating two further exhibitions at 

the National Museum - Maori Art for America (1983), consisting of objects from that 

institution’s collection selected for inclusion in Te Maori, and Nga Taonga Hou o Aotearoa: 

New Zealand Treasures (1984) – both of which have also been identified as pioneering in 

their presentation of carvings as taonga and works of art.70 

      Planning for Te Maori began in 1973 with discussions involving the American Federation 

of Arts, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the New Zealand government and New Zealand 

museums, and a management committee formed eight years later would ensure full Maori 

involvement in all aspects of the project. Artworks were selected from twelve New Zealand 

museum collections, and permission to include them in the exhibition was sought from the 

traditional owners. Irrespective of legal ownership, no work was included unless its spiritual 

owners agreed, thereby recognising Maori art as an integral part of the culture of Maori 

people. Thus, Te Maori was a landmark event in terms of both the observation of Maori 

customs and protocol and the history of Maori-Pakeha relations in New Zealand, while iwi 

(tribal) representatives were included at each of the opening ceremonies in the United 

States.71 Te Maori: Maori Art from New Zealand Collections [fig. 4.21] opened at the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York on 10 September 1984 with a dramatic and much 

publicised dawn ceremony, [fig. 4.22] and was subsequently presented at St Louis, Chicago 

and San Francisco. On its return to New Zealand the exhibition was rebranded Te Maori: Te 

Hokinga Mai (The Return Home) and seen in the four main centres by some 920,000 people 

in the period 1986-7.  

      Anthropologist Sidney Moko Mead suggests that prior to Te Maori, interest in Maori art 

was limited to collectors of ‘primitive’ art and the ‘scholarly community’. At the exhibition’s 

debut at the Metropolitan [figs 4.23, 4.24] he witnessed Maori art being ‘transformed and in a 
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sense ‘released’ …. from the history and intellectual context in which [it] had been 

‘imprisoned’’. This was in contrast to the tendency in New Zealand – in natural history 

museums - to ‘drown [Maori art] in contextual material and … clutter it with hundreds of 

other taonga.’ At the Metropolitan every object in Te Maori was given a single label, whereas 

Mead noticed that a concurrent exhibition of Asante gold (from modern-day Ghana) had 

large amounts of background information, exemplifying the usual ‘anthropological 

approach’. Mead suggests that prior to Te Maori there was an uncritical acceptance of the 

display of Maori art in museums, along with ‘stuffed animals, birds, insects and fishes’, but 

the exhibition at the Metropolitan ‘dramatically changed’ the way it was defined, ‘from a 

predominantly ethnographic, tribal and relatively unknown tradition into an international one 

of the stature of the great art traditions of Egypt, Greece, Rome and China.’ 

      In all venues Te Maori benefited from an uncluttered and well-lit presentation and 

minimal contextual information. Individual objects were arranged in order that they could be 

examined both closely and from a distance, and there was an emphasis on showing each ‘to 

greatest advantage as an artwork in its own right’.72 As summarised by Mead:  

 
      By taking our art to New York, we altered its status and changed overnight the perception  

      of it by people at home and abroad. We brought Maori art out of the closet, out from  

      obscurity, out from anonymity, and out of the cupboard of primitive contextualisation. In  

      fact, we rescued it and freed it from the limiting intellectual climate of New Zealand,  

      releasing it so it could be seen by the world.73 

 

In late 1984, while Te Maori was in the United States, the director of the Auckland Art 

Gallery, T. L. Rodney Wilson, put forward a case for the re-evaluation of Maori art and 

asked: 

 
      Is it now appropriate to house Maori art, the spiritual and transcendental objects  

      produced by Maori culture, in museums of natural history, ethnology and so on?  

      Or is it more appropriate to acknowledge the true nature of those objects and  

      transfer them to the museums devoted to art; to produce for the first time an  

      institution which celebrates the highest spiritual and plastic achievements of the  

      dominant cultures of this multicultural country.74 

 

      Mead felt there was no simple answer to Wilson’s question; neither the ethnographic 
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museum nor the art museum would suffice, for both had been designed for a European-based 

view of culture and would fail to satisfy Maori needs. Reflecting an increasing desire by 

Maori to control their own heritage and cultural treasures, and to be able to ‘define their past 

and present existence’, Mead advised: ‘the century-old monopoly of the Paheha over Maori 

culture is over. The sleeping giant has woken up and is demanding more involvement and 

control.’ Alternative structures were called for, and in the early stages of the debate on the 

form of a proposed new national museum, Mead suggested a system broken down into 

constituent parts. He proposed either five stand-alone institutions or an integrated whole 

consisting of four national museums of natural history, anthropology, New Zealand art and 

Pacific art, and – avoiding the term ‘Museum’ - a National Centre of Maori Art. 

(Interestingly, under this scheme the arts of Asia, Africa and other non-European cultures 

would remain in the museum of anthropology.) Mead envisioned a stand-alone National 

Centre of Maori Art to be run completely by Maori staff and thereby reflect Maori values,  

and house representative examples of Maori art and technology from earliest times to the 

present. However, the subsequent decision to build a single new national institution meant 

that a separate Centre of Maori Art would not eventuate.75 

      Echoing Mead’s criticism of existing museum attitudes towards Maori art, Arapata 

Tamati Hakiwai claimed Te Maori ‘re-awoke Maori to their ancestral treasures’ and 

‘challenged the stifling museum orthodoxy …. [highlighting] the lack of access, of 

recognition, of acknowledgement.’ This indigenous criticism of museum practices was 

compared by David Butts to that received by a slightly later exhibition in Canada,  

The Spirit Sings: Artistic Traditions of Canada’s First Peoples, held at the Glenbow 

Museum, Calgary, Alberta, in 1988.76 Consisting of over 650 Canadian native objects drawn 

largely from foreign collections, The Spirit Sings was conceived as a means of informing 

Canadian people both of their native heritage and the wealth of such materials held in foreign 

museums. The exhibition proved popular with the public, but was boycotted by some native 

organizations objecting to sponsorship by Shell Oil Canada which was drilling in an area 

where there were unresolved claims regarding traditional lands.77 

      In 1985, prior to the return of Te Maori, Roger Neich addressed the now contentious issue 

of the interpretation and presentation of Maori culture. He agreed that museums had failed to 

do so in such a way that could ‘combat the stereotypes and prejudices held by Pakeha New 

Zealanders’. He found museum curators, as a group, to be ‘relatively incompetent in the 

cross-cultural situation’, a situation not helped by the lack of Maori museum workers. He 

suggested that museum curators dealing with Maori material needed to become ‘facilitators’ 
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rather than ‘interpreters’, thereby assisting and encouraging others to express their points of 

view.78 One of the more tangible benefits of the Te Maori experience was a ‘significant 

growth’ in the number of Maori museum practitioners.79 

 

If Auckland Museum, the institutional guardian of one-third of the 174 items selected for 

inclusion in Te Maori, anticipated being the final venue for the exhibition on its return to 

New Zealand, it would be disappointed. After being shown at the National Museum, 

Wellington (August-October 1986), [fig. 4.25] Otago Museum, Dunedin (November 1986 – 

February 1987) and the Robert McDougall Art Gallery, Christchurch (March – May 1987), 

the exhibition concluded its national tour at the Auckland Art Gallery (June – September 

1987). The decision to show the exhibition at the Auckland Art Gallery was recognition of 

the entitlement of Maori art to take its place in museums of art, rather than just those of 

ethnography or natural history. Further, according to Tapsell, the ethnological environment at 

Auckland Museum did not now lend itself to ‘the modern artistic’ spirit that had become 

associated with Te Maori in the United States.80  

      But while the Auckland Art Gallery hosted Te Maori, the Auckland Museum drew on its 

own extensive collections and mounted an exhibition of Maori cloaks and weaving - Te Aho 

Tapu: The Sacred Thread. [fig. 4.26] This exhibition of fibre arts by Maori women therefore 

complemented Te Maori, which consisted solely of works of art of wood, stone and bone, all 

produced by men. At the same time the Auckland Museum also hosted Maori Art Today, an  

exhibition which travelled in tandem with Te Maori and, as described by Amy Brown, was 

conceived in response to the feeling that a selection of contemporary work should ‘greet the 

taonga from the past’. It was also another opportunity to include art by women, and when it 

began its tour Maori Art Today was an exhibition of work by some 30 artists, but by the time 

it had reached its final destination, Auckland Museum, that number had grown to 47.81 

      McCarthy sees Te Maori as marking a ‘turning point in New Zealand history’.82 But 

while it was certainly more influential than any other in engaging Maori with their own 

culture, it was hardly the beginning of their involvement with New Zealand museums. Stuart 

Park, director of the Auckland Museum in the 1980s, has made the point that prior to Te 

Maori, Pakeha museum directors had ‘actively involved Maori – inadequately, imperfectly, 

patronisingly – all of those things at times but generally well intentioned.’83  

      As previously documented, the shift from ethnographically-driven to more visually 

orientated displays of non-Western objects had been proceeding apace in international 

museums. Te Maori brought this approach home to New Zealand, although by then some of 
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the new concepts were already being incorporated into the planning of a new gallery at the 

Hawke’s Bay Museum and Art Gallery. Nga Tukemata: Nga Taonga o Ngati Kahungunu: 

Treasures of Ngati Kahungunu [figs 4.27, 4.28] opened in July 1986 and represented a 

radical departure from usual museological practice. It was designed by local Ngati 

Kahungunu artist Sandy Adsett, who was supported by an exhibition advisory group and 

Ngati Kahungunu kaumatua (tribal elders). A blue-grey colour, based on a traditional clay 

pigment, provided a background for the carvings and other exhibits, which were highlighted 

as art objects rather than ethnographic specimens. A major innovation – and perhaps a first 

for New Zealand – was the presentation of labels in both Maori and English, while display 

cases were triangular rather than conventionally rectangular, inspired by the ornamental 

taniko border on cloaks.84 In reaction to the tendency among museums to provide excessive 

textual information, curator David Butts saw Nga Tukemata as  

 
      not the place to write another textbook on the wall; it is a spiritual place where the works  

      of the great Ngati Kahungunu artists can communicate directly with their descendants, a  

      place where people will acknowledge the presence of the ancestors.85 

 

      Nga Tukemata was conceived and designed entirely from an indigenous point of view, by 

descendants of those who had produced the taonga on show. The installation was similar in 

respects to its predecessor, Te Maori, although being semi-permanent (it was on view for 22 

years) it was able to benefit from a fully customised environment, with the dark gallery 

enabling the small selection of objects to be dramatically lit. Nga Tukemeta broke with usual 

museum practice by employing, where practicable, triangular elements, which are more 

typical (than rectangular elements) of traditional Maori design, and placed less reliance on 

didactic labels and panels. Instead, the emphasis was the objects themselves, and their ability 

to communicate directly with the visitor.  

      The innovative Nga Tukemata was dismantled in 1986, by which time the cycle of 

redevelopment of ‘permanent’ galleries had included Auckland Museum’s Pacific Hall. 

Dating from the 1970s and dominated by Kave, this was replaced in the early 2000s by two 

separate front-of-house galleries. The fact that one of these had been the Asian Hall further 

reflected the Museum’s shift of focus to the more immediate Pacific region. The two new 

galleries were Pacific Masterpieces [fig. 4.29] and Pacific Lifeways, [fig. 4.30] the former 

presenting some 600 artefacts as art objects with a minimum of interpretation, and the latter 

with over 1200 artefacts supported by large amounts of historical and background 
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information. These two contrasting approaches reflected the changes experienced by 

collections in ethnographic museums over the last century or so, illustrating the contrast 

between object- and information-rich displays and smaller selections presented as works of 

art with a minimum of supporting information. Ironically, these two new Pacific installations 

created an artificial distinction, for many of the objects in one gallery could have been 

happily accommodated in the other. Kave, for example, which had received international 

exposure in the 1984 exhibition ‘Primitivism’ in 20th Century Art, was not, as might have 

been expected, to be found in the Pacific Masterpieces gallery, but just inside the entrance to 

Pacific Lifeways. [fig. 4.31] And whereas in the previous Pacific Hall the sculpture had been 

positioned dramatically against the back wall and could be seen from throughout the gallery, 

its impact was now reduced by its location, where it was both elevated and visually 

constrained by a background panel.  

      The most apparent influence impact of Te Maori on subsequent exhibitions of Maori 

collections in New Zealand museums was the aestheticized presentation of smaller selections 

of objects in more sympathetic surroundings. Another consideration was what Tapsell 

describes as the taonga’s ‘ancestral trajectory’, in reaction to what had been the ‘dominating 

cultural perceptions and political ideologies’ associated with metropolitan museums.86 This 

approach was undertaken for the 2005-8 travelling exhibition Ko Tawa, consisting of 28 

taonga from the collection of Captain Gilbert Mair (1843-1923) held by the Auckland 

Museum. Curated by Tapsell, planning involved elders of the 18 tribes represented by taonga 

in the exhibition, plus the Auckland Museum’s mostly Maori exhibition team.87 The selection 

process for Ko Tawa was not based on aesthetic or ethnological grounds, but rather on 

whakapapa, a Maori genealogy-based value system which acknowledged taonga as living 

objects providing a connection with the ancestors. Tapsell describes Ko Tawa as an example 

of how these ‘ontological differences’ - dealing with the living nature of objects - could be 

incorporated into an exhibition, which was also conceived as a ‘metaphorical waka huia’,  the 

traditional holder of treasured objects on the marae.88  

 

Maori Art: From the Colonial Museum to Te Papa 

 

In 1986 Sidney Mead described Te Maori as ‘an unexpectedly resounding triumph’ which 

had succeeded not only in its own terms, but also in its knock-on effects, both culturally and 

politically.89 One obvious consequence of the perceived achievements of Te Maori was its 

contribution to the planning for a new national museum. 
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      The Colonial Museum, the first such national institution in New Zealand, had opened in 

1865 with an initial emphasis on natural history rather than ethnography. Moves to 

complement the museum with an art gallery were derailed by the First World War, but a new 

building housing the National Art Gallery and what was by now the Dominion Museum, 

opened on 1 August 1936. As with the Auckland War Memorial Museum, which had opened 

seven years earlier, the largest single exhibition space in the Dominion Museum was the 

transverse Maori Gallery, housing the 16.5 m war canoe Teremoe (c. 1800s) and the 

country’s oldest wharenui (meeting house), Te Hau Ki Turanga, built in 1842. (Te Hau Ki 

Turanga was to be returned to its rightful owners, the Rongowhakaata tribe of East Coast 

North Island, in 2017, but that relocation has since been delayed by some two and a half 

years.90) It may have been a purely practical consideration, but there was an implied 

hierarchy; the National Art Gallery, with its collection of Western art, occupied the upper 

floor of the building, relegating the Dominion Museum, with non-Western art and 

ethnography, to the ground floor.  

      Funding cuts meant that the 1936 building was only two-thirds the intended size and soon 

proved inadequate, prompting calls for a new and separate art gallery. In 1983 such a project 

was put forward as an appropriate means of marking 1990, New Zealand’s Sesquicentennial 

year, but it did not proceed. In 1984 Labour Prime Minister David Lange suggested a Pacific 

Cultural Centre on the Wellington waterfront, which led to the following year’s report, Nga 

Taonga o Te Motu – Treasures of the Nation, a plan for a new national museum. The 

development team recognised the concept as an expression of the bicultural nature of New 

Zealand, and felt that National Museum of New Zealand – Te Marae Taonga o Aotearoa was 

a more appropriate name than the proposed Pacific Cultural Centre. This new institution 

would consist of three largely independent sections: the National Art Museum (based on the 

existing National Art Gallery), Te Whare Taonga Tangata Whenua (a new museum devoted 

to Maori and Pacific art), and The National Museum of Human Society and the Natural 

Environment/Te Whare o Papa-tu-a-nuku (based on what was now the National Museum), 

with each drawing from the common National Collections/Nga Taonga o Aotearoa. The 

development team recognised it was a time of ‘emerging national self-consciousness’ in New 

Zealand, and noted that the ‘outstanding success’ of Te Maori in the United States had 

demonstrated that  

 
         the taonga of New Zealand, sensitively presented and appropriately housed, are a  

         potent force in the process of identifying our culture in all its richness and diversity  
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         and enhancing its relevance to all New Zealanders. It is a cause for reflection that  

         such a major event should have occurred in another country.  

 

Maori art was central to the concept, occupying (along with Pacific art) a building of its own. 

But as with the National Maori Museum proposed in 1901 and the National Gallery of 1983, 

the National Museum of New Zealand – Te Marae Taonga o Aotearoa did not proceed. 

Instead, the concept of a whanau of independent institutions was replaced by that of a single 

entity, as realised by the present Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa.91 The new 

institution would be required to observe the spirit of the Treaty of Waitangi, thus recognising 

the two cultures of this country, while also acknowledging and reflecting the diversity of 

New Zealand’s cultures. The prominence to be given to Maori art was apparent in the 

primary areas of activity planned for the new Museum: Art, Maori Culture, History, and 

Natural Environment. Historical and contemporary Maori arts (weaving, carving, performing 

arts etc) were to be included in Maori Culture, while contemporary Maori art was also an 

element of New Zealand art in the Art section, where Pacific art would receive ‘special 

emphasis’ as international art.92  

      In 1990 a competition to design the proposed Te Papa was won by the Auckland 

architectural practice now known as Jasmax. The challenge was to produce a bicultural 

museum – perhaps the world’s first – able to express the mana and significance of the two 

main partners contributing to the nation’s cultural heritage – Maori (Tangata Whenua) and 

Pakeha (Tangata Tiriti). A prominent feature of the design was a central wedge of space 

which separated the Maori and Pakeha sections, and served as an appropriate location for a 

display on the Treaty of Waitangi. Because the original Treaty documents are held at 

National Archives, few actual artefacts were available, so the exhibition needed to take an 

alternative approach. Thus, the visitor first encountered clusters of poles of various heights 

and diameters, with background sounds suggestive of many voices. Nearby, ideas contained 

in the Treaty (both English and Maori versions) were expressed monumentally and in various 

media, implying multiple points of view and emphasising the desirability of ongoing 

discussion regarding the nation’s founding document.93 [fig. 4.32] 

      The opening of Te Papa in 1998 demonstrated in no uncertain terms the new status of 

Maori art, and its elevation from the category of ethnographical material. [figs 4.33, 4.34, 

4.35, 4.36, 4.37] Removed from the constraints of the standard and invariably crowded and 

poorly-lit display cases, the objects were now more accessible in all senses, the beneficiaries 

of a new and open style of presentation. This reflected Te Papa’s repositioning, to offer what 
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McCarthy describes as ‘a new kind of visitor experience within the leisure and tourism 

industry’, and one responsive to the ‘ideals of cultural democracy’ and the new museology. 

By so doing the museum was now a forum rather than a temple, and with a focus on 

audience-centred exhibitions rather than a ‘preoccupation with collections’.94  

      In its opening exhibitions Te Papa succeeded in recontextualising this nation’s two main 

art traditions - and creating controversy in the process. Whereas Mana Whenua, developed by 

Maori staff in partnership with iwi, placed emphasis on the aesthetic qualities of Maori 

material culture, Parade, a survey of 150 years of New Zealand cultural expression subtitled 

‘Where there are people there is art’,95 appeared to reflect what Maria Brown (2002) has 

described as the new institution’s populist strategy of demystifying high art and ‘[privileging] 

entertainment over informational content and aesthetic considerations’. Interpreted as an 

attempt ‘to demean European art in relation to Maori art’, this was most apparent in the 

decision to hang Colin McCahon’s modernist Northland Panels (1958) next to a Kelvinator 

refrigerator, thereby contributing to the controversy that resulted in the premature closure of 

Parade in May 2001.96 

 

Taonga in Bloomsbury: Maori Art at the British Museum 

 

The first known and significant exhibition of Pacific art was held at the British Museum, the 

South Sea Room, which dated from about 1780. There are no known visual records, but it is 

probable that methods of display at that institution changed very little over the following 

century and a half, with collections presented in serried rows of standardised table cases and 

tall wall-lining cabinets, while large objects were frequently displayed on the tops of the 

latter. [fig. 4.38] In 1998, 227 years after it began its Maori collection, the British Museum 

mounted its first major exhibition devoted entirely to the history, culture and art of the Maori. 

This was an opportunity to undertake an entirely different approach to displaying a selection 

of the Museum’s Maori collection, and was presented in the Bloomsbury building, following 

the recent return of the Ethnography Department from the Museum of Mankind.   

      The idea for Maori: Art and Culture [fig. 4.39] was mooted in 1987 at a conference in 

New Zealand attended by Dorota Starzecka, curator of the British Museum’s Oceanic 

collection. In order to demonstrate the ‘persistence of the tradition in spite of change’,97 it 

was decided that the exhibition would include contemporary objects, which Starzecka 

acquired on two further trips to New Zealand. And with the exception of items loaned by the 

British Library and two painted portraits of Maori by Gottfried Lindauer from the Pitt Rivers 
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Museum, Oxford, the exhibition would be based on the British Museum’s own holdings, 

which at just over 2,300 objects is probably the largest Maori collection outside New 

Zealand.98 Among the objects selected was a model pataka (storehouse) carved in 1910 for 

display in Sydney, subsequently shipped to London for inclusion in the 1911 Coronation 

Exhibition at White City, and presented to the British Museum in 1933. [fig. 4.40]  

      If Te Maori had raised expectations for subsequent presentations of Maori art, there were 

significant differences between that event and Maori: Art and Culture. The former had 

consisted entirely of carved objects of wood (mainly), stone, bone and whale ivory, whereas 

the latter would reflect the richness of the British Museum’s collection, with over 500 objects 

representing the full spectrum of Maori artistry, including weaving and plaiting. The 

exhibition’s ‘Art and Culture’ subtitle signalled the provision of a context for the art objects, 

and thus the presentation erred on the side of a more conservative or ‘ethnographic’ 

approach, with sections illustrating aspects of the traditional Maori way of life. British 

Museum staff were sensitive to issues raised by Te Maori, such as self-determination, 

whakapapa, mana and tapu, but were mindful that the planned exhibition was not just for 

Maori people, and so stuck to traditional museum practice by providing information labels 

alongside objects.99 

      Maori: Art and Culture coincided with the showing at the Cambridge University Museum 

of Archaeology and Anthropology of Torres Strait Islanders, an exhibition of material 

gathered by A. C. Haddon and marking the centenary of the 1898 expedition to the Torres 

Strait. As was pointed out, both events were the results of ‘prolonged negotiations’ between 

curators and descendants of the first owners and creators of the objects on display, and such 

exhibitions are used by museums ‘to skilfully remind us of the ongoing lives of people who 

are now part of our own entangled pasts.’ The same commentator wondered what effect 

Maori: Art and Culture might have had if displayed in an ‘art or design museum, where the 

emphasis is on the individual power of an object rather than its ability to represent a way of 

life.’100 Another reviewer, Amiria Salmond, also noted the exhibition’s ‘essentially 

conservative approach’ and its emphasis on the past rather than the present – perhaps 

unavoidable given that ‘most of the objects were made in the colonial period.’101 

      A small selection of objects in Maori: Art and Culture would later be included in two 

very different exhibitions at the British Museum. In 2003 that institution’s 250th anniversary 

was marked with the opening of Enlightenment: Discovering the World in the 18th Century, a 

permanent exhibition in the restored former King’s Library focusing on the British 

Enlightenment and the age of discovery and learning. Nearly 5,000 objects illustrating the 
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growth of science and ‘progress’ of civilisation are displayed in the gallery’s original period 

cabinets. Table cases in the Pacific sub-section of ‘Trade and Discovery’ contain items 

collected by British explorers, among them a hei-tiki, [fig. 4.41] which the label advises was 

‘probably given to Cook at Hawke’s Bay’ and subsequently presented by him to his royal 

patron, George III. An adjacent wall cabinet contains another 10 hei tiki, along with 

handclubs (16) and waka huia (2), displayed in the manner of ‘artificial curiosities’.102 [fig. 

4.42] 

      The British Museum’s Pacific collections are also included in Living and Dying: The 

Wellcome Trust Gallery, another exhibition which opened in 2003 as part of the institution’s 

250th anniversary celebrations. On this occasion planning took an anthropological approach, 

then considered a more effective way of presenting certain themes in relation to a wide range 

of cultures. Living and Dying therefore stands in sharp contrast to the aestheticised approach 

adopted for the Sainsbury African galleries downstairs, where the majority of objects are 

presented primarily for their sculptural qualities. [figs 4.43, 4.44] Lissant Bolton, Keeper of 

the Department of Africa, Oceania and the Americas and curator of Living and Dying, 

describes the exhibition as having been ‘immensely complicated in terms of the curation … 

and the ideas it addresses.’ A conceptually-driven exhibition about cross-cultural perspectives 

on well-being and health and ‘how people deal with sickness, sorrow, need, and trouble’, it 

brings together objects from many parts of the world. This in itself was something of a 

departure, for previous exhibitions were mostly based on culture areas and epochs, or 

categories of objects.103 That the exhibition was focused on human well-being and the 

averting of illness was hardly surprising in view of the fact that it was sponsored by a large 

medical charity, the legacy of American-British pharmaceutical entrepreneur Sir Henry 

Wellcome.  

      The preparation of Living and Dying illustrated the complexities of contemporary 

exhibition design and the interpretation of cultural material. The temporary relocation of the 

British Museum’s Ethnographic Department to the Museum of Mankind in Piccadilly had 

provided opportunities for experimentation with alternative ways of presenting collections, 

and dealing with material subject to what Bolton labels ‘high culture hierarchism’. It was 

determined that Living and Dying would consider how people in different parts of the world 

deal with similar problems, an approach that avoided some of the issues of aesthetic 

comparison. Thus, objects were selected to convey a concept, and not primarily because of 

their visual interest. And while planning involved collaboration and consultation with the 

originating communities, or at least their intermediaries, it did not represent ‘significant 
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indigenous control of content.’ Another factor was the location of the gallery; being on a 

main arterial route through the building it did not lend itself to a linear narrative but rather to 

a ‘piecemeal’ approach, to be experienced by visitors ‘in transit’.104  

      At the entrance to Living and Dying stands the giant basalt statue Hoa Hakanananai’a, 

from Rapa Nui, [fig. 4.45] flanked by four massive glass display cases, two of which draw on 

the Museum’s Oceanic collections. At front left is ‘Aotearoa/New Zealand’, where the 

overarching theme ‘Sustaining each other’ is broken down into sub-themes dealing with the 

marae, weaving, tribal lore, and other topics. [figs 4.46, 4.47, 4.48] Traditional examples of 

Maori carving and weaving are shown, and perhaps the most innovative inclusion is a pair of 

bargeboards (maihi) and a central meeting house pole carved in clear acrylic plastic by Maori 

artist George Nuku, now based in Rouen, France. The translucency of this modern material 

ensures that these sculptures complement rather than compete with their conventional 

historical counterparts. An acrylic hei tiki, also by Nuku, is paired with traditional 

(greenstone) examples, a juxtaposition reinforced by a text panel advising that Maori art 

today is ‘living, evolving and conversant with modern technology’. 

      The wider Pacific is represented in Living and Dying by a display on the Solomon 

Islands, themed ‘Living with land and sea’. [figs 4.49, 4.50] Objects throughout this gallery 

are presented in massive two-tier glass cabinets, to be examined within the community from 

which they have been drawn, and with their associations reinforced by photographs and other 

supportive graphics. The Enlightenment and Living and Dying galleries thereby offer two 

very different approaches to the material culture of the Pacific; the one strictly scientific and 

Eurocentric, placing objects within a historical museological context, and the other mindful 

of social issues, and presenting objects as functional items rather than as ethnographic 

specimens or works of art. Living and Dying also reflected some of the features of the new 

museology; the planning stages included consultation with originating communities, and 

these other voices are represented by means of photographs and personal accounts of named 

individuals. Significantly, the inclusion of contemporary objects also provides a sense of 

cultural continuity. However, despite these advances, the displays are somewhat cluttered and 

– perhaps as a result of the restricted nature of the theme – didactic, while the visitor’s 

engagement is not helped by the elevated positioning of objects in these monolithic glass 

display cabinets.  

      It was another sign of museological change that Living and Dying was the last exhibition 

to be organised by the British Museum Ethnography Department as such, for in November 

2004 it was made obsolete by the creation of the new Department of Africa, Oceania and the 
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Americas. This was part of a wider trend within the Museum to organise departments on the 

basis of geographic regions, and not according to nineteenth-century scientific disciplines. 

 

The Art of the Pacific in Paris 

 

Almost contemporary with the British Museum’s Enlightenment and Living and Dying 

galleries were two major developments in Paris which provide further and contrasting 

perspectives on the presentation of the Pacific, at the Pavillon des Sessions in the Louvre 

(2000), and the Museé du quai Branly (2006).  

      Sally Price has identified the opening in 1982 of the Rockefeller Wing at the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, housing the collection of the earlier Museum of Primitive Art, as a stimulus 

for the introduction of non-Western art to the Louvre. In 1990 French collector of primitive 

art Jacques Kerchache (1942-2001) published a manifesto, ‘For the masterpieces of the 

whole world to be born free and equal’, a plea for the Louvre to open a section devoted to the 

arts of Africa, Asia, Oceania and the Americas. It was widely endorsed by prominent 

individuals, although not by anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908-2009) who objected 

on the grounds that the Louvre was not a ‘universal’ museum, and that the arts premiers or 

arts primitifs should instead have their own museum(s).105 

      By the late 1980s the Musée de l’Homme was suffering from neglect. Plans to revitalise it 

came to nothing, and the progressive closure of its galleries began in 2003.106 In 1996 French 

president Jacques Chirac appointed Kerchache to advise on the establishment of a totally new 

institution dedicated to non-Western art, the future Musée du quai Branly, which would 

absorb collections of from the Musée de l’Homme and the Musée National des Arts 

d’Afrique et d’Océanie. In 2000, six years before it opened, a collection of 108 masterpieces 

of African, Asian, Oceanic and American art from its inherited collection went on display in 

the Pavillon des Sessions in the Louvre. Kerchache made the selection, choosing each work 

of art for its ‘exemplarity’ and giving priority to the artist’s integrity and the object’s visual 

proportions, and the installation is described as ‘a turning point’ in Western attitudes to the 

arts and civilizations of the four regions previously overlooked by the Louvre.107 

      The Arts of Africa, Asia, Oceania and the Americas occupy a suite of eight rooms in the 

Louvre. Two of these are dedicated to Oceania, the larger containing the more monumental 

pieces, [figs 4.51, 4.52] among them a group of three black fernwood figures from Vanuatu. 

Also on show are an uli figure, from the northern New Ireland, and an early nineteenth-

century wood sculpture from Malo Island, Vanuatu (illustrated on the cover of the 
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accompanying publication), brought back to France in 1935 by the Korrigane expedition and 

donated to the Musée d’ethnographie du Trocadéro.108 [figs 4.53, 4.54] The second room of 

Pacific art is dominated by a Rapa Nui stone head, [fig. 4.55] flanked by glass cases 

containing smaller items from the same island and also from the Marquesas, Hawaii and the 

Caroline Islands, but not from New Zealand. [figs 4.56, 4.57]  

      The layout of this exhibition of the Arts of Africa, Asia, Oceania and the Americas was 

designed to harmonise with the rest of the Louvre, with large uncluttered volumes, cream or 

stone-coloured surfaces, and rooms bathed in filtered natural light. The works of art are 

placed on simple plinths or within spacious glass cases, and the overall display is both an 

elegant and extreme example of the aestheticising approach. There are no significant 

concessions to the cultural origins of these objects which, in several instances, are placed at 

an inconvenient distance from their (minimal) identifying labels. Also, it has also been noted 

that many of these labels told more of the objects’ provenance in French collections than their 

origins or significance to their makers.109  

      The new home in Paris for non-Western art, the Musée du quai Branly, [fig. 4.58] opened 

in June 2006. Access to the exhibition galleries is by way of a sinuous 180 metre ramp, the 

site of a video work by Charles Sandison, The River, projecting the names of all the peoples 

and regions represented in the museum – a total of 16,597 – thereby suggesting the richness 

and flow of cultures.110 The first geographic region reached at the top of the ramp is Oceania, 

[figs 4.59, 4.60, 4.61] defined in a text panel as consisting of ‘Melanesia, Polynesia, Australia 

and insular south-east Asia’ – there being no mention of Micronesia. As in the Pavillon des 

Sessions, objects are presented simply and clearly, although the approach here is less formal, 

following a more organic floor plan. Objects are shown dramatically against black 

backgrounds, on low plinths and grouped according to their place of origin or type – eg. 

Sepik masks (6), New Ireland masks (2), and slit-gongs (8) from Ambrym Island, Vanuatu. 

As if to compensate for the lack of representation in the Louvre, two cases here are dedicated 

to New Zealand – one containing a single canoe sternpost, and the other 18 objects, including 

four waka huia and several large carvings. Australia is well represented by a substantial 

commission of work by eight Aboriginal artists, which includes both tradition bark paintings, 

weapons and boomerangs, and contemporary paintings in synthetic polymer and acrylic on 

canvas.  

      A distinctive feature of the Musée du quai Branly is the use of strong colours on floors 

and other surfaces to distinguish the four geographic regions: Oceania – red, Asia - 

orange/gold, Africa – yellow, and the Americas – green. While it may be a handy wayfinding 
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system, this approach is something of a throwback to earlier ethnographic museums, when 

different background colours were frequently used in display cases to distinguish between 

cultures. Being far from neutral, such colour choices run the risk of perpetuating stereotypes.  

      From the outset, the Musée du quai Branly aimed to stand apart from its forebears, its 

very name reflecting its urban location rather than its contents. But since opening it has been 

the subject of considerable criticism, much of it summarised by Nélia Dias (2008). For 

example, the museum concentrates on a very specific type of cultural diversity; the fact that 

the works on display are mainly objects of ritual (sculptures and masks) rather than of 

everyday use (baskets, pottery, and tools) indicates a preference for objects which are 

‘archaic and visually stunning’. And while the museum aimed to overcome France’s colonial 

past by presenting as works of art those objects which had been colonised, Dias notes 

Marianna Torgovnick’s observation that in a sense the elevation of primitive objects into art 

‘reproduces the dynamics of colonialism.’ And if the goal is to restore respect to non-Western 

people, Dias wonders: ‘Are there no other ways of expressing human dignity besides works 

of art?’ With an emphasis on the aesthetic approach, it is unsurprising that there is a shortage 

here of ethnographic details and information about French colonising activities, while 

information on how objects were acquired and collected is also lacking. In Dias’s view: ‘In a 

certain sense, the colonial past is elusively erased at the Musée du quai Branly.’111 

      Following the establishment of the Musée du quai Branly, the previous homes of its  

collection were repurposed. In October 2015, after a six-year closure and a major 

refurbishment, the Musée de l’Homme reopened in 2015 with a new focus, a scientific 

approach to the evolution of humanity.112 Meanwhile, in 2003 the Musée National des Arts 

d’Afrique et d’Océanie - which had been built for the colonial exhibition of 1931 and was 

successively the Musée de la France d’Outre-mer and the Musée National des Arts d’Afrique 

et d’Océanie – became home to the Cité nationale de l’histoire de l’immigration.  

       

In the early decades of the twentieth century it was dealer and private galleries rather than 

public museums that pioneered the promotion of non-Western art. This tradition continues in 

Paris with the Musée Dapper which opened in 1986, honouring Dutch-born physician and 

geographer Olfert Dapper (1635-1689), and mounts regular temporary exhibitions which 

include material from the Pacific.113 From October 2014 to July 2015 the museum presented 

L’Art de Manger: Rites et traditions, [fig. 4.62] in which objects from Africa and Oceania 

were arranged thematically in a dark and dramatically lit environment. The Pacific was 

represented by objects from Rarotonga, [figs 4.63, 4.64] New Ireland, Hawaii, Papua New 
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Guinea and Vanuatu, and included Abelam and Baining masks from the Solomons from the 

collection of the Musée du quai Branly. This exhibition also touched on areas other public 

institutions are likely to exclude on the grounds of cultural sensitivity; among other items the 

section ‘Manger L’Autre’ (cannibalism) included several Asmat crania.  

 

Pacific Voices and the ‘Museum  Effect’ 

 

As discussed previously, the exhibitions stimulated by the bicentennial of Cook’s Pacific 

voyages were largely of a reflective nature, providing opportunities for research and 

establishing the provenance of individual items among those historic collections. Beyond 

that, there is no known record of response to those early exhibitions from the peoples of the 

Pacific. However, when a historic Cook collection returned to the Pacific in 2006, both its 

contents and manner of presentation were the subject of considerable comment, including 

criticism of the ‘museum effect’ of the exhibition.  

      In 2006 the entire Cook-Forster Collection of the Georg-August University of Göttingen, 

Germany, consisting of some 500 items and dominated by objects from Tonga (111), Tahiti 

and the Society islands (91), New Zealand (61) and Hawaii (37), was exhibited in public 

museums for the first time.114 The first showing was at the Honolulu Museum of Art (23 

February – 14 May 2006), under the title Life in the Pacific of the 1700s: The Cook-Forster 

Collection of the Georg August University of Göttingen, and reviews acknowledged the 

opportunity to see such an important collection in its entirety, it not having been moderated 

by curators. Significantly, the selection highlighted the technical and creative skills achieved 

by Pacific peoples and, as noted by Native Hawaiian artist Ivy Hali'imaile Andrade, the 

inclusion of precontact kapa (barkcloth) pieces dispelled misconceptions their intricate 

patterns only developed after Western contact.115  

      There were also suggestions that the exhibition would have benefited from more input by 

contemporary Pacific artists, along with criticism of the arrangement of the objects by 

function rather than culture, and the lack of information linking them to their modern 

equivalents. The text-free ‘art museum’ approach was found wanting, and the suggestion that 

the objects would ‘speak for themselves’ was considered a misconception. Andrade felt that 

the dramatic presentation of a ki'i akua hulu manu (feathered god image) on a tall pedestal 

did little to suggest the ancestral god’s original intended function.116 Maile T. Drake, a 

Tongan cultural practitioner and collection manager at the Bishop Museum, observed: ‘These 

objects were not made to be viewed in glass cases and their meanings cannot be learned from 
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simply looking at them.’117 In addition, Karen K. Kosasa of the University of Hawaii, Manoa, 

felt the lack of texts ‘undermined the potential for the objects to tell crucial stories about 

Pacific cultures’, and referred to the ‘museum effect’ of restricted aesthetic appreciation, 

whereby objects are turned into works of art by being isolated from their original intended 

worlds.118 

      After its showing in Hawaii, the Cook-Forster Collection travelled to the National 

Museum of Australia, Canberra, where it was exhibited as Cook’s Pacific Encounters (1 July 

– 10 September 2006). [figs 4.65, 4.66] Cook’s connection with Australia was relatively 

minor compared to the time he spent in New Zealand, Tahiti and Hawaii, and the Göttingen 

collection did not include any indigenous artefacts from that country. (Kaeppler lists six 

objects from Australia - five spears and a shield – attributed to Cook, but none was included 

in ‘Artificial Curiosities’119). However, at Canberra the Göttingen collection was 

supplemented with 14 additional items relating to the Cook voyages held in Australian 

collections, among them navigational items and the paintings View from Point Venus, Island 

of Otaheiti by William Hodges and John Webber’s Portrait of Captain James Cook RN, 

1782.120  

      Reviewer Greg Dening described Cook's Pacific Encounters as a testimony to the skills 

of Pacific island artists, but noted the irony that it was Cook’s name that was needed to attract 

crowds to such an exhibition. Recognising the complexities of memorialising what he termed 

‘a past with two cultural dimensions’, Dening suggested that the lesson afforded by the Cook-

Forster Collection was that ‘we have to learn to give the other, Indigenous, side some priority 

if we are not to be blinded by hindsight. This was easy to do when we were immersed in such 

beauty and talent.’121 

      While the exhibition of historic collections as seen in Life in the Pacific of the 1700s 

enabled indigenous communities to connect with their cultural heritage, such experiences 

were also able to highlight the inadequacy of existing displays in local museums. The original 

1903 Hawaiian Hall at the Bishop Museum, Honolulu, had been regarded as a masterpiece of 

Victorian design, but its closure in 2006 was seen as representing the end of an outdated 

Western attitude that referred to Hawaiian culture in the past tense. The hall was redesigned 

following consultation with local community leaders, scholars, artists, and practitioners, and 

aimed to reflect a Hawaiian world view, and one in which objects were not now to be referred 

to as ‘lost arts’. The new hall opened in 2009, [figs 4.67, 4.68] with displays on its three 

floors relating to the sea, the realm of man, and the heavenly realm, thereby acknowledging 

the gods and seasonal changes which determined how Hawaiians fished, planted, and 
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worshipped. It also included Hawaiian voices through chants, proverbs, and stories, and, 

significantly, illustrated the continuity of the local culture by showing contemporary works 

alongside those created by ancestors. Recognising the potential for controversy and accepting 

it as part of the museum’s role as a place for ‘community dialogue and discourse’, Noelle M. 

K. Y. Kahanu of the University of Hawai’i at Manoa declared: ‘May we not shy away from 

the past, or from difficult issues, but rather embrace and celebrate our complexities. Together, 

may we experience a Hawaiian Hall that is meaningful, relevant, powerful, and ultimately, 

transformative.’122 

 

Pacific Art in Australian Collections 

 

While this examination of the representation of the Pacific in museums does not include the 

indigenous culture of Australia, the large Pacific collections held in that country’s museums 

need to be acknowledged. Since the 1960s, certain of these collections reflect the general 

move away from an ethnographic approach and, in at least one instance, a closer engagement 

with indigenous communities was signalled by the commissioning of contemporary works.  

      A 1980 survey, by Lissant Bolton, determined that Australian museums and art galleries 

held more than 120,000 Oceanic artworks and artefacts, in addition to those in private 

collections. It was pointed out in 1998 that there had not been any general survey of these 

collections, and Australian institutions had not pooled resources to produce a publication of 

selected artworks from their collections as New Zealand museums had done in 1979 with Art 

of the Pacific.123 As outlined by Hamish Keith, Chairman of the Queen Elizabeth II Arts 

Council of New Zealand, the aim of that volume was ‘to redress, to some extent, the 

undeserved obscurity which descended on these works and to restore them to a continuum of 

Pacific culture …’ The book illustrated 166 items from the nation’s museums, and although 

there was no accompanying exhibition, all those from the Auckland Museum – including 

Kave, from Nukuoro, which had been rescued from ‘obscurity’ by its inclusion in the 1962 

Primitive Sculpture exhibition - were on permanent exhibition.124  

 

The founding document (1966) of the National Gallery of Australia (NGA) in Canberra 

recommended the collecting of Pacific arts as art, not as anthropology. Melanesian art – 

specifically that of New Guinea - was first acquired in 1968, and major objects from 

throughout the Pacific were prominently displayed when the NGA opened in 1982.125 In 2008 

(10 October 2008 – 11 January 2009) the NGA presented Gods, Ghosts and Men: Pacific 
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Arts from the National Gallery of Australia, [fig. 4.69] an exhibition drawn from its own 

holdings of over two thousand works from the region, including several once owned by 

Surrealist artist and collector Max Ernst. When Ernst moved from Paris to New York in 1941 

he took his collection of Pacific sculpture with him,126 and in 1985 30 of these objects were 

bought by the NGA. It was a sign of shifting attitudes that these works were known originally 

at the NGA as the Max Ernst Collection of Primitive Art, later becoming the Max Ernst 

Collection of Tribal Art, and are now known simply as the Max Ernst Collection.127 

      In 2011 (24 February – 29 May 2011) the NGA presented Varilaku: Pacific arts from the 

Solomon Islands, a collection of sculptures produced in the mid-twentieth century prior to 

widespread conversions to Christianity. This was followed in 2013 (8 February – 16 June 

2013) by Kastom: Art of Vanuatu, [fig. 4.70] the first large survey exhibition in Australia of 

the traditional art of the South Pacific island nation of Vanuatu (previously known as New 

Hebrides), which had become independent of Britain and France in 1980. This collection of 

objects created for ritual events in the sacred worlds of kastom (traditional custom) had its 

origin in the late 1960s when the Commonwealth Arts Advisory Board recognised that such 

material was under-represented by Australian galleries. This resulted in the commissioning of 

quality ‘gallery’ pieces, rather than mainly functional objects which were of ‘ethnic interest’, 

and also the recording of the names of artists and other contextual information. Crispin 

Howarth, NGA curator for Pacific Arts, has noted that kastom art had been deemed 

incomprehensible in early twentieth-century Europe, but Vanuatu’s appeal to the Surrealism 

movement was reflected by it being given a size almost equal to that of Australia on the 

Surrealists’ 1929 world map.128 

      The next Pacific-themed exhibition at the NGA was Atua: Sacred gods from Polynesia 

(23 May – 3 August 2014), a selection of pre-Christian works drawn from its own and other 

collections, which also travelled to the Saint Louis Art Museum, Saint Louis (12 October 

2014 – 4 January 2015).129 [fig. 4.71] This exhibition included A’a, from the British Museum, 

and a wooden female figure from Fiji which was traded in 1840 by a member of the U.S. 

Exploring Expedition and entered the National Museum of Natural History, Washington.130 

In his foreword to the catalogue for Atua, NGA Director Ron Radford recounted how the 

infiltration of the Pacific by the West had led to ‘cultural annihilation’, and that the majority 

of the works of art in Atua were removed to Europe and America as ‘exotic souvenirs’. 

Radford described these gods as ‘the survivors’, now secure in museums throughout the 

Western world and increasingly recognised for their artistic power and as ‘icons from a rich, 

almost vanished culture.’131 
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Pacific Collections at the Horniman Museum and World Museum, Liverpool 

 

Further to the above Australian museums are those which display significant Pacific 

collections and are at a far greater remove from the Pacific region and the indigenous 

communities being represented. Certain of these, such as the Horniman Museum, London, 

and the World Museum, Liverpool, illustrate other aspects of the new museology in their 

approach to the representation of Pacific and non-Western collections in general.  

 

Frederick John Horniman was a wealthy tea merchant who, through numerous contacts, 

amassed a huge ethnographic collection and created a museum to house it. He then donated it 

and the surrounding gardens to the people of London, his philanthropy reflecting the drive to 

establish facilities in urban areas for the benefit of the less privileged members of society.132 

A 1997 survey of Horniman’s original ethnographic collection listed 7,920 objects, of which 

42 per cent were from Asia, while there were 1,018 items from Africa and 429 from the 

Pacific, mostly from Melanesia. Such wide-ranging collections, intended for public 

entertainment and instruction but lacking in scientific rigour, were common in Britain at that 

time, and were the subject of criticism by Prof. W. Boyd Dawkins in 1876.133 In 1901 the 

Horniman Free Museum became a public museum administered by London Country Council, 

and the following year A. C. Haddon, as Advisory Curator, began to shift its focus to Africa, 

the Americas and the Pacific.134 As opposed to the common geographical arrangement of 

ethnographic material, which reinforced the idea that different cultures had evolved at 

different rates, he adopted the comparative or typological approach, which illustrated a 

progressive development from primitive to higher and more specialised forms, as used at the 

Pitt Rivers Museum. Haddon intended the Horniman to be the one London museum which 

concentrated on the concept of evolution in regard to culture, and so the ethnographic section 

was arranged to illustrate human progress. At the same time, zoology displays emphasized 

the adaptations of animals under various conditions, and plants in the Museum’s gardens 

were grown to illustrate different botanical orders and the evolution of species.135 

     The Horniman claims one of the United Kingdom’s largest public ethnographic 

collections, with more than 70,000 objects, exceeded only by the British Museum and the 

university collections of Oxford and Cambridge.136 The Pacific collection now numbers some 

5,800 items, of which nearly half are from New Guinea.137 In line with the new museology, a 

2012 report on the Horniman’s anthropology collection recognised that its international 

reputation would depend on engagement with source community groups active in the UK, 
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which would enable it to ‘build relationships of shared custodianship and open access’. The 

same report also noted that academic expertise was no substitute for collaboration with the 

descendants of the original makers, and that it was important for the museum to demonstrate 

its commitment to the contemporary Pacific art scene.138  

      Changing attitudes towards the interpretation of ethnographic collections were apparent 

when the Horniman opened its new Centenary Gallery in January 2015. An introductory 

panel, ‘The New Museum: Illustrating Evolution’, [fig. 4.72] explains how displays had been 

arranged under Haddon: ‘Cultural evolution was based on the ill-founded notion that societies 

in different parts of the world had evolved at different rates.’ Thus, shields, paddles and other 

items from what is now Papua New Guinea were used to illustrate how designs representing 

the human form and face had ‘degenerated’ into abstract and geometrical patterns. 

Superseding this theory of cultural evolution, highlights of the Pacific collection are now 

grouped geographically in a continuous run of spacious floor-to-ceiling glass-fronted cases. 

[figs 4.73, 4.74] Dominated by selections representing Papua New Guinea, Torres Strait and 

New Zealand, the objects are uncluttered and well-lit, and shown to advantage against a 

uniform dark red/ochre background.  

 

As with Frederick Horniman’s collection, international commerce and personal contacts were 

behind the rapid growth of Liverpool Museum, located in a port city at the interface of 

Britain and the rest of the world. Whereas the rich collections which resulted from this 

strategic location were once used to illustrate cultural difference, they now explore the 

exchange of ideas and objects and their influence on the societies involved.139 Another 

significant change was the rebranding in 2005 of Liverpool Museum as World Museum, 

reflecting a return to the themes of its earliest years. The focus is now on those things that 

had arrived in Liverpool from elsewhere,140 while the new name suggests a more inclusive, 

encyclopaedic and non-hierarchical approach to non-Western cultures. 

      The museum’s World Cultures gallery is a lengthy sequence of displays showcasing 

material from Africa, the Americas, Oceania and Asia. Visitors are welcomed in rap style by 

a video presentation of a young black man in colourful African costume: ‘Enjoy your ride on 

Merseyside / Step inside and expand your mind / The canoe, clubs and spearheads you will 

see / Are evidence of Aborigine and Maori history ….’  

      Africa occupies the greater part of the World Cultures gallery, and at its centre is a large  

octagonal cabinet showcasing ‘The Edo Kingdom: Royal Arts of Benin in Europe’. A nearby 

case, entitled ‘20th Century European art and African sculpture’, details Picasso’s admiration 
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for the ‘anonymous artists of Africa’ with the attributed quote: ‘These works of a religious, 

passionate, and rigorously logical art are the most powerful and most beautiful things the 

human imagination has ever produced.’ However, an accompanying text panel offers an 

objective perspective on this view, noting that those Europeans who were involved in the 

reassessment of ethnographic artefacts as ‘art’ knew very little about the original meaning of 

these objects: 

 
      They analysed them according to Western ideas and viewed them as heroic, yet  

       anonymous, expressions of universal aesthetic values. This led to an expansion of the 

       Western category of ‘art’ to include artefacts produced by diverse peoples across the  

       globe. Although this is widely seen as a positive move, it does not help us to  

       understand African artefacts as unique cultural achievements in their own right. 

 

      A contemporary edge is given to the Oceania section of World Cultures [fig. 4.75] with 

the inclusion of comments by Maori spokespersons. Thus, on a panel headed ‘Maori 

heritage/taonga’, Ngarino Ellis, Lecturer in Art History, University of Auckland, explains: 

‘All of the works on show are taonga …. [and] are heirlooms, passed down from generation 

to generation, gaining more prestige with each new owner. They are also a living link to the 

ancestors.’ Similarly, artist Robert Jahnke and writer Witi Ihimaere advise: ‘There is no one 

face to Maori art. Instead, there are as many faces as there are artists.’ A large display case 

nearby contains a rich selection of taonga, including waka huia/treasure boxes, hei tiki, cloaks 

and kete, [figs 4.76, 4.77] while other material from throughout Oceania is arranged both 

geographically and thematically, emphasising the part played by missionary collectors and 

the exchanges that took place between outsiders and the peoples of the Pacific. And if the 

point has not already been made, a panel in the ‘Contacts and Encounters’ section informs: 

‘European contact with Oceania changed island societies a great deal.’ 

 

Living Connections: Contemporary Pacific Art in the Museum 

 

The issue of ‘contemporary’ and contemporaneity in regard to the material culture of the 

Pacific is hardly new. Some of the earliest collected objects from the Pacific, such as those 

associated with Cook’s voyages, were likely to have been of recent manufacture at the time 

of their acquisition. In fact, in the early 1800s the British Museum exhibited its Pacific 

collections under the general heading of ‘Modern Works of Art’, indicating they were of 
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relatively recent origin, as opposed to the antiquities of Greece, Rome and other ancient 

civilizations.   

 

The growing Pacific and Maori population in Auckland in the 1950s – now frequently 

referred to as the world’s largest Polynesian city – was reflected in the exhibition programme 

at the War Memorial Museum. While this drew mostly from its own collection of 

predominately early material, public demonstrations by artists and craftspeople provided a 

contemporary perspective. The Auckland Museum is now one of a number identified by Peter 

Brunt as ‘new institutional patrons of contemporary Pacific art’, along with the Quai Branly 

(Paris), de Young Museum (San Francisco), British Museum, Ethnologisches Museum 

(Berlin), Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York), and Australian Museum (Sydney). These 

museums support, exhibit and collect contemporary Pacific art, and their reasons for doing so 

include the need to ‘affirm their connection with the continued existence of the cultures 

represented in their collections, [and] to reframe the significance of their collections for 

contemporary audiences.’141 

      A modern Maori art movement in New Zealand emerged in the 1950s, and was the 

subject of an exhibition at the University of Auckland’s Adult Education Centre in June 

1958. It presented the work of five artists - Ralph Hotere, Katerina Mataira, Muru Walters, 

Arnold Wilson and Selwyn Wilson - and is now widely regarded as a turning point in the 

modern history of Maori art.142 The impact of European modernism was clearly apparent to 

one reviewer: ‘Most of the works are in oils, and although painted by Maoris, are  

not Maori paintings. They are based on European forms, but introduce a number of Maori  

motifs, particularly the circular one.’43 

      During this period the New Zealand art world was dominated by white settler  

practitioners, but the Maori voice gained traction during the following decades, reflecting  

concerns over various issues, land in particular. Maori Art Today, which accompanied the 

national tour of Te Maori: Te Hokinga Mai (1987-8), was seen as ‘a breathing and vital 

movement that encompasses all that is taking place in the lives of contemporary Maori 

artists’,144 but it was during New Zealand’s sesquicentennial year, 1990, that contemporary 

Maori art gained wider recognition at the National Art Gallery, Wellington. The exhibition 

Kohia Ko Taikaka Anake: Artists Construct New Directions (1 December 1990 – 17 March 

1991) [figs 4.78, 4.79] grew from an acknowledgement by director Jenny Harper of the 

special significance of the 1990 year, and an admission that in the past the Gallery had failed 

to meet its Treaty obligations. Kohia Ko Taikaka Anake was the Gallery’s largest and most 
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significant exhibition commitment during that year and was seen by Harper as marking ‘the 

beginning of a new level of open dialogue between the institution and the Maori people’. It 

was restricted to developments since the 1950s and arranged in a three-tier structure of senior 

artists, mid-career artists and iwi-based or regional groups, involving a total of 161 artists and 

craftspeople. Concurrent with Kohia Ko Taikaka Anake was a complementary exhibition of 

traditional Maori art, Taonga Maori, presented downstairs in the National Museum. As 

observed by Rod Burke, collectively these two events offered a wide range of Maori art, 

while also ‘exemplifying some of the problems this country has in exhibiting such art.’ 

Another outcome was the appointment in 1993 of artist John Walsh, previously  

co-ordinator for the Tairawhiti (East Coast) regional component of Kohia Ko Taikaka Anake, 

to the staff of what was now the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa as the 

country’s first curator of contemporary Maori art.145 

      New Zealand’s sesquicentennial year also saw the presentation of Te Moemoea no Iotefa, 

The Dream of Joseph: A celebration of Pacific Art and Taonga at the Sarjeant Gallery, 

Whanganui. Curated by Rangihiroa Panoho, this was the first exhibition to focus on 

contemporary Pacific art in a civic gallery in New Zealand. While community-based arts such 

as tivaivai (quilting) had previously been seen within the context of the (ethnographic) 

museum, they were now introduced into the contemporary art gallery and exhibited alongside 

the work of Pacific artists living in New Zealand, among them Fatu Feu’u and Michel 

Tuffery, who were enjoying growing public profiles. Another major exhibition, of work by 

contemporary Pacific artists, was Bottled Ocean, curated by Jim Viviaere and shown at both 

the City Gallery, Wellington (1994) and the Auckland Art Gallery (1995). [fig. 4.80] Its 

presentation was described by Peter Brunt as ‘something of an installation, a work in its own 

right’, one in which Viviaere had used various exhibitionary devices to make the desire for 

‘cultural difference’ and ‘otherness’ the implicit subject of the exhibition.146 

 

Beyond the Pacific region, one of the most adventurous collaborations between ethnographic 

museums and contemporary Pacific artists was the 2006-8 exhibition Pasifika Styles, 

undertaken by the University of Cambridge Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology 

(MAA). Contemporary artists from New Zealand, mostly of Maori and Pacific Islands 

descent, were invited to present projects that engaged with selected objects from the 

Museum’s collections. As part of their aim to ‘revivify’ and ‘connect’ with what Brunt refers 

to as ‘alienated objects (or ‘kin’) in an old colonial museum’,147 artists introduced 

contemporary materials both into and outside existing display cases, offering interventions 
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with traditional objects. Conceived as a small-scale collaboration between artist Rosanna 

Raymond and anthropologist curator Amiria Salmond, Pasifika Styles grew from a temporary 

installation in a corner of the gallery to a two-year exhibition consisting of 72 works by 35 

artists and occupying the Museum’s entire top floor.148 

      Pasifika Styles has been identified by MAA director Nicholas Thomas as ‘the first major 

show of this body of work in the UK’, and one which made the point that the cultures of the 

Pacific ‘are not past but present’ and ‘very much alive’. In his view the exhibition had 

managed to turn what might have been considered an unlikely and unpromising venue - an 

ethnographic museum, as opposed to a contemporary art space - to advantage. 

Acknowledging the existence of Pacific collections in museums remote from their originating 

societies, Thomas noted that while some objects ‘certainly were illegitimately appropriated’, 

many others were obtained by what was understood as ‘fair dealing by parties on both 

sides’.149  

      Dominating the entrance to Pasifika Styles was George Nuku’s Outer Space Marae, a 

recreation in clear acrylic of the amo (posts), maihi (bargeboards), tekoteko (gable figure) 

and pare (lintel) from the front of a meeting house. [fig. 4.81] Nuku was also represented in 

the exhibition with four other items carved from the same material – Patoo patoo Pasifika, 

Pou whenua, Wahaika and Tewhatewha – and describes his choice of clear acrylic as ‘a 

means of reclaiming modern materials within a Maori cultural system’. He has been quoted 

as observing: ‘We’re living in a plastic world and we cannot continue to have this kind of 

non-relationship with this material we use constantly’,150 and is of the opinion that if his 

ancestors had had access to acrylic, ‘they wouldn’t have hesitated to use it.’ Further, he 

observes: ‘Museums are really comfortable with me using this material in conjunction with 

old works. It doesn’t compete with the old pieces because of its transparency – it’s almost 

like it’s not there. But it is there. It’s a match made in museum heaven.’151 

      While Nuku reinterpreted traditional Maori carvings in a modern material, Lisa Reihana 

transformed an existing wooden carving from the Museum’s collection, a tekoteko obtained 

in New Zealand by Carl von Hugel in 1834. She installed the figure in a standard nineteenth-

century timber-framed display case, and provided it with a set of headphones playing a tape 

of recorded songs by a Maori choir and the sounds of a contemporary carver at work. [figs 

4.82, 4.83] Viewers could listen to the tape on phone sets and thereby gain a sense of 

‘conversing with this ancestor’, while a plasma screen in the case behind the carving showed 

footage of New Zealand landscape and other imagery from ‘home’.152 Nine years after 

Pasifika Styles, this tekoteko was included in the 2015 exhibition Artist and Empire: Facing 
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Britain’s Imperial Past, at Tate Britain. It was now presented in its original form, without any 

twenty-first-century interventions, and in the accompanying catalogue Nicholas Thomas 

noted that the creation of this ‘powerfully impressive work’ reflected ‘the turbulent interplay 

of indigenous tribal politics and colonial commerce.’153 

      Pasifika Styles can be seen as part of a broader continuum of exhibitions of Maori and 

Pacific art, of which Te Maori (1984) was arguably the most influential to leave New 

Zealand. As well as raising the national and international profile of Maori art, it paved the 

way for the appreciation of contemporary works from the wider Pacific region. Two decades 

later, Billie Lythberg refers to how Pasifika Styles ‘literally brought the artists back in touch 

with artefacts that many view as their living ancestors’. Thus, a tiki with an ‘unclaimed’ or 

largely unknown provenance was selected as a promotional image for the exhibition in order 

to convey the importance of ‘reconnecting artefacts with their living descendants’. The 

complex of cultural and other connections now made possible by such an exhibition was 

summarised by Fanny Wonu Veys, former Curatorial Assistant, Museum of Archaeology and 

Anthropology: ‘Relationships between past and present, artists and their ancestors, museum 

staff, the artists and the public were rekindled and forged as these artefacts were awoken once 

more’.154  

 

Pacific Encounters at the Sainsbury Centre for Visual Arts 

 

The first institutional home for Pacific art was the natural history or ethnographic museum,  

but by the second half of the twentieth century it had also entered the realm of the art 

museum, initially as the subject of temporary exhibitions (Arts of the South Seas, Museum of 

Modern Art, 1946) and later as part of permanent collections (Michael C. Rockefeller Wing, 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1982). The latter category includes the Sainsbury Centre for 

Visual Arts in Norwich, [fig. 4.84] which in 1978 presented an exhibition designed to 

emphasise both the aesthetic qualities and the contemporary dimension of a selection of 

Pacific objects.  

 

In the late 1920s Sir Robert Sainsbury (1906-2000) began collecting works by major 

European artists and artefacts from various cultures, reflecting the Western world’s 

increasing interest in alternative artistic traditions. In 1973 his collection was donated to the 

University of East Anglia, and his view of the equivalent status of all such works influenced 

the manner in which they were to be displayed. The interior of the building (designed by 
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Norman Foster) is one vast open and light-filled space, [fig. 4.85] a ‘living area’ intended to 

evoke the spirit of the collection’s original domestic setting, while views of the landscape 

through expansive windows are considered part of the aesthetic experience.155 As of April 

2015, glass cabinets at the east end of the building house objects which mix the ancient with 

the contemporary, showing objects according to such themes as Oceania, Modern Sculpture, 

Africa, and World Art, while the large central space accommodates larger objects, shown 

individually on plinths or screens. Included in this juxtaposition of ancient, non-Western and 

modern art is a Solomon Islands ceremonial shield, [fig. 4.86] items from Cook Islands, New 

Guinea and Hawaii, and a late eighteenth/early nineteenth century freestanding Maori male 

figure which is illustrated on one of the four alternative covers of the associated publication, 

Masterpieces of the Sainsbury Centre. [fig. 4.87]   

      In mid-2006 the Sainsbury Centre presented Pacific Encounters: Art and Divinity in 

Polynesia, 1760-1860, curated by Steven Hooper, director of the Centre’s Research Unit for 

the Arts of Africa, Oceania & the Americas. Two years later the exhibition, now co-curated 

by Hooper and Karen Jacobs, was presented at the Musée du quai Branly as Polynésie: arts et 

divinités 1760-1860. In the early stages of planning the exhibition Hooper recognised the 

difficulty of identifying representatives of the various Pacific source communities and 

decided that rather than attempt object selection by committee he would be guided by his 

own ‘experience and intuition’, having previously lived in Fiji. An initial wish list of over 

600 items was reduced to 270, borrowed from 28 institutional and private lenders, with the 

British Museum being the principal source with 117 objects. The choice of terminology was 

important, the use of ‘Encounters’ in the exhibition title being a conscious avoidance of 

existing stereotypes of European-Polynesian relations such as ‘paradise’ and ‘discovery’, 

while ‘art’ and ‘divinity’ in the subtitle were intended to reflect both the quality of the 

material and its religious associations.156 

      Hooper insisted that objects in Pacific Encounters be shown in freestanding display cases 

rather than appearing as ‘mute specimens lined up against a wall’. Recognising that 

Polynesians engaged with such objects as ‘artefactual persons, as ancestors, not just as things 

made by ancestors’, he saw the exhibition having ‘a crucial diplomatic, social, and emotional 

role to play in modern international relationships.’157 The visitor’s first ‘encounter’ in the 

exhibition was with A’a, ‘the Rurutu casket figure’ which stood at the entrance. As explained 

by Amanda Geitner, Head of Collections and Exhibitions at the Sainsbury Centre, there was 

no distinction in this display between works that elsewhere might be categorised as applied 

art, fine art, archaeology or ethnography; the emphasis here was the ‘aesthetic experience’. 
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For this reason, and in keeping with the ‘more visually spare’ approach evident throughout 

the Sainsbury Centre, text was ‘a secondary concern’ and so kept to a minimum, with labels 

placed outside display cases.158 

 

Pacific Cultural Material as ‘Ambassadors’: the Jean-Marie Tjibaou Cultural Centre 

 

The focus of this study is on how Pacific objects have been presented to the public rather than 

how they were collected. In many instances, exhibitions comprise objects that have long been 

removed from their country of origin, and it was this outflowing of cultural property from 

New Zealand that led to the passing of the Maori Antiquities Act in 1901. The issue of 

repatriation is also beyond the scope of this study, but the Jean-Marie Tjibaou Cultural Centre 

in New Caledonia is discussed here in terms of its policy regarding its cultural material held 

by museums in other countries.  

 

In 1978, David Simmons, ethnologist at the Auckland War Memorial Museum, visited 69 

museums in Europe and North America, and subsequently published a record of the sources 

of their Maori collections. The Oakland Museum, for example, had items originally sent for 

display at the San Francisco Panama Pacific International Exposition of 1915, the Bernice 

Bishop Museum, Honolulu, had acquired material from New Zealand dealer Eric Craig in 

1888,139 and both the Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto and the University Museum, 

Philadelphia had purchased material from London dealer W. O. Oldman.159 In 1948 the New 

Zealand government purchased Oldham’s Maori and Pacific collection, [figs 4.88, 4.89] 

which was then divided on indefinite loan among the country’s four large metropolitan 

museums, with amounts also going to provincial institutions with adequate facilities.160 The 

arrival of Auckland Museum’s portion of the collection – 329 specimens from Polynesia and 

Melanesia – was marked by a Sunday afternoon lecture, ‘The Oldman Collection of 

Polynesian Treasures’, given by ethnologist V. F. Fisher, and these treasures went on public 

display, both in temporary exhibitions and in the more permanent Hall of South Pacific 

Ethnology.161 Seventy-seven items from the Oldman Collection were also made available by 

their new institutional owners for the 1969-70 touring Cook Bicentenary exhibition, No Sort 

of Iron: Culture of Cook’s Polynesians, and in 1984-7 the Te Maori exhibition included 24 

Oldham items, the majority from the National Museum.162 

      With the acquisition of the Oldman Collection, Polynesian material was at least returned 

to the Pacific region. The issue of Pacific objects held in overseas institutions continues, and 
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was highlighted during recent developments in New Caledonia. That country’s oldest 

heritage institution, the Musée de Nouvelle-Calédonie (MNC), has a collection which 

includes indigenous material and dates from 1863. As Marianne Tissandier observes, the 

issue of such objects being held by museums is a sensitive one, ‘tied as it is to colonialism 

and the loss of culture’. She also notes that here, as elsewhere, ‘the relationship between 

indigenous people from a primarily oral culture and ‘mute’ museum objects does not flow 

seamlessly.’163  

      In the 1980s, during the planning of a new cultural centre to celebrate the indigenous 

heritage of New Caledonia, an inventory was made of Kanak objects acquired during and 

since the contact period by Western collectors and museums. In subsequent discussions 

between government agencies and Kanak communities it was decided that the planned centre, 

near Nouméa, would not actively seek the return of such objects. Instead, they would be 

regarded as 'ambassadors', employed to promote Kanak culture to the rest of the world.164 

Prior to the opening of the new centre, the worldwide distribution of Kanak material was 

highlighted by the exhibition De Jade et de Nacre: Patrimoine Artistique Kanak (Jade and 

Pearl: Kanak Artistic Heritage), held at the MNC, Nouméa (March – May 1990) and the  

Musée national des arts Africains et Océaniens, Paris (October 1990 – January 1991), and   

comprising nearly 200 items loaned by museums in France and other mainly European 

countries.165  

      New Caledonia’s new centre opened in June 1998 as the Jean-Marie Tjibaou Cultural 

Centre (CCT), named after the leader of the Kanak independence movement who had 

proposed the establishment of a government agency for the development and promotion of 

Kanak culture, and was assassinated in 1989. The building, designed by Italian architect 

Renzo Piano, incorporates aspects of a traditional Kanak village, consisting of clusters of 

units of varying sizes, with the largest and tallest in each cluster representing the ‘Great Hut’ 

of the Kanak chiefs. [figs 4.90, 4.91] This complex includes the Bwénaado house, or 

customary gathering place, a temporary exhibition space for objects on loan from Western 

collections. [figs 4.92, 4.93, 4.94] The CCT also conducts exchanges with European 

museums seeking advice when presenting exhibitions of Kanak work, and has sent Kanak 

carvers to a regional museum in France to demonstrate traditional methods.166 Somewhat 

echoing Michael O’Hanlon’s description of objects in the 1993 exhibition Paradise: 

Portraying the New Guinea Highlands as ‘envoys in a continuing relationship’, the attitude 

towards the presence of Kanak cultural material in museums overseas was noted by Marie-

Claude Tjibaou, widow of Jean-Marie Tjibaou: 
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      Even if our Things went away a long time ago, they aren’t lost for us: we are still bound  

       to them. Even if they may have been bought, they belong to our country, to the Kanaks … 

       Now they are recognised as specific to this country, because they belong to the people of  

       this country, they represent them or bear witness to the fact that they are recognised … In  

       spite of all that, it is a good thing for them to be in the museums around which they are  

       scattered: we exist through them to some extent, all over the world … I hope many young  

       people will come and see them … They should ask their elders questions: ‘What is  

       that used for?’, or ‘What does that mean?’167 

 

      In 2013-14 Kanak: l’art est une parole, the largest exhibition of Kanak culture to date and 

consisting of more than 300 items drawn from public collections in Europe and New 

Caledonia, [figs 4.95, 4.96, 4.97] was shown at the Musée du quai Branly, Paris, and 

subsequently at the Centre Culturel Tjibaou.168 Nicholas Thomas described the installation of 

the exhibition in Paris as having ‘moved decisively beyond the tired and false choices of 

between ‘art’ and ‘ethnography’, aesthetics and contexts’. Instead, it offered both ‘a 

spectacular visual encounter’ and a dynamic ‘pathway into Melanesian sociality and 

customary culture.’169 

 

A’a: ‘Intangible Heritage’ and a ‘Celebrity Sculpture’ 

 

As has been documented, the Rurutu sculpture known as A’a, from the collection of the 

British Museum, has been included in a number of significant temporary exhibitions since 

1948. While the majority of these events have been concerned with recognising the sculpture 

as a masterpiece of primitive art, a recent exhibition drew attention to another aspect of 

museological practice with regard to indigenous collections; the need for the appreciation and 

preservation of customary or traditional knowledge.  

 

In a world-wide survey published in 1962, U.S. museologist Dr Grace Morley identified the 

many benefits of temporary exhibition programmes, from attracting new categories of visitors 

(‘who probably see other parts of the museum as well’), to providing opportunities for 

scholarship and research.170 An extreme form of the temporary exhibition is the so-called 

‘blockbuster’, the first of which – in the modern sense - is generally considered to have been 

the British Museum’s Treasures of Tutankhamun in 1972, which attracted over 1,650,000 
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visitors. In contrast to such large spectacles are exhibitions showcasing small collections, or 

even a single object. In early 2016, as part of a series of regularly changing displays ‘which 

look at objects in new or different ways’, the British Museum based such an a exhibition 

around ‘probably the most famous Polynesian sculpture in the world’.171 [fig. 4.98] 

Containing the divine: a sculpture of the Pacific god A’a enabled the Museum to document 

the story of this sculpture, from its presentation in 1821 by islanders from Rurutu to members 

of the London Missionary Society in Ra’iatea, in the Society Islands. A’a reached London 

two years later, to be displayed in the Society’s museum, [fig. 4.99] before entering the 

British Museum in 1890 and formally becoming part of its collection in 1911. Four years 

earlier the Museum had created replica casts of the sculpture, which were ordered by 

institutions around the world.172 When one such copy arrived at the Auckland Museum in 

1927 it was identified in the local press as ‘the great Polynesian god, Tangaroa, the supreme 

deity of that poetic race’: 

 
      Forming the features of the face and scattered about various parts of his anatomy there  

      are little gnome-like figures stuck on, or rather carved on, and these give him a very weird 

      appearance. The idea, apparently, was to suggest the multitude of gods that proceeded  

      from his sacred body. He is hollow, and inside there are more of these little figures.173 

 

      As explained in the text panels in the 2016 exhibition, A’a became a ‘celebrity sculpture’ 

and a source of fascination and inspiration to artists, poets and others. Surrealist Roland 

Penrose acquired a cast (which he subsequently included in the ICA’s 1948-9 exhibition 

40,000 Years of Modern Art), while Henry Moore [fig. 4.100] and Picasso [fig. 4.101] also 

ordered casts of their own. In 2007 Steven Hooper noted that during the previous century A’a 

has been included in most major books on Oceanic, primitive and tribal art, as well as being 

exhibited at both the British Museum and the Museum of Mankind and in exhibitions in Paris 

(1972), New York (1984), and Norwich (2006).174 In the publication accompanying the 2006 

exhibition Pacific Encounters, Hooper comments on the attitude of the missionary John 

Williams towards such Pacific objects, which had been obtained as ‘trophies’ of conversion 

and were destined for exhibition as such in London. In a c.1838 painting by Henry Anelay, 

[fig. 102] the Rev. Williams is pointing to a group of such objects in a derisory manner, in 

striking contrast to the approval shown by Joseph Banks, who in his portrait by Benjamin 

West ‘is embracing and surrounded by objects from New Zealand and the Pacific.’175  

      The 1927 report from Auckland had repeated the popular misconception that A’a 
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contained – or had originally contained – a number of ‘little figures’. Another early account 

suggested it was found to be ‘full of small gods’,176 while a 1962 publication, Oceania and 

Australia, claimed ‘[small figures] are even to be found inside the hollow torso.’177 Certainly, 

the fact that the sculpture’s internal cavity extends the length of the back and includes the 

head suggests it had been carefully crafted to contain something of great cultural 

importance.178 In preparation for the 2016 exhibition at the British Museum, A’a was 

subjected to scientific tests which revealed the presence of an extremely small red lorikeet 

feather and fragments of barkcloth and human hair. These items, which had remained 

undiscovered for almost two hundred years, provided a new understanding of the nature of 

the ‘gods’ once associated with the interior of the sculpture. As opposed to figurative 

representations, traditional god images in central Polynesia were assemblages of various 

sacred materials, commonly taking the form of a shaft of wood wrapped and bound in 

coconut fibre cord, to which feathers could be attached. These images could also incorporate 

barkcloth and pearl shell, as well as human hair and teeth, all items with rich cosmological 

associations and ‘imbued with the presence of the divine.’179 

      Research on A’a undertaken by British Museum staff would also have implications for 

the people of Rurutu. Samples taken from the sculpture’s interior indicate it is made from 

sandalwood, a surprising discovery given that oral histories record the wood as pua 

(Fragraea berteriana).180 A subsequent meeting of the Council of Elders on Rurutu remained 

sceptical of this sandalwood finding, rejecting it in favour of their traditional knowledge. Pua, 

also known as the perfume flower tree, is common on Rurutu, and would be an obvious 

choice for creating a god image on account of its both practical and cosmological qualities. 

Although not thought to be endemic to Rurutu, sandalwood is still found on two other islands 

in the Austral group, so could have been acquired elsewhere and taken to Rurutu for carving. 

It seems likely that the Elders’ acceptance that the timber was not sourced from Rurutu could 

lead to the conclusion that A’a was not carved there either. In further research, the wood used 

for making A’a was radiocarbon dated to the period AD 1505–1645, which is much earlier 

than had been anticipated and proves that the sculpture was already an ancient treasure when 

given to the missionaries in 1821. As announced on the British Museum’s website, ‘The 

ramifications of these results are now being considered by curators, researchers and contacts 

in Rurutu.’181 

      An exhibition such as Containing the divine provides an institution with the opportunity  

to examine a single object in detail. This event was also the stimulus for detailed research, the 

results of which proved to be at variance with its generally accepted history, as understood by 
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both the British Museum and the Elders of Rurutu. Thus, in addition to showcasing a unique 

sculpture, such exhibitions can serve an additional important function by placing it within the 

wider context of Pacific culture and customary knowledge.  

      Containing the divine was presented in Room 3, adjacent to the main entrance of the 

British Museum, and A’a was placed, almost in splendid isolation, in a free-standing glass 

display cabinet in the centre of the space. [figs 4.103, 4.104] Within this darkened and spotlit 

interior, curved walls on either side carried the story and placed the focus on A’a, while the 

sculpture’s back panel was removed to allow visitors a rare glimpse of its interior. Behind 

A’a a smaller cabinet contained the only other object in this exhibition, a ‘god’ collected by 

missionaries around the same time as A’a and consisting of a bundle of wood, palm, coconut 

fibre, feathers, barkcloth and human hair. 

 

In the beginning, ethnographic museums were primarily concerned with objects, as tangible 

evidence of cultural development. As recent research into A’a indicates, museums now need 

to acknowledge the issue of customary knowledge, and the implications of another dimension 

identified by Marilena Alivizatou (2012) as ‘intangible heritage’. Alivizatou has discussed 

the implications of this in regard to the bicultural commitment undertaken by the Museum of 

New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa. Erana Hemmingsen, senior programme developer at Te 

Papa, has stressed the importance of the Maori oral tradition, describing it as  

 
      something that you cannot touch, but is passed on from one generation to the next. Before  

      the Europeans came, our meeting houses were our books; the carvings and the panels tell  

      the stories of our tribes; most of it is maintained in the old songs we sing.182 

 

      Karl Johnstone, exhibition developer at Te Papa, points out that a song ‘is as much a 

taonga as carvings’, and far from being necessarily a material object, a taonga is ‘anything 

people ascribe value to’. And whereas in the past, museum exhibitions were most likely to be 

initiated and curated around artefacts, consideration can now be given to planning from a 

more ‘intangible’ point of view, beginning with a story rather than an object. Reinforcing the 

approach adopted for the 2005-8 travelling exhibition Ko Tawa, curated by Paul Tapsell, 

Stephanie Gibson, Curator for Contemporary Life and Culture at Te Papa, describes that 

institution as ‘a voice-driven museum, not so much an object, or curator-driven institution.’183  
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A New Pacific Dimension at Auckland Museum 

 

In 2003 Anita Herle noted that, in the face of ‘familiar criticism that museum objects have 

been ripped from their cultural context only to languish in mausoleums’, such objects ‘have 

the potential of connecting people and events over time and space’, thereby reinforcing 

Tapsell’s description of taonga as ‘time travellers’. But according to Herle, the museum does 

not necessarily alienate objects from their source communities, for it is able to provide 

opportunities for ‘cross-cultural dialogue and innovative collaboration.’184   

 

The 2016 exhibition Containing the divine drew attention to the relatively recent issue of 

customary knowledge. While the British Museum’s 1998 exhibition Maori: Art and Culture 

had involved ‘prolonged negotiations’ between curators and descendants of the first owners 

and creators of the objects on display, it retained the traditional museum approach to labels. 

Similarly, there was not ‘significant indigenous control of content’ in the Maori display 

which opened in 2009 in the British Museum’s Living and Dying gallery. In contrast, 

opportunities for Maori engagement with exhibitions at the Auckland War Memorial 

Museum date back at least to the ‘restoration’ of the carved meeting house Hotunui in the late 

1920s. But if that was a tentative beginning, that institution recently began a project designed 

to open up access to its Pacific collections and create stronger connections with Auckland’s 

Pacific communities.  

      In his Presidential Address to a meeting of the Auckland Institute in 1886, Professor F. D. 

Brown referred to ‘Our future museum’.185 Completing the circle a century and a quarter later 

in 2012, that same concept was adopted as the title of the Auckland War Memorial Museum’s 

20 year strategic and capital investment plan. The twenty-first century Future Museum had a 

bicultural foundation, derived from the Museum’s Te Tiriti o Waitangi obligations and, as 

explained by Director Roy Clare, ‘It embraces the principle of kaitiakitanga which recognises 

that we have a shared interest in taonga with iwi and other communities that have a 

whakapapa connection to them.’186 This document also sought to align with a strategic plan 

adopted by Auckland Council in 2011, which required a contribution to the region’s social, 

economic, environmental, and cultural well-being.187 

      Key objectives of Future Museum are the addressing of the current under-representation 

of Pacific peoples in Museum visitor numbers, and the need to more dynamically reflect the 

rich contemporary Pacific culture in Auckland - which has one of the largest Pacific 

populations of any city in the world.188 To this end it was proposed that the Museum establish 



220 
 

a Pacific Advisory Group, the first of its kind in the institution’s history.189 Alongside this, in 

September 2013 the Museum drafted a Pacific Dimension document, Teu le Va: Nurture the 

Relationship, which acknowledges its Pacific ethnographic collection as ‘the most diverse 

and significant of its type in the country, ranking as a world-class collection.’ Key aims of the 

document include making collections more physically accessible to Pacific peoples and 

stakeholder groups, encouraging research of the Pacific collection, establishing an active 

acquisition programme for Pacific collections, and making collections available for loan. The 

Maori and Pacific galleries are identified as the first phase of the ‘ground-floor approach’ 

exploring the themes of peoples, land, seas and journeys, and current issues. Key areas of the 

Pacific Dimension are exhibitions, which would aim to ‘display more of our stored treasures’, 

and the issue which had dominated much of the history of such activities - colonialism. The 

Auckland Museum intends to respond to the latter by ‘divesting ourselves of colonial views 

and interpretation of taonga and treasures, and [sharing] indigenous world views and 

knowledge.’190 

      The next stage was the establishment in 2016 of Auckland Museum’s three-year Pacific 

Collection Access Project, to initially focus on some 5000 objects from 13 island 

nations/groupings. In addition to improving the Museum’s engagement with Pacific source 

communities, an aim of this project is to obtain improved information on objects, with 

priority given to ‘specific cultural knowledge …. through the inclusion of appropriate names 

and terminologies.’ It is anticipated that this partnership, between the Museum and Pacific 

communities, will uncover ‘knowledge and stories long hidden’ - information that will no 

doubt be a determining factor in future Pacific exhibitions at the Auckland Museum.191  
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                                                 CONCLUSION 
 

This thesis has examined the changing representations and display of Pacific collections in 

museums, from the time of their first significant exhibition, in the late eighteenth century, to 

the present. In analysing those changes it identified three major developments: the nature of 

the representations of other indigenous collections, African in particular, and the implications 

these had for the Pacific; the key role played by the temporary or special exhibition, 

beginning in the early twentieth century and coinciding with the emergence of Primitivism; 

and, as part of the ‘new museology’, the opportunities for Pacific peoples and source 

communities to determine how their own cultural traditions are to be represented in and by 

museums. 

      Tony Bennett’s Exhibitionary Complex provided a framework for understanding the 

significant developments evident in a typical nineteenth-century museum, and in subsequent 

institutions. Cultural material that was previously in private ownership, where it had 

advanced individual reputations, status and careers, now entered state-owned museums and 

was opened to ‘more public contexts of inspection and visibility’.1 As summarised by 

Bennett, the adoption of new principles of taxonomy meant that stress was now placed on 

‘the observable differences between things rather than their hidden resemblances’, and 

objects were arranged ‘as parts of a series rather than as unique items’.2 The systematic 

collection by Europeans of the material culture of the Pacific began shortly after the 

establishment in 1753 of the British Museum, the first national public museum in the world.3 

That event, along with Cook’s voyages of discovery to the Pacific, was a hallmark of the 

European Enlightenment. It reflected the rise of rational science and, according to Tzvetan 

Todorov, the ‘discovery of the foreignness of others’ and the ‘recognition of the plurality of 

the human species.’4 By 1780 the British Museum had opened a South Sea Room, and within 

a few decades the Pacific collection had become one of a growing number gathered from 

across the world. Africa was of particular interest to Europe from the mid-nineteenth century, 

and non-European collections were now the subject of the new science of ethnography and 

evolutionary theory.  

      Another important factor in the changing representations of Pacific collections was the 

impact of the national and international exhibitions of the nineteenth century. Introducing 

‘new forms of spectacle’ into the Exhibitionary Complex, these events presented ‘material 

signifiers of [Western] progress’.5 In so doing they were also able to expose the public to 
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foreign and unfamiliar cultures, and display non-Western collections in a more selective and 

visually appealing manner than was customary in the typical ethnographic museum of the 

day. This study identified the nineteenth-century exhibitions as the progenitor of the 

temporary or special exhibition, as was later adopted by the public museum. A central part of 

this process was the series of short-term displays mounted by commercial art galleries in the 

main centres of Europe and New York from the early 1900s. Responding to the growing 

aesthetic appreciation of non-Western art and coinciding with the rise of Primitivism, these 

exhibitions presented indigenous sculpture alongside contemporary Western art, thereby 

drawing attention to perceived affinities between disparate cultural traditions. As before, 

African objects tended to dominate, reflecting the prevailing interest of the European avant-

garde, but these exhibitions increasingly included a significant Pacific content. The 

subsequent adoption of temporary exhibition programmes by museums, beginning around the 

second decade of the twentieth century, enabled them to experiment with new approaches to 

the presentation and appreciation of Pacific material, in contrast to the invariably cluttered 

nature of their more permanent ethnographic galleries.  

      This study has examined selected Pacific collections over time, illustrating how key 

institutions and exhibitions, in London, Paris, New York, Auckland and Wellington, have 

reflected changing attitudes and approaches to the representation of Pacific cultural material 

and collections. These changes are further demonstrated by the exhibition history of certain 

key Pacific objects; Kave (Auckland Museum), A’a and Hoa Hakananai’a (both British 

Museum). This study has also explored how Pacific collections moved beyond their first 

institutional home, the natural history or ethnographic museum, and entered the art museum, 

including the Metropolitan Museum of Art (in 1982) and the Louvre (in 2000).  

 

In its original indigenous environments, Pacific cultural material had a life and significance 

of its own, intricately linked to traditional customs and rituals, and often within performative 

contexts. But when it began entering into museum collections it was typically exhibited as 

static arrangements of (ethnographic) specimens, providing a basis for comparing the 

achievements of non-Western cultures through a Western lens. Michael Baxandall has 

observed, ‘it is not possible to exhibit objects without putting a construction upon them’,6 and 

following the early dominance of Eurocentric interpretations of cultural heritage, the single 

most significant development has been the opportunity for self-determination by Pacific 

peoples, an aspect of the ‘new museology’ which emerged in the late twentieth century. 

Among the many factors which might now be considered during exhibition planning is 
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recognition that the ‘aestheticising’ process, which began with the temporary exhibitions of 

the early twentieth century, favoured spectacular sculptural objects over the more mundane 

examples illustrative of everyday life. Other considerations are the incorporation of 

indigenous perspectives in the form of traditional knowledge, myths and legends, and the 

inclusion of objects which reflect a culture’s adaptation and absorption of ideas from the 

outside world, in contrast to an early museological predilection for collecting so-called 

‘authentic’ pre-contact material. Recognising the porosity of borders between cultures, a 

1995 report by the UNESCO World Commission on Culture and Development, On Creative 

Diversity, concluded that 

 
      no culture is a hermetically sealed entity. All cultures are influenced by and in turn  

      influence other cultures. Nor is any culture changeless, invariant, or static. All cultures  

      are in a state of constant flux, driven by both internal and external forces. These forces  

      may be accommodating, harmonious, benign and based on voluntary actions, or they  

      may be involuntary, the result of violent conflict, force, domination and the exercise of  

      illegitimate power.7 

 

Further to this ‘state of constant flux’, James Cuno has noted the recent large movement of 

people across or within national borders - a process that continues unabated.8    

 

In addition to the growth of temporary exhibitions and the opportunities for Pacific peoples to 

be involved in determining how their cultural heritage is to be presented in museums, from 

the late twentieth century those institutions were undergoing significant changes of their own. 

Clare Harris and Michael O’Hanlon have referred to the ‘re-classification’ of the British 

Museum’s ethnographic collection as the Museum of Mankind, and the Musée 

d'Ethnographie du Trocadéro as the Musée de l’Homme - names which also disappeared 

when those two institutions were respectively relocated and replaced. A similar change of 

nomenclature was effected at the Auckland Museum in 1968 when its Hall of Anthropology 

was replaced with a Hall of Man, a gallery which illustrated ‘how man uses his environment’ 

and was itself dismantled in the early 2000s.9 Harris and O’Hanlon note that during the 

current age of museum renewal, ‘ethnographic’ museums across Europe have been 

‘abandoned, or abolished, reinvented and redesigned’.10 This reinvention has included the 

rebranding of institutions as museums of ‘World Culture’, as for example the World 

Museum, Liverpool (since 2005), the Museum of World Culture, Gothenburg, Sweden 
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(opened 2004), the Museum of World Cultures, Barcelona (opened 2015, with a collection 

mainly from the Ethnological Museum of Barcelona), and Weltmuseum Wien / World 

Museum, Vienna (previously the Ethnology Museum, renamed in 2013 and reopened in late 

2017). 

      Another significant change has been the replacement on museum job titles of the terms 

ethnology and ethnography by geographic regions. Thus, the Department of Africa, Oceania 

and the Americas at the British Museum includes a Curator and Section Head of Oceania, and 

a Curator: Oceania (2 positions); the Auckland Museum has a Curator Maori and a Curator 

Pacific; and the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, has a Curator in Charge of the 

Department of the Arts of Africa, Oceania, and the Americas, and an Associate Curator for 

Oceanic Art. Significantly, the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa has a Curator 

Modern & Contemporary Maori & Indigenous Art, a Head of New Zealand and Pacific 

Cultures, a Senior Curator and Curator Pacific Cultures, Senior Curator Maori Culture, 

Curator Taonga Tuturu 19-20th century, Curator Historic Maori Visual Materials, and 

Curator Matauranga Maori. By comparison, the Horniman Museum, London, currently 

retains both a Keeper and Deputy Keeper of Anthropology. The increasing opportunities for 

Pacific people to have responsibility for their cultural heritage in museums was reflected by 

the appointment in early 2015 of Maia Nuku, of English and Maori (Ngai Tai) descent, as 

Assistant Curator for Oceanic Art at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. She became the first 

indigenous Pacific person in a curatorial position at that institution.11 

 

Prior to the age of affordable world travel, the ethnographic museum was the primary 

location where Western audiences were able to encounter cultural material from the Pacific. 

Those institutions are now subject to a diversity of opinions; Nicholas Thomas accepts that 

they may be considered tainted by association with colonialism and perceived as ‘warehouses 

of colonial loot’.12 However, Harris and O’Hanlon suggest they can be ‘therapeutic 

institutions and places where the communities that have previously been excluded can gain 

recognition through representation.’ Further:  

 
      it is the material complexity, technological creativeness, visual appeal, and sheer  

      unfamiliarity of the contents of ethnographic museums that remain a powerful attraction  

      for millions of people. Ethnographic museums can be places for discovery and dreaming,  

      for memories and meetings: sites where the freedom to wonder at the variety and  

      ingenuity of man-made things is not yet dead.13 
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      The issue of public access to collections in these ‘warehouses’ was the subject of a 2016 

radio broadcast by Antony Gormley, sculptor and Trustee of the British Museum (2007-

2015). Noting that a majority of that institution’s ethnographic collection remains in off-site 

storage and that there were then significant gaps – Oceania in particular – in its permanent (as 

opposed to temporary exhibition) galleries, Gormley spoke of the Museum’s need to ‘evolve, 

to expand and reflect the diversity of the world from which its visitors come’. At the same 

time, Lissant Bolton, Curator Oceanic Collections, acknowledged the need to make objects 

from Oceania – and other currently overlooked regions - ‘part of the history of the world’.14 

      In the same 2016 broadcast, sociologist Peggy Levitt referred to the process whereby 

objects previously categorised as ethnographic artefacts came to be treated as art as ‘a way of 

sidestepping all authority issues about ownership and representation’. Hartwig Fischer, 

Director (since 2016) of the British Museum, described such institutions as repositories for 

objects which have ‘lost their world’, and the challenge is to explain their origins and their 

context, such as the performative elements – sound, movement, ritual, dance and music, for 

example – which may have accompanied those objects prior to their removal to the invariably 

static environment of the museum. There is also the need for those institutions to overturn 

colonial assumptions regarding the definition of civilization and, in Lissant Bolton’s view, 

adopt a more inclusive approach and refocus on the issue of ‘how people make sense of life 

together’.15 

 

As a result of nineteenth-century colonialism and empire building, museums are now the 

guardians of objects with stories of potential interest to a wide range of visitors. As this study 

has demonstrated, there are an increasing range of approaches to the challenge of 

representing Pacific collections in museums. For example, an exhibition of material collected 

on Cook’s Pacific voyages could be designed to illustrate the nature of Pacific culture at the 

time of early European contact; equally, the main aim could be to document Cook’s exploits 

and the implications of his discoveries. As has been shown, the series of Cook bicentennial 

exhibitions that began in the late 1960s was responsible for the reassessment and study of 

museum collections of historic Pacific material, a process would extend to the engagement of 

appropriate source communities. Objects collected on or associated with Cook’s voyages 

continue to have a special significance, representing Pacific societies at a pivotal point in 

their history, while recent exhibitions have included a contemporary component, reflecting 

the ongoing evolution of traditional cultural practices. Among other things, museum 
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exhibitions can illustrate how one culture has regarded another; early descriptions by 

Europeans of Pacific collections at the British Museum expressed incomprehensibility at 

some objects, and admiration for the technical skill exhibited by others.  

      In the face of multiple options – and responsibilities - it is no longer appropriate for 

museums to operate as repositories for the systematic categorisation of other cultures, and to 

regard such cultures as mere objects of study. Museum holdings, which are likely to contain 

unique and irreplaceable material, now need to be seen as ‘living collections’, reflecting 

cultural diversity as well as indigenous traditions at the time of early European contact. 

Nicholas Thomas considers today’s ‘renewed’ museums to be well positioned to represent 

‘the interconnectedness of the world, starting with the puzzling and sometimes problematic 

stories of how their collections reached Europe.’16  

      At its simplest level, the ‘new’ museology has been described by Peter Vergo as ‘a state 

of widespread dissatisfaction with the ‘old’ museology’ [which was] too much about museum 

methods, and too little about the purposes of museums.’17 In the second half of the twentieth 

century, those purposes needed to take account of the growing independence and 

multicultural movements throughout the Pacific, and elsewhere. The creation of new national 

identities drew attention to the need for museums to present a more universal view of culture. 

With the dissolving of boundaries between earlier categories of (non-Western) ethnography 

and (Western) art, examples of the former came to be presented in the manner of the latter. 

However, as noted by Levitt, this aestheticised approach may pay little regard for the original 

context of the object, and its relevance to the community it was intended to serve. Ken Vos, 

Curator of the Japanese and Korean Department at the National Museum of Ethnology, 

Leiden, suggests art museums may need to be more mindful of anthropological approaches in 

order to achieve a more meaningful and relevant appreciation of the objects in question. 

Otherwise, he warns, ‘both types of museums are doomed to become institutional dinosaurs, 

chained to the past through their collections.’ Vos also notes that whereas ethnographic 

objects were once collected as evidence of a society’s cultural development, ‘they are now 

recognised as being able to represent several qualities simultaneously, such as functionality, 

symbolism or aesthetics’.18 

    

Central to this study has been a sequence of landmark exhibitions of Pacific collections, both 

temporary and ‘permanent’, beginning with the South Sea Room at the British Museum. The 

significant temporary exhibitions of Pacific material discussed here have included Art of the 

South Seas (Museum of Modern Art, 1946), Primitive Sculpture (Auckland War Memorial 
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Museum, 1962), Te Maori (Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1984) and ‘Primitivism’ in 20th 

Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern (Museum of Modern Art, 1984). Te Maori 

presented Maori art in a prestigious art museum in the United States for the first time, an 

event which had major implications for the manner in which Maori collections would now be 

shown in museums in New Zealand. And while the ‘Primitivism’ exhibition attracted much 

criticism, Paul Wood attributes it with helping to ‘open up a space for a geographically more 

diverse approach to art, and to the discussion and exhibition of it’.19 

      Among the more recent temporary exhibitions of Pacific collections has been the British 

Museum’s Shifting patterns: Pacific barkcloth clothing (5 February – 6 December 2015) 

which, in addition to cloths collected in the eighteenth century, included a 2014 barkcloth 

wedding dress by New Zealand-based Samoan designer Paula Chan Cheuk, commissioned by 

the Museum. In 2016-17 (15 October - 12 February), Fiji: Art & Life was shown at the 

Sainsbury Centre, Norwich, and in late 2018 (29 September – 10 December) the Royal 

Academy is presenting Oceania, advertised as ‘the UK’s first major show exploring Oceanic 

art’20 and the first exhibition of its kind since The Art of the Pacific Islands at the National 

Gallery of Art, Washington, in 1979.  

      Commemorations of Cook continue, and Oceania will mark both 250 years since his 

voyages to the Pacific and the 250th anniversary year of the Royal Academy. It will be the 

latest in a series of major exhibitions of world cultures at the Royal Academy, following 

Aztecs (2002), China: The Three Emperors 1662-1795 (2005), and Byzantium 330-1453 

(2008). And conforming to the usual sequence noted in this study, the Pacific will follow 

Africa, the Royal Academy having presented Africa: Art of a Continent in 1995.  

      Having been featured in several major temporary exhibitions to date, it is hardly 

surprisingly that the Rurutu sculpture A’a will also be seen in Oceania. The exhibition will 

also include ‘in Pursuit of Venus [infected], 2015-15, a cinematic reimaging of an 1804-05 

block-printed French scenic wallpaper, Les Sauvages de la Mer Pacifique, by Lisa Reihana, a 

New Zealand artist of Maori (Ngāpuhi, Ngāti Hine, Ngāi Tū) descent. Using modern audio-

visual technology, Reihana has animated an early European ‘fabrication’ of the Pacific, 

incorporating both real and invented narratives. This multi-screened work, previously 

selected for display in New Zealand’s pavilion at the 2017 Venice Biennale, is panoramic in 

all senses, and a timely encapsulation to date of the now 230-year-old tradition of exhibiting 

the Pacific in the public museum. This large and complex work uses contemporary 

technology to address issues of interpretation, misrepresentation, and the impact of one 

culture on another. Following in the tradition of the artefacts gathered on Cook’s voyages that 
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were exhibited as ‘artificial curiosities’ in the British Museum in the 1780s, ‘in Pursuit of 

Venus [infected], carries a distinctive Pacific point of view, of how that region was 

rediscovered and impacted on by the outside world. 

      Further to the above temporary exhibitions, another major development involving Pacific 

collections is the Berlin museum complex known as the Humboldt Forum, due to open in the 

reconstructed Berlin Palace in 2019. Among the existing institutions to be incorporated 

within this project is the Museum für Völkerkunde, the legacy of Adolf Bastian, with its 

major Pacific collection which began with Georg Forster on Cook’s second voyage.  

 

Extending Bennett’s Exhibitionary Complex, this research has shown how, beginning in the 

latter half of the nineteenth century, changes to the representation of the Pacific in museums 

generally followed and were influenced by the West’s reappraisal of material culture from 

Africa. The Pacific was frequently included in exhibitions alongside Africa and other non-

Western cultures, later becoming the main focus of major exhibitions in leading international 

institutions, the most recent being Oceania (Royal Academy of Art, 2018). These short-term 

events will surely continue to play a vital role in the representation and public exhibition of 

Pacific collections, provide a high-profile forum for new approaches to interpretation, 

involving cultural, technical and other current issues. As was demonstrated by Te Maori, 

temporary exhibitions can have a significant impact on the development of more ‘permanent’ 

displays of Pacific collections in museums. And depending on the institution’s location, such 

exhibitions are likely to have an increasing engagement with the appropriate source 

communities. More broadly, these museological endeavours undertakings are concerned with 

interpreting and representing diverse cultures within an ever-changing world.  
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fig. 1.1 (above left)  Carved ivory salt-cellar, in three parts, made by Edo, Nigeria, c. 1525-1600. 

Height 30cm, width 11cm. British Museum. 
(http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=3103474&p

artId=1; David B. Quinn, Explorers and Colonies: America, 1500-1625, The Hambleton Press, London, 1990, p. 

83) 

fig. 1.2 (above right)  The Four Continents, title page, Abraham Ortelius, Theatre ofte Toonneldes 

aerdtbodems … Antwerp, 1571.  
(Ernst van den Boogaart, ‘The Empress Europe and her Three Sisters’, in [various authors] America, Bride of 

the Sun: 500 Years Latin America and the Low Countries, Royal Museum of Fine Arts, Antwerp, 1992, p. 120)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 1.3 (above)  Vincenzo Maria Coronelli, Mare del Sud detto altrimenti Mare Pacifico, 1691.   
(http://www.geographicus.com/P/AntiqueMap/MaredelSudMarePacifico-coronelli-1691) 
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fig. 1.4 (above)  Joseph Arnold, The curiosity cabinet of the Dimpfel family of wholesale ironmongers 

and miners from Regensburg, 1668? Opaque pigment with heightening in gold on parchment, Ulm, 

Ulmer Museum.  
(Albertus Seba, Cabinet of Natural Curiosities, Locuplettissimi rerum naturalium thesauri, 1734-1765, based on 

the copy in the Koninklijke Bibliotheeck, The Hague, Taschen, Cologne, 2001, p. 8) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 1.5 (above)  Samuel von Quiccheberg’s 1565 treatise on museums, Tituli Theatri Amplissimi, 

which demonstrated the value of curiosity cabinets.  
(http://www.kunstkammer.at/theorie.htm) 
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fig. 1.6 (above left)  Musaeum Tradescantium, 1666. 
(David A. Berry, Dodos & Dark Lanterns: Highlights of Ashmolean History, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, 

2013, p. 11) 

fig. 1.7 (above right) The first premises of the Ashmolean Museum, established 1683.  
(David A. Berry, Dodos & Dark Lanterns: Highlights of Ashmolean History, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, 

2013, p. 19) 
 

                                                                          
 

fig. 1.8 (above left)  Powhatan’s Mantle, tanned hides of white-tailed deer sewn together with sinew 

thread, with shell decoration.  
(David A. Berry, Dodos & Dark Lanterns: Highlights of Ashmolean History, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, 

2013, p. 6) 

fig. 1.9 (above right)  Powhatan’s Mantle, on exhibition at Ashmolean Museum, March 2016.  
(Wolfe)  
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fig. 1.10 (above)  Charles de Brosses (1709-1777) 
(https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Charles_de_Brosses_Comte_de_Tournai_et_de_Montfaucon_by_ 

Charles-Nicolas_Cochin.jpg) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig 1.11  (above)  Canoe (vaka), from Nukutaveke, Tuamotu Archipelago, with hull made of 45 wood 

sections bound together with coir cordage. Length: 415 cm, width: 100 cm; height: 120 cm. Collected 

by Capt. Samuel Wallis, 1767, donated to British Museum by the Lords of the Admiralty, 1771.  
(http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=514628&pa

rtId=1) 
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fig. 1.12  (above left)  Francis Chantry, bust of Sir Joseph Banks, marble, 1822. On loan to the British 

Museum from the Linnean Society, London. On exhibition in the Enlightenment gallery, 2016.  
(Wolfe)  

fig. 1.13 (above right)  Sydney Parkinson, The Head of a Chief of New Zealand, the face curiously 

tataowd, or mark’d, according to their Manner, engraved by T. Chambers, c. 1773.  
(Sydney Parkinson, A Journal of a Voyage to the South Seas in his Majesty’s Ship The Endeavour, printed for 

Charles Dilly, London, 1784, p. 90/91) 

 

                                                              
 

fig. 1.14 (above left)  Sydney Parkinson, Portrait of a New Zealand Man, 1769, pen and wash, 387 x 

295. British Library.  
(http://www.captcook-ne.co.uk/ccne/exhibits/21010/index.htm) 

fig. 1.15 (above right)  Maori hei tiki, rei puta and comb, Enlightenment gallery, British Museum, 

2014.  
(Wolfe) 
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fig. 1.16 (above left)  Maori rei puta, with illustration by Sydney Parkinson, Enlightenment gallery, 

British Museum, 2016.  
(Wolfe) 

fig. 1.17 (above right)  Sydney Parkinson, Head of Otegoowgoow, Son of a New Zealand Chief, the 

face curiously tataow’d, engraved by T. Chambers, c. 1773.  
(Sydney Parkinson, A Journal of a Voyage to the South Seas in his Majesty’s Ship The Endeavour, printed for 

Charles Dilly, London, 1784, p. 108/109) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 1.18 (above left)  Sir Joshua Reynolds, Sir Joseph Banks, Bt, oil on canvas, 1771-1773, 50 in. x 

40 in. (1270 mm x 1015 mm) overall. National Portrait Gallery, London. 
(http://www.npg.org.uk/collections/search/portrait/mw07074/Sir-Joseph-Banks-Bt) 

fig. 1.19 (above right)  Benjamin West, Sir Joseph Banks, 1771, oil on canvas, 234 x 160 cm. The 

Collection: Art and Archaeology in Lincolnshire (Usher Gallery, Lincoln).  
(http://web.prm.ox.ac.uk/cookvoyages/index.php/en/the-collectors.html) 

http://web.prm.ox.ac.uk/cookvoyages/index.php/en/the-collectors.html
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fig. 1.20 (above left)  Cover of brochure for exhibition Joseph Banks: A Great Endeavour, The 

Collection, Lincoln, 2014.  

fig. 1.21 (above right)  Sir Joshua Reynolds, Omai, c. 1775, oil on canvas, 230 x 140 cm. Private 

collection.  
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Portrait_of_Omai) 

 

     
 

figs 1.22, 1.23 (above)  Views of exhibition, Joseph Banks: A Great Endeavour, The Collection, 

Lincoln, 2014, showing fau (wickerwork priest’s helmet from Tahiti) and West’s portrait of Banks.  
(both Wolfe) 



8 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 1.24 (above left)  Francesco Bartolozzi, after a drawing by Nathanial Dance, Omai, A Native of 

Ulaietea, 1774, engraving, 52 x 29.1 cm.  
(http://www.portrait.gov.au/portraits/2007.29/omai-a-native-of-ulaietea) 

fig. 1.25 (above right)  William Parry, Omai, Banks, and Solander, c. 1775-6, oil on canvas, 152.5 x 

152.5 cm, Collection National Portrait Gallery, London, and National Museum Wales.  
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Omai) 

 

                                                             
 

fig. 1.26 (above left)  Carved hand, wood, Rapa Nui (Easter Island).  
(Kim Sloan, editor, Enlightenment: Discovering the World in the Eighteenth Century, The British Museum 

Press, 2003, p. 253) 

fig. 1.27 (above right)  Carved hand, wood, Rapa Nui, Enlightenment gallery, British Museum, 2016.  
(Wolfe) 
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fig. 1.28 (above left)  Michael Rysback, bust of Sir Hans Sloane, on exhibition in the Enlightenment 

gallery, British Museum, 2016.  
(Wolfe) 

fig. 1.29 (above right)  Joseph Buckler, south front (main entrance of Montagu House, the original 

home of the British Museum. Pen, ink and wash drawing, 1828.  
(Kim Sloan, editor, Enlightenment: Discovering the World in the Eighteenth Century, The British Museum 

Press, 2003, p. 15) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 1.30 (above left)  Handbill for pantomime, ‘Omai, Or, A Trip Round the World’, Theatre Royal, 

Covent Garden, London, 26 December 1785. National Library of Australia. 
(https://www.google.co.nz/search?q=omai+or+a+trip+around+the+world&biw=1280&bih=907&source=lnms&

tbm=isch&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwi-

_bHdvp7MAhWhIqYKHcv1DiIQ_AUIBigB#imgrc=dEpW5NH8_hIMQM%3A) 

fig. 1.31 (above right)  John Webber, Poedua, the Daughter of Orio, 1784, oil on canvas, 145.4 x 95.9 

cm. National Maritime Museum, Greenwich, London.  
(http://www.wga.hu/html_m/w/webber/poedua.html) 
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fig. 1.32 (above left)  Tahitian costume of the chief mourner (parae). Probably given to Cook on 7 

May 1774. British Museum. 
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=514664&par

tId=1 

fig. 1.33 (above right)  ‘Modern Works of Arts’, including the Pacific collections, at the British 

Museum, from Synopsis of the Contents of the British Museum, 1814. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 1.34 (above left)  William Skelton, after Charles Reuben Ryley, after Sarah Stone, A Perspective 

View of the Grand Saloon and Gallery at the Leverian Museum, Late Sir Ashton Lever’s, Surry end of 

Black Fryer’s Bridge. Frontispiece to James Parkinson, 'A companion to the museum (late Sir Ashton 

Lever's) removed to Albion Street, the Surry end of Black Friars Bridge', 1790 (first issue), engraving 

and etching. 
(http://america.pink/leverian-collection_2596033.html) 

fig. 1.35 (above right)  Sarah Stone, Perspective [interior] view of Sir Ashton Lever's Museum 

[Leicester Square, London] March 30/1785, watercolour. State Library of New South Wales. 
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leverian_collection) 
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fig. 1.36 (above)  Sarah Stone, watercolour of Hawaiian idol of feathers, mother-of-pearl eyes, human 

hair, and dog’s teeth attached to wickerwork, from the Leverian Museum, London, ca. 1783. Private 

collection. 
(https://paradiseofthepacific.wordpress.com/tag/sarah-stone/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 1.37 (above left)  Bullock’s Museum (Egyptian Hall or London Museum), Piccadilly. Engraving 

by A. H. Payne, 1847, after T. H. Shepherd.  
(https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/d/d2/Bullock%27s_Museum%2C_%28Egyptian_Hall_or_Lo

ndon_Museum%29%2C_Piccadil_Wellcome_V0013865.jpg) 

fig. 1.38 (above right)  Interior of  Bullock's Museum, (Egyptian Hall or London Museum), 

Piccadilly, showing African mammals and, on far walls, ethnographic objects. (Artist and details 

unknown) 
(http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-15945306 



12 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 1.39 (above)  Entrance façade of the new British Museum. Lithograph after Sydney Smirke, 1851.  
(Kim Sloan, editor, Enlightenment: Discovering the World in the Eighteenth Century, The British Museum 

Press, 2003, p. 48) 
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fig. 2.1 (above)  The personal collection of Danish medical doctor Ole Worm (1588-1654), 

Copenhagen, 1655.  
(https://www.google.co.nz/search?q=ole+worm+museum&biw=1280&bih=907&source=lnms&tbm=isch&sa=

X&ved=0ahUKEwjd58rdmbDMAhVBKaYKHSrdA6gQ_AUIBigB#imgrc=atYsB3VSLqccJM%3A) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 2.2 (above)  Samuel P. Langley (centre), third Secretary of the Smithsonian, supervising the 

installation of the Rapa Nui, Easter Island stone figures in the United States National Museum 

Building, now the Arts and Industries Building, with George Brown Goode (left) and Otis T. Mason 

(right), 1888.  
(Smithsonian Institution Archives; http://www.onionhousehawaii.com/easter-island.html) 
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fig. 2.3 (above)  Stone sculpture from Rapa Nui, Easter Island, Louvre, Paris, 2015.  
(Wolfe) 

 

               
                                   
fig. 2.4 (above left)  Stone sculpture from Rapa Nui, Easter Island, Louvre, Paris, 2015.  
(Wolfe) 

fig. 2.5 (above right)  Advertisement by Auckland Museum for specimens, The New Zealander, 27 

October 1852.  
(A. W. B. Powell (editor), The Centennial History of the Auckland Institute and Museum, Auckland Institute 

and Museum, 1967, p. 8) 
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fig. 2.6 (above)  The second premises of the Auckland Museum, an old post office building in Princes 

Street, c.1870. (There are no known images of Auckland Museum’s first home.) 
(Powell (editor), 1967, p. 13) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
fig. 2.7 (above left)  The Crystal Palace in Hyde Park, home to the Great Exhibition of 1851.  
(Getty Images; http://history1800s.about.com/od/emergenceofindustry/ss/Great-Exhibition-1851.htm) 

fig. 2.8 (above right)  John Gilfillan (1793-1863), Interior of a native village or "Pa" in New Zealand 

situated near the town of Petre, at Wanganui. Handcoloured lithograph. [1852?]  
(The Fletcher Trust Collection; 

https://www.google.co.nz/search?q=Fletcher+trust+Gilfillan&biw=1280&bih=907&source=lnms&tbm=isch&s

a=X&ved=0ahUKEwjQ1e3wo7DMAhXEo5QKHTyFCDsQ_AUIBigB#imgrc=g4tghXFnJ1-0NM%3A) 
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fig. 2.9 (above)  The Indian Court at the Great Exhibition, 1851, by Joseph Nash.  
(Museum no. 19536.11; http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/i/indian-textiles-and-empire-owen-jones/) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
fig. 2.10 (above left)  The re-erected and extended Crystal Palace at Sydenham. North Transept from 

the Tower, after Philip Delamotte, 1854. 
(J. R. Piggott, Palace of the People: The Crystal Palace at Sydenham 1854-1936, Hurst & Company, London, 

2004, p. 39) 

fig. 2.11 (above right)  The Egyptian Court, with view through to the Greek and Roman Courts, 

Crystal Palace, Sydenham. 
(Piggott, 2004, p. 84) 
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fig. 2.12 (above left)  Ethnography display at the Crystal Palace, Sydenham, from Punch’s Almanack 

for 1855.  
(Piggott, 2004, p. 59) 

fig. 2.13 (above right)  ‘The Old World Court’, Africa, at the Crystal Palace, Sydenham. Photograph 

by Philip Delamotte. 
(Piggott, 2004, p. 127) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
fig. 2.14 (above left)  Maori paddle (left), New Zealand. Collection of United Services Museum, 

London.  

(Owen Jones, The Grammar of Ornament, Studio Editions, London, 1987; original edition published 1856)  

fig. 2.15 (above right)  Barkcloth from Tongotabu [Tongatapu, Tonga]. 
(Jones, 1856)  
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fig. 2.16 (above left)  Barkcloth from Tongotabu [Tongatapu, Tonga]. 
(Jones, 1856)  

fig. 2.17 (above right)  Prize medal for 1851 Great Exhibition, reverse.  
(Mark Jones, ‘Medals for the Great Exhibitions of 1851 and 1862’, in Almost Forgotten: The International 

Exhibition of 1862, The Decorative Arts Society: 1850 to the Present Journal, 38, 2014, p. 52) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
fig. 2.18 (above left)  The 1857 Manchester Art Treasures Exhibition, housed in a building designed 

to resemble London’s Crystal Palace. 
(https://quarrybankmill.wordpress.com/2015/04/24/voices-of-the-mill-workers/) 

fig. 2.19 (above right)  Interior of the 1857 Manchester Art Treasures Exhibition. 

(https://quarrybankmill.wordpress.com/2015/04/24/voices-of-the-mill-workers/) 
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fig. 2.20 (above left)  Description of the New Zealand collection, as displayed in the Ethnographical 

Room at the British Museum, 1854. 
(Synopsis of the Contents of the British Museum, 61st edition, 1854, p. 252) 

fig. 2.21 (above right)  Frederick York, ‘Ethnography gallery, British Museum’, 1875.  
(British Museum, CE114/620, York Album) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
fig. 2.22 (above left)  Thomas Malton (1748-1804)  East India House, Leadenhall Street, London, 

1795. Watercolour, The British Library.  
(David Blayney Brown, in Alison Smith, David Blayney Brown and Carol Jacobi (editors), Artist and Empire: 

Facing Britain’s Imperial Past, Tate Publishing, London, 2015, p. 63) 

fig. 2.23 (above right) ‘Idol from a Morai at the Hawaiian Islands’, Peabody Museum of Salem, 

Salem, Mass., c. 1910.  
(http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/det1994017026/PP/) 



20 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 2.24 (above)  Shield made by Aboriginal Australian, 19th century (before 1862). Attributed to 

Shoalhaven region. Donated by Henry Christy. It is likely this object was acquired by Christy from 

the 1862 London Exhibition. This object appears to have been part of Christy's original collection 

which, after his death, was transferred to the British Museum by his Trustees. 
(http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=513103&pa

rtId=1) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
fig. 2.25 (above left)  ‘Series of spears, variously ornamental. Solomon Islands. Chiefly collected by 

Julius L. Brenchley, Esq.’ Christy Collection, British Museum.  
(Included as no. 63 in British Museum, Prehistoric, Ethnographical, and Christy Collection, photographs by 

Stephen Thompson, W.A. Mansell & Co., Percy Street, W., London, 1872, Part 1, Vol. II, Ethnography of 

Africa, Asia and Oceania) 

fig. 2.26 (above right)  ‘Carved wooden head, and axe of rare form from New Zealand’. British 

Museum, but not specified as part of the Christy Collection. 
(Included as no. 81 in the above 1872 publication) 
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fig. 2.27 (above )  ‘Group of wooden clubs. Solomon Islands. Chiefly collected by Julius L. 

Brenchley, Esq.’ Christy Collection, British Museum. 
(Included as no. 81 in the above 1872 publication)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
fig. 2.28 (above)  ‘Clubs and spears. Fiji Islands.’ Christy Collection, British Museum.  
(Included as no. 67 in the above 1872 publication)  
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fig. 2.29 (above)  ‘Group of objects from New Zealand, including a jade meri, two nose-flutes, adze-

handle, jade tiki, or breast ornament, &c.’ Christy Collection, British Museum.  
(Included as no. 85 in the above 1872 publication)  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
fig. 2.30 (above)  Collecting the World, Room 2, British Museum, 2016. 
(http://www.britishmuseum.org/images/alex_peters_british_museum_944_test.jpg) 
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fig. 2.31 (above left)  Section on collector Henry Christy, Collecting the World, British Museum, 

2016.  

fig. 2.32 (above right)  Section on collector and ethnographer A. W. Franks, Collecting the World, 

British Museum, 2016.  
(both Wolfe)  

 

            
 
fig. 2.33 (above left)  Kava bowl from Hawaii, donated by Joseph Banks to the British Museum, in 

Collecting the World, British Museum, 2016.  

fig. 2.34 (above right)  Maori flute (putorino) and wooden handclub collected by Henry Christy, in 

Collecting the World, British Museum, 2016.  
(both Wolfe)  
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fig. 2.35 (above left) Wooden figure from Mangareva, Gambier Islands, collected by the London 

Missionary Society and subsequently purchased by the British Museum, in Collecting the World, 

British Museum, 2016.  
(Wolfe) 

fig. 2.36 (above right)  Rapa Nui statue Hoa Hakananai’a on board HMS Topaze, at Portsmouth, 

1869.  
(Jo Anne Van Tilburg, Hoa Hakananai’a, The Trustees of the British Museum, 2004, p. 6)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 2.37 (above)  Rapa Nui statue Hoa Hakananai’a on display at the entrance to the British Museum, 

from The Illustrated London News, 9 April 1887.  
(Van Tilburg, 2004, p. 8) 
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fig. 2.38 (above left)  The tympanum (constructed 1847-51), designed by Richard Westmacott, on the 

façade of the British Museum, 2015. 

fig. 2.39 (above right)  Rapa Nui statue Hoa Hakananai’a near the entrance to the Living and Dying 

gallery, British Museum, 2015.  
(both Wolfe) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 2.40 (above)  ‘Le village canaque’ at the 1889 Paris Exposition Universelle. 
(Pascal Blanchard, Gilles Boetsch and Nanette Jacomijn Snoep, Human Zoos: The Invention of the Savage, 

Musée du Quai Branly, Paris, 2011, p. 189) 
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fig. 2.41 (above left)  New Caledonia section, Paris Universelle Exposition 1889 
(William Rubin (editor), “Primitivism in 20th Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern, The Museum 

of Modern Art, New York, 1984, vol. 1, p. 104) 

fig. 2.42 (above right)  Carving, New Caledonia, collection of Musée du quai Branly, Paris.  
(Tjibaou Cultural Centre / Ngan Jila Centre Culturel Tjibaou, 1998) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
fig. 2.43 (above left)  Diagram by Augustus Henry Lane-Fox Pitt-Rivers showing gradual 

development of various Australian weapons from a simple stick, 1875.   
(R. U. Sayce, Primitive Arts and Crafts: An Introduction to the Study of Material Culture, New York, 1933) 

fig. 2.44 (above right)  Pitt Rivers Museum, Oxford, c. 1901.  
(http://www.prm.ox.ac.uk/hlf.html) 
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fig. 2.45 (above left)  Henry Balfour (1863-1939) working on weapons display at Pitt Rivers Museum, 

Oxford. 
(PRM 1998.267.94.5; Julia Cousins, Pitt Rivers Museum: An Introduction, 2004, p. 13) 

fig. 2.46 (above right)  Display of ‘Throwing Sticks and Boomerangs’, Pitt Rivers Museum, Oxford, 

2016. 
(Wolfe) 

 

 
fig. 2.47 (above)  Display of spears, Pitt Rivers Museum, Oxford, 2016. 
(Wolfe) 
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fig. 2.48 (above left)  The Cook-Voyage Collection, Pitt Rivers Museum, Oxford, 2016. 

fig. 2.49 (above right)  Part of the New Zealand section of The Cook-Voyage Collection, Pitt Rivers 

Museum, Oxford, 2016. 
(both Wolfe) 

 

 
fig. 2.50 (above)  Tahitian mourner’s costume, in the Cook-Voyage Collection, Pitt Rivers Museum, 

Oxford, 2016. 
(Wolfe) 
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fig. 2.51 (above)  A corner of the Oceanic Room, Musée d’Ethnographie du Trocadéro, Paris, 1895. 
(William Rubin (editor), “Primitivism in 20th Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern, The Museum 

of Modern Art, New York, 1984, vol. 1, p. 258)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 2.52 (above)  Pātaka (storehouse), as shown at the 1888 Melbourne International Exhibition. It 

was earlier included in the New Zealand Court at the 1886 Colonial and Indian Exhibition, London, 

along with an extensive collections of woven mats, models of waka, and cases of adzes and weapons. 

The structure was originally carved in the 1850s for Ngāti Pikiao and stood at the Lake Rotoiti 

settlement of Taheke. 
(http://www.teara.govt.nz/en/photograph/45426/te-takinga-pataka) 
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fig. 2.53 (above)  The tomb of Ngāti Pikiao chief Te Waata Taranui, displayed in the New Zealand 

Court at the 1886 Colonial and Indian Exhibition, London. 
(http://www.teara.govt.nz/en/photograph/45422/maori-tomb-at-the-colonial-and-indian-exhibition-1886) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 2.54 (above left)  Stanley and African Exhibition, London, 1890. 
(http://www.cram.com/flashcards/exam-2-5179556) 

fig. 2.55 (above right)  British Punitive Expedition, with loot, Benin City, 1897. 
(https://www.studyblue.com/notes/note/n/african-art-midterm-images/deck/15659260) 
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fig. 2.56 (above left)  Benin leopards, of ivory and copper, on loan from the Royal Collection to the 

British Museum, 2015. 

fig. 2.57 (above right)  Benin ‘bronze’ plaques, mostly made of brass, on exhibition at the British 

Museum, 2015. 
(both Wolfe) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
fig. 2.58 (above)  Torres Strait mask bought from its maker, Kuduma, in 1888 by A. C. Haddon. The 

mask, incorporating a box made of European boards, a bonito fish made of turtleshell, and cassowary 

feathers, was included in the 2015 BP exhibition Indigenous Australia: enduring civilisation at the 

British Museum. British Museum. 
(Sculthorpe and others, The BP exhibition Indigenous Australia: enduring civilisation, The British Museum 

Press, 2015, p. 108) 
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fig. 2.59 (above left)  Polynesian weapons, garments and other objects from various collections (the 

Ethnographical Museum, Berlin, British Museum and Christy collection), as illustrated in the second 

German edition of The History of Mankind, by Friedrich Ratzel, published by MacMillan & Co 1896-

98. 
(http://images.rgs.org/imageDetails.aspx?barcode=28974) 

fig. 2.60 (above right)  Weapons and ‘utensils’ from Melanesia and Micronesia, as illustrated in 

volume 1 of The History of Mankind by Friedrich Ratzel, 1886. 
(http://www.imagekind.com/Weapons-and-Utensils-from-Melanesia-and-Micronesia_art?IMID=bec5cbf0-

167c-4daa-9904-09330465002b) 

               

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
fig. 2.61 (above left)  Auckland Institute and Museum, Princes Street, c.1876. 
(Stuart Park, An Introduction to Auckland Museum, Auckland Institute and Museum, 1986, p. 2) 

fig. 2.62 (above right)  Interior of the Auckland Museum in Princes Street, probably about 1880, 

showing moa skeleton and a section of the pataka (storehouse).  
(Powell (editor), 1967, p. 17) 
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fig. 2.63 (above left) The war canoe Te Toki a Tapiri in the Ethnological or Maori Hall, which opened 

at the Auckland Museum, Princes Street, in 1892. 
(Auckland Museum Library, 4693; Richard Wolfe, ‘Mr Cheeseman’s Legacy: The Auckland Museum at Princes 

Street’, Records of the Auckland Museum, 2001, p. 17) 

fig. 2.64 (above right)  View of the Ethnological or Maori Hall at the Auckland Museum, Princes 

Street, c.1892, showing the prow of the war canoe Te Toki a Tapiri and the two pataka, Te Puawai o 

Te Arawa (left) and Te Oha.  
(Powell (editor), 1967, p. 17) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    
fig. 2.65 (above)  Interior of the Colonial Museum, Wellington, c. 1907. 
(AGMANZ Journal, 16:3, September 1985, p. 2) 
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fig. 2.66 (above left)  Maori carvings collected from around the Bay of Plenty by dealer Eric Craig,  

and awaiting shipment to his shop in Princes Street, Auckland. Photograph by Elizabeth Pulman. 
(AGMANZ Journal, 16:4, December 1985, p.9) 

fig. 2.67 (above right)  Collection of Maori carvings offered for sale to the Dominion Museum by 

James Frank Robieson of the Rotorua office of the Government Tourist and Publicity Department in 

1910.  
(AGMANZ Journal, 16:4, December 1985, p.11) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
fig. 2.68 (above)  Door lintel, pare, New Zealand, in the collection of World Museum, Liverpool, 

previously in the collection of the Liverpool Royal Institution. 
(http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/wml/collections/ethnology/oceania/new-zealand/item-454968.aspx) 
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fig. 3.1 (above)  The zoological and anthropological section of Gabriel von Max's collection, c. 1892, 

which included anthropological specimens from Australia, New Zealand, and the Pacific. This 

photograph was included in the exhibition catalogue Darwin: Art and the Search for Origins, 

published to accompany an exhibition held at the Schirn Kunsthalle Frankfurt in 2009. 
(http://morbidanatomy.blogspot.co.nz/2010/08/strange-and-macabre-collection-from.html) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

figs 3.2, 3.3 (above left and right)  References to the depiction by the Maori of the spiral, in Alois 

Riegl’s Stilfragen, published 1893.  
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figs 3.4, 3.5 (above left and right)  C. J. Praetorius, ‘A Frigate Bird and a native rendering’, 

illustration accompanying article ‘Decorative Art in New Guinea’, The Studio, 108, March 1902.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 3.6 (above left)  Paul Gauguin, The Idol (The Great Buddha), 1899, oil on canvas, 134 x 95 cm. 

Pushkin Museum, Moscow. 

fig. 3.7 (above right) Pukaki, c.1830s. Collection, Rotorua Museum of Art and History. 
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fig. 3.8 (above)  Tiki, gateway carving of Pukeroa Pa, Rotorua. Wood, height 380 cm. Auckland War 

Memorial Museum. 
(Oliver Stead, editor, 150 Treasures , David Batemen & Auckland War Memorial Museum, 2001, p. 22)  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 3.9 (above left)  Pablo Picasso in his studio at the ‘Bateau-Lavoir’, Paris, 1908. Behind him are 

sculptures from New Caledonia.  
(Rubin (editor), 1984, p. 299) 

fig. 3.10 (above right)  Figure, wood, Marquesas Islands, private collection, formerly Picasso 

collection. 
(Rubin (editor), 1984, p. 283) 
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fig. 3.11 (above)  A section of Picasso’s tribal collection, photographed in 1974. It includes two New 

Caledonia sculptures at back and right.  
(Rubin (editor), 1984, p. 267) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 3.12 (above left)  Jacob Epstein, Female Figure, 1913, Flenite (serpentine). Minneapolis Institute 

of Arts.  
(Rubin (editor), 1984, p. 434) 

fig. 3.13 (above right)  Figure, Society Islands, Tahiti, wood. British Museum. 
(Rubin (editor), 1984, p. 434) 
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fig. 3.14 (above left)  Henri Gaudier-Brzeska, Hieratic Head of Ezra Pound, 1914, marble. Private 

collection. 
(Rubin (editor), 1984, p. 448) 

fig. 3.15 (above right)  Hoa Hakananai’a, referred to as ‘Figure. Easter Island. Stone.’ British 

Museum.  
(British Museum) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 3.16 (above left)  A. B. Lewis, self portrait, photographed June 1910.  
(© The Field Museum, CSA33645, https://www.fieldmuseum.org/node/4901) 

fig. 3.17 (above right)  Man with Sulka hemlaut mask on lawn outside the house of Mrs. Phoebe 

Parkinson, widow of Richard Parkinson, in New Britain, September 1910. Mrs. Parkinson assisted A. 

B. Lewis on his Expedition, obtaining more than 75 items for the Field Museum collections. 

Photographer A. B. Lewis. 
(Catalog Number 1113.138910. © The Field Museum, CSA33584, https://www.fieldmuseum.org/node/4901) 
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fig. 3.18 (above)  Sulka hemlaut mask, now on display in the Field Museum’s Pacific Spirits 

Exhibition. The mask, from the Gazelle Peninsula of Eastern New Britain, Papua New Guinea, was 

collected by A.B. Lewis during the Joseph N. Field South Pacific Expedition 1909-1913. The mask 

depicts a praying mantis formed from plant pith under the mask's umbrella, and on the sides are claw-

like shapes representing the insect's forelegs, while painted patterns suggest the legs and wings. 

Photographers John Weinstein and Diane Alexander White.  
(Catalog Number 1113.138910. © The Field Museum, A111293c, https://www.fieldmuseum.org/node/4901) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 3.19 (above)  Contemporary painting and tribal art exhibited together at the Karl Ernst Osthaus 

Museum in Hagen, Germany. Osthaus opened the museum in 1902, and named it ‘Folkwang’. The 

Folkwang was the first museum solely devoted to modern art that was open to the public. Ostahaus 

died in 1921, and the following year the neighbouring industrial city of Essen purchased his 

collection, and established the Folkwang Museum. 
(https://dictionaryofarthistorians.org/osthausk.htm; Foto Marburg: 625.684; from Mary Bouquet, Museums: A 

Visual Anthropology’, p. 134).  
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fig. 3.20 (above left)  The New Zealand pavilion at the British Empire Exhibition at Wembley, 

London, 1924. The Maori carved house Mataatua is an ancestral wharenui (meeting house) originally 

built in Whakatane. In 1879 it was shipped overseas by the Crown to exhibitions in both Sydney and 

Melbourne, and then to London in 1881. It was later brought back by the NZ government in 1926 and 

stored in Otago Museum. Ngati Awa, has since had the house given back and it is now restored and 

standing again in its original home in Whakatane. 
(Department of Industries and Commerce record group, Archives Reference: AEFN 19106 IC10 1/1 

(R14982229; https://www.flickr.com/photos/archivesnz/16963240130) 

fig. 3.21 (above right)  King George V, Queen Mary and Prince Edward visiting Mataatua in 1924. 
(http://www.mataatua.com/cultural-experience/visitor-centre/history) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 3.22 (above)  Map, The World at the Time of the Surrealists, 1929. 
(http://teifidancer-teifidancer.blogspot.co.nz/2011/02/surrealist-map-of-world-1929.html) 
 



42 
 

 
 

fig. 3.23 (above)  Uli statue, 18th –early 19th century, New Ireland, collection of Musée du quai 

Branly, as displayed in Africa, Asia, Oceania and the Americas in the Pavillon des Sessions, Louvre, 

2015. Materials used in the construction of this hardwood figure include red ochre, charcoal, chalk, 

roots, resin and turban shells.  
(Wolfe)  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 3.24 (above)  Exhibition of African and Oceanic art in the gallery of the of the Théâtre Pigalle, 

Paris, 1930.  
(Charles Ratton, L’invention des arts “Primitifs”, Musée du quai Branly, 2013, p. 12)   
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fig. 3.25 (above left)  Poster, Le Voyage de la Korrigane en Océanie, 1938, Musée de l’Homme, 

Paris. 

(Christraud M. Geary & Stephanie Xatart, Material Journeys: Collecting African and Oceanic Art, 
1945-2000: Selections from the Genevieve McMillan Collection, MFA Publications, Boston, Massachusetts, 

2007) 

fig. 3.26 (above right)  Display of Pacific collection, Le Voyage de la Korrigane en Océanie, 1938, 

Musée de l’Homme, Paris. 
(Geary & Xatart, 2007) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

figs 3.27, 3.28 (above left and right)  Exhibition, Le Voyage de la Korrigane en Océanie, 1938, Musée 

de l’Homme, Paris.    
(Geary & Xatart, 2007) 
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fig. 3.29 (above)  Alfred Flechtheim’s exhibition Art des Mers du Sud, Zurich. 1926.  
(‘Vues de l’exposition sur les statuaires des mers du Sud à Zurich, in Omnibus. Almanach auf das Jahr 1932; 

https://gradhiva.revues.org/2203) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 3.30 (above left)  Rudolf Herrmann, designer, poster for Degenerate Art, Kunstlerhaus, Vienna, 

May-June 1939.  
(Brice Altshuler and Phaidon editors, Salon to Biennale – Exhibitions That Made History, Volume 1: 1863-

1959, Phaidon Press Limited, London, 2008) 

fig. 3.31 (above centre)  Cover for guide for Entartente Kunst , November 1937, featuring Otto 

Freundlich’s The New Man, a plaster sculpture exhibited on the ground floor of the Munich Hofgarten 

Arcade. This guide was distributed at the Munich venue, but not available at subsequent locations.  
(Altshuler, 2008) 

fig. 3.32 (above right)  The 1927 Exhibition of Canadian West Coast Art: Native and Modern, shown 

in Ottawa, Toronto and Montreal, juxtaposed the work of mainly European-trained painters and 

sculptors with works by artists from the West Coast nations of Canada.  
(http://www.historymuseum.ca/cmc/exhibitions/tresors/barbeau/mb0633be.shtml) 
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fig. 3.33 (above left)  Machine Art exhibition, 1934, the Museum of Modern Art, in its first home, the 

Rockefeller townhouse on West 53rd Street, New York. 
(http://www.daniellaondesign.com/blog/machine-art-a-milestone-exhibition-at-moma) 

fig. 3.34 (above right)  Constantin Brancusi (1876-1937), Princess X, 1916, marble, 55.9 x 28 x 22.9 

cm. Sheldon Memorial Art Gallery, University of Nebraska, Lincoln. 
(Rubin (editor), 1984, vol. II, p. 354) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 3.35 (above left)  Pestle, Papua New Guinea, stone, height 36.3 cm. British Museum. 
(Rubin (editor), 1984, vol. II, p. 354) 

fig. 3.36 (above right)  Catalogue cover, African Negro Art, Museum of Modern Art, New York, 

1935. 
(http://www.jamesrobertwatson.com/racism.html) 
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fig. 3.37 (above)  Installation view, African Negro Art, Museum of Modern Art, New York, 1935. 
(http://www.moma.org/interactives/projects/1999/wilson/2.html) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 3.38 (above)  Oceanic exhibition, Pierre Matisse Gallery, New York, 1934.  
(Charles E. Pierce, Jr (foreword), Pierre Matisse and his Artists, The Pierpont Morgan Library, New York, 

2002) 
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fig. 3.39 (above left)  Installing Arts of the South Seas, Museum of Modern Art, 1946 

fig. 3.40 (above right)   Drawing of a section of Arts of the South Seas, Museum of Modern Art, 1946, 

showing Fiji display.  
(both: Harriet Schoenholz Bee and Michelle Elligott (editors), Art in Our Time: A Chronicle of the Museum of 

Modern Art, The Museum of Modern Art, New York, 2004, pp. 84-5) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 3.41 (above left)  Catalogue cover, Arts of the South Seas, Museum of Modern Art, 1946. 
(http://pictures.abebooks.com/ARCHIVBK/5861064676.jpg) 

fig. 3.42 (above right)  Admiralty Islands section of Arts of the South Seas, Museum of Modern Art, 

1946. 
(Bee and Elligott (editors), 2004, pp. 84-5) 
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fig. 3.43 (above)  Installation view, Arts of the South Seas, Museum of Modern Art, 1946. 
(Bee and Elligott (editors), 2004, pp. 84-5) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 3.44 (above left)  Catalogue cover, 40,000 Years of Modern Art, ICA, London, 1948. 

fig. 3.45 (above right)  Carved wooden figure known as A’a, with 30 small anthropomorphic figures 

over the surface of the body and making up the facial features. Made prior to 1821, in Rurutu, Austral 

Islands. British Museum. 
(http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=502783&pa

rtId=1) 
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fig. 3.46 (above left)  Malanggan figure, New Ireland. British Museum.  

fig. 3.47 (above right)  Henry Moore, Page from Sketchbook B: Forms inside Forms, 1935.  
(both: Rubin (editor), 1984, p. 604) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 3.48 (above left)  ‘Collectors Case’ of Fijian baskets, priest’s dishes, headrests and pottery, 

Museum of Archaeology & Anthropology, Cambridge, 2015. 
(Chiefs & Governors: Art and Power in Fiji, 2014, p. 117) 

fig. 3.49 (above right)  Cabinet of Fijian ivories set up by Baron Anatole von Hügel, Museum of 

Archaeology & Anthropology, Cambridge. 
(http://www.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk/gallery/hiddenhistories/biographies/bio/adventure/hugel_biography.html) 
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fig. 3.50 (above left)  Haida totem pole, Museum of Archaeology & Anthropology, Cambridge. 
(https://www.google.co.nz/search?q=museum+of+archaeology+and+anthropology+cambridge&biw=1280&bih

=907&source=lnms&tbm=isch&sa=X&sqi=2&ved=0ahUKEwiGp4aktd7MAhUH5KYKHbnsCvIQ_AUIBigB#

imgrc=Nc0HTYGFUIXigM%3A) 

fig. 3.51 (above right)  Tene Waitere, pouhaki (left), Museum of Archaeology & Anthropology, 

Cambridge. 
(https://www.google.co.nz/search?q=museum+of+archaeology+and+anthropology+cambridge&biw=1280&bih

=907&source=lnms&tbm=isch&sa=X&sqi=2&ved=0ahUKEwiGp4aktd7MAhUH5KYKHbnsCvIQ_AUIBigB

&dpr=1#imgrc=oHcGW8sIWJ40uM%3A) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 3.52 (above left)  New Guinea display, Tropenmuseum, Amsterdam 1923.  

fig. 3.53 (above right)  New Guinea display, Tropenmuseum, Amsterdam 1931-50.  
(both: David van Duuren, Oceania at the Tropenmuseum, KIT Publishers, Amsterdam, The Netherlands, 2011) 
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figs 3.54, 3.55 (above left & right)  Melanesian display, Tropenmuseum, Amsterdam, 1954. 
(both: van Duuren, 2011) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 3.56 (above)  Under the Spell of the Ancestors, Tropenmuseum, Amsterdam 1959. 
(van Duuren, 2011) 

 
 

 

 



52 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 3.57 (above left)  Poster, Kon Tiki exhibition, Tropenmuseum, Amsterdam, 1953. 

fig. 3.58 (above right)  Papuan Art, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam, 1966.  
(both: van Duuren, 2011) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 3.59 (above left)  Paul S. Wingert. 

fig. 3.60 (above right)  Paul S. Wingert, Human Forms in the Art of Melanesia, Auckland Institute 

and Museum, 1952.  
(both Auckland Museum) 
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fig. 3.61 (above left)  Olwynn Turbott installing Other Faces, Auckland War Memorial Museum, 

1955. 
(Auckland Museum) 

fig. 3.62 (above right)  Tahitian carving on cover of brochure accompanying Sculpture of the South 

Seas, Auckland War Memorial Museum, 1953.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 3.63 (above)  View of Primitive Sculpture exhibition, Auckland War Memorial Museum, 1962. 
(Auckland Museum) 
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fig. 3.64 (above left)  Kave on cover of catalogue, Primitive Sculpture, Auckland War Memorial 

Museum, 1962. 

fig. 3.65 (above right)  Installation of exhibition, Primitive Sculpture, Auckland War Memorial 

Museum, 1962. 
(Auckland Museum) 

     
 

fig. 3.66 (above left)  Pacific Hall, Auckland War Memorial Museum, 1978. 

fig. 3.67 (above right)  Pacific Hall, Auckland War Memorial Museum, c.1985. 
(Photograph by Brian Brake, in Stuart Park, An Introduction to Auckland Museum, Auckland Institute and 

Museum, 1986, p. 16) 
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fig. 3.68 (above)  Poster for exhibition ‘Primitivism’ in 20th Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the 

Modern, The Museum of Modern Art, New York, 1984. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 3.69 (above)  Installation view of ‘Primitivism’ in 20th Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the 

Modern, showing A’a (far right), Museum of Modern Art, New York, 12 September - 27 November 

1984.  
(William Rubin, A Curator’s Quest: Building the Collection of Painting and Sculpture of the Museum of 

Modern Art, 1967-1988, Overlook Duckworth, Peter Mayers Publishers, Inc., New York, 2011, p. 31) 
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figs 3.70, 3.71 (above left and right) The Margaret Mead Hall of Pacific Peoples (opened December 

1984), American Museum of Natural History, New York.  
(http://www.amnh.org/exhibitions/permanent-exhibitions/human-origins-and-cultural-halls/margaret-mead-hall-

of-pacific-peoples) 
 

 

 

 

 

fig. 3.72 (above)  Pataka, carved in the Rotorua region for a collector, c. 1908, on display in The 

Margaret Mead Hall of Pacific Peoples (opened December 1984), American Museum of Natural 

History, New York.  
(https://anthro.amnh.org/anthropology/databases/common/image_dup.cfm?catno=80%2E0%2F%202897) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 3.73 (above)  Roof finial (detail), East Sepik Province, Papua New Guinea, collected 1961, Art 

Gallery of New South Wales. 
(http://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/collection/works/152.1976/) 
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fig. 3.74 (above)  View of the first exhibition at the Museum of Primitive Art, New York, Selected 

Works from the Collection, February 20–May 19, 1957. 
(The Museum of Primitive Art Records, The Department of the Arts of Africa, Oceania, and the Americas, The 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, AR.1999.1.3; 

https://www.google.co.nz/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEw

iy7qDFrt_MAhWlMKYKHekuDEAQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.metmuseum.org%2Fexhibitions%

2Flistings%2F2013%2Fnelson-rockefeller&psig=AFQjCNFUEZ64j6B-kfWDcj5k-0-

TfzI3IQ&ust=1463514501186136) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 3.75 (above left)  Canoe sternpost (taurapa), Maori, New Zealand, 56.5 x 143.5 cm, probably 

early to mid-19th century. St Louis Art Museum, St Louis, bequest of Morton D. May. 

fig. 3.76 (above right)  Ceremonial paddle, wood, paint and pigment, 15.1 x 132.5 cm, probably 18th 

century, and probably from Hermit Islands, Manus Province, Papua New Guinea. St Louis Art 

Museum, St Louis, gift of Morton D. May. 
(both: http://slam.org:8080/emuseum/view/objects/asitem/6793/15/title-asc?t:state:flow=7f322efe-40cc-44e5-

b432-c656b41080ea) 
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fig. 4.1 (above left)  The Museum of Mankind, 6 Burlington Gardens, London. 
(British Museum Guide & Map, British Museum publications Ltd, 1981, p. 5) 

fig. 4.2 (above right)  A’a on cover of first (1970) edition of The Tribal Image. (William Fagg, British 

Museum Publications Ltd.) 
 

                                                                                   
 

fig. 4.3 (above left)  Wooden headrest from Baluba, Congo-Kinshasa, on cover of 1977 edition of 

William Fagg, The Tribal Image, British Museum Publications Ltd. 
(https://pictures.abebooks.com/isbn/9780714115467-us.jpg) 

Fig. 4.4 (above right)  A’a on cover of Ethnic Sculpture, 1985. (John McLeod and John Mack, British 

Museum Publications Ltd.) 
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fig. 4.5 (above)  Eduardo Paolozzi, Lost Magic Kingdoms and Six Paper Moons from Nahuatl, British 

Museum Publications, 1985. 

 

                                                                                                                                
 

fig. 4.6 (above left)  Maori wooden figures as exhibited in Lost Magic Kingdoms, Museum of 

Mankind, 1985. 
(British Museum photo.) 

fig. 4.7 (above right)  Goddess figure, Ra’ivavae, on cover, exhibition catalogue, No Sort of Iron: 

Culture of Cook’s Polynesians, (editor) Roger Duff, Art Galleries and Museums’ Association of New 

Zealand, 1969.   
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fig. 4.8 (above left) ‘Hawaiian feather cloaks, helmets and other artifacts from the Sandwich Islands, 

all collected or likely collected by Vancouver’s ships.’ 
(https://journals.lib.unb.ca/journalimages/MCR/1987/Vol_25/mcr25rv04_fig4.jpg) 

fig. 4.9 (above right)  Feathered temple, Hawaii (Museum für Völkerkunde, Vienna) on cover of 

Adrienne L. Kaeppler, “Artificial Curiosities”; An Exposition of Native Manufactures Collected on 

the Three Pacific Voyages of Captain James Cook, R.N., Bishop Museum Press, Honolulu, Hawaii, 

1978. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 4.10 (above)  La Découverte de la Polynésie. (Musée de l’Homme, Paris, 1972)    
(http://archives.crem-cnrs.fr/archives/collections/CNRSMH_E_1973_019_001/) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 4.11 (above)  The Art of the Pacific Islands. National Gallery of Art, Washington, 1979.  
(http://www.nga.gov/content/ngaweb/exhibitions/1979/pacific.html) 
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fig. 4.12 (above left)  Oceania section, Michael C. Rockefeller Wing, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

New York (opened 1982). 
(http://www.metmuseum.org/exhibitions/listings/2013/nelson-rockefeller/chronology;  

fig. 4.13 (above right)  Oceania section, Michael C. Rockefeller Wing, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

New York (opened 1982). 
(http://www.metmuseum.org/about-the-museum/museum-departments/curatorial-departments/art-of-africa-

oceania-and-the-americas) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 4.14 (above left)  Pacific Spirits, Field Museum, Chicago, 1990. 
(https://www.fieldmuseum.org/science/blog/traveling-pacific-and-pacific-spirits) 

fig. 4.15 (above right)  Interior of wharenui (meeting house) Ruatepupuke II, from Tokomaru Bay, 

New Zealand. Field Museum, Chicago. 
(Catalog Number 967.143961. © The Field Museum, A112522_4c, Photographers Diane Alexander White and 

Linda Dorman; https://www.fieldmuseum.org/node/4941) 
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fig. 4.16 (above)  Display of ‘Maori Carving Patterns’, Auckland War Memorial Museum, c.1932.  
(S. F. Markham and H. C. Richards, A Report on the Museums and Art Galleries ofAustralia and New Zealand, 

The Museums Association, London, 1933, p. 64) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 4.17 (above)  Elders of Maori tribes at the reopening of the house Hotunui, in the new Auckland 

War Memorial Museum building, 29 November 1929.  
(Stuart Park (text) and Brian Brake (photographs), An Introduction to Auckland Museum, Auckland Institute and 

Museum, 1986, p. 3) 
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fig. 4.18 (above left)  Maori gallery, Otago Museum, 1932. 
(Markham and Richards, 1933, p. 93) 

fig. 4.19 (above right)  Maori gallery, Dominion Museum, Wellington, c. 1936.  
(PAColl-3033-1-13; http://mp.natlib.govt.nz/detail/?id=25126&l=mi) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 4.20 (above)  Display of taiaha, Maori Court, Auckland War Memorial Museum, early 1980s.  

(Photograph by Gillian Chaplin) 
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fig. 4.21 (above left)  Te Maori poster, 1984. 
(Annual Report 1984-85, Auckland Institute and Museum, back cover) 

fig. 4.22 (above right)  Tohunga Sonny Waru leading the Maori contingent up the steps at the dawn 

opening of Te Maori, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 10 September 1984. 
(Sidney Moko Mead, Maori Art on the World Scene, Ahua Design & Illustration Ltd and Matua Associates Ltd, 

Wellington, 1997, p. 159) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 4.23 (above left)  Te Maori at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.  
(Hirini Moko Mead, ‘Te Maori in New York’, Art New Zealand 33, Summer 1984-5, p. 24) 

fig. 4.24 (above right) Te Maori at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.  
(Hirini Moko Mead, ‘Te Maori in New York’, Art New Zealand 33, Summer 1984-5, p. 25) 
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fig. 4.25 (above) Installation view of Te Maori at the National Museum, Wellington, 1986. 

(Photograph by Ken Downie) 
(http://tpo.tepapa.govt.nz/print/PrintTopicExhibitDetail.asp?Type=TopicFile&ID=TTY_T8&Language= 

English) 
 

      
 

fig. 4.26 (above left)  Mick Pendergrast, photographs by Brian Brake, Te Aho Tapu: The Sacred 

Thread, Reed Methuen Publishers Ltd., Auckland, 1987. Publication accompanying exhibition at the 

Auckland War Memorial Museum.  

fig. 4.27 (above right)  Nga Tukemata: Nga Taonga o Ngato Kahungunu: Treasures of Ngati 

Kahungunu, Hawke’s Bay Museum and Art Gallery, 1986-c.2008. 
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fig. 4.28 (above)  Nga Tukemata: Nga Taonga o Ngato Kahungunu: Treasures of Ngati Kahungunu, 

Hawke’s Bay Museum and Art Gallery, 1986-c.2008. 
 

     
 

fig. 4.29 (above)  Pacific Masterpieces, Auckland War Memorial Museum, 2015. 
(Wolfe)  
 

 
 

fig. 4.30 (above)  Pacific Lifeways, Auckland War Memorial Museum, 2015. 
(Wolfe)  



67 
 

       
 

fig. 4.31 (above left)  Kave at entrance to Pacific Lifeways, Auckland War Memorial Museum, 2014. 

fig. 4.32 (above right)  Treaty of Waitangi display, Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa, 

2015. 
(both Wolfe)  
 

      
 

figs 4.33, 4.34 (above left and right)  Maori displays, Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa, 

2015.  
(both Wolfe) 
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figs 4.35, 4.36 (above left and right)  Pacific display, Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa, 

2015.  
(both Wolfe) 

 

 
 

fig. 4.37 (above)  Tivaevae: Out of the glory box, exhibition of Cook Islands quilting, Museum of 

New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa, 2015. 
(Wolfe) 
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fig. 4.38 (above)  Polynesian and Maori collection on display in the Ethnographic Gallery, British 

Museum, 1963.  
(Photo. D. J. Leo, British Museum) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 4.39 (above)  A corner of the exhibition, Maori: Art and Culture, British Museum, 1998. 
(British Museum) 
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fig. 4.40 (above)  Roger Neich, ethnologist, Auckland War Memorial Museum, and Dorota Starzecka, 

Curator of the British Museum’s Oceanic collection, discuss the re-assembly of the model pataka 

(storehouse) acquired by the British Museum in 1933 and exhibited in the 1998 exhibition Maori: Art 

and Culture. 
(British Museum) 

 

            
 

fig. 4.41 (above left)  Hei tiki, rei puta and comb, in Trade and Discovery section, Enlightenment 

gallery, British Museum, 2014.  

fig. 4.42 (above right)  Trade and Discovery section, Enlightenment gallery, British Museum, 2014.  
(both Wolfe)  
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figs. 4.43, 4.44 (above left & right)  Africa displays, The Sainsbury Galleries, British Museum, 2015. 
(both Wolfe)  

 
 

fig. 4.45 (above)  Hoa Hakananai’a, Rapa Nui stone statue at entrance to Living and Dying gallery, 

British Museum, 2015.  
(Wolfe)  
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fig. 4.46 (above left)  Aotearoa/New Zealand display, Living and Dying, British Museum, 2014. 

fig. 4.47 (above right)  Large wooden bowl, Aotearoa/New Zealand display, Living and Dying, British 

Museum, 2014. 
(both Wolfe)  
 

        
 

fig. 4.48 (above left) ‘Sustaining each other’, Aotearoa/New Zealand display, Living and Dying, 

British Museum, 2014. 

figs 4.49, 4.50 (above centre & above right)  Solomon Islands display, Living and Dying, British 

Museum, 2015.  
(both Wolfe)  
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fig. 4.51 (above left)  Fernwood figures, Vanuatu, in Africa, Asia Oceania and Americas gallery, 

Pavillon de Sessions, Louvre, 2015.  

fig. 4.52 (above right)  Kanak sculpture, in Africa, Asia Oceania and Americas gallery, Pavillon de 

Sessions, Louvre, 2015.  
(both Wolfe) 
 

      
 

fig. 4.53 (above left)  Sculpture from Malo Island, Vanuatu, in Africa, Asia Oceania and Americas 

gallery, Pavillon de Sessions, Louvre, 2015.  
(Wolfe)  

fig. 4.54 (above right) Sculpture from Malo Island, Vanuatu, on cover of Louvre publication,  

Sculptures: Africa Asia Oceania Americas, Réunion des musées nationaux, 2000. 
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fig. 4.55 (above left)  Rapa Nui stone sculpture, in Oceanic section, Pavillon de Sessions, Louvre, 

2015.  

fig. 5.56 (above right)  Hawaiian god image, feather head made of roots and fibre with shells and 

dogs’ teeth, in Oceanic section, Pavillon de Sessions, Louvre, 2015.  
(both Wolfe) 
 

     
 

fig. 4.57 (above)  Sculpture from Nukuoro, in Oceanic section, Pavillon de Sessions, Louvre, 2015.  
(Wolfe)  
 

 



75 
 

 

 

fig. 4.58 (above)  Floor plan of Musée du quai Branly, 2015.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 4.59 (above)  Asmat ceremonial poles (bispoles), south-western New Guinea, Oceania section, 

Musée du quai Branly, Paris. 
(https://www.parisianist.com/en/attractions/museums/musee-du-quai-branly) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 4.60 (above)  Papuan masks, Oceania section, Musée du quai Branly, Paris. 
(http://en.escapade-paris.fr/241-going-out/1222-museums/1304-quai-branly-museum.html) 
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fig. 4.61 (above)  Slit drums, Ambrym Island, Vanuatu, Oceania section, Musée du quai Branly, Paris. 
(http://www.nytimes.com/2006/07/02/arts/design/02kimm.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0) 
 

       
 

fig. 4.62 (above left)  Main entrance of Musée Dapper, 35 rue Paul Valéry, Paris, 2015.   

fig. 4.63 (above right)  Rarotongan figure, L’Art de Manger, Musée Dapper, 2015. 
(both Wolfe) 

 

 
 

fig. 4.64 (above)  Rarotongan figure (centre) and other Pacific sculpture, L’Art de Manger, Musée 

Dapper, 2015.  
(Wolfe) 
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fig. 4.65 (above)  Cook's Pacific Encounters exhibition, Mourning dress heva, front and back views, 

National Museum of Australia, 2006.  
(Photos: George Serras; http://www.nma.gov.au/online_features/cook_forster/background/collectors) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 4.66 (above)  Section of Cook's Pacific Encounters exhibition, National Museum of Australia, 

2006.  
(Photo: George Serras; http://www.nma.gov.au/online_features/cook_forster/background/voyages) 
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fig. 4.67 (above left)  Hawaiian carvings in Hawaiian Hall, Bishop Museum, Honolulu. 
(http://www.best-of-oahu.com/bishop-museum.html) 

fig. 4.68 (above right)  Maori taiaha, tekoteko and canoe prow in Pacific Hall, Bishop Museum, 

Honolulu. 
(http://www.best-of-oahu.com/bishop-museum.html) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 4.69 (above)  Gods, Ghosts and Men: Pacific Arts from the National Gallery of Australia, 10 

October 2008 — 11 January 2009. 
(http://nga.gov.au/ARTONLINE/111/Default.cfm) 
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fig. 4.70 (above left)  Narut or Na-rut mask, wood, ochre, Reckitt’s (blue) laundry agent, 42 x 17 x 11 

cm, 19th or early 20th century, Vao or Waia Islands, Vanuatu, Malampa Province, Atchin, National 

Gallery of Australia, Canberra. On cover of Crispin Howarth, Kastom: Art of Vanuatu, National 

Gallery of Australia, Canberra, 2013. 

fig. 4.71 (above right)  Maori artist George Nuku leads guests and staff into the St. Louis Art Museum 

during an opening event for the exhibition Atua: Sacred Gods from Polynesia, on 8 October 2014.  
(Photo by Robert Cohen, rcohen@post-dispatch.com (http://www.stltoday.com/entertainment/arts-and-

theatre/st-louis-art-museum-explores-important-territory-in-atua-sacred/article_81a5b5e2-b370-562f-beea-

bc293e36fd70.html) 
 

           
 

figs 4.72, 4.73 (above left & right)  Pacific section, Centenary Gallery, Horniman Museum, London, 

2014. 
(both Wolfe) 
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fig. 4.74 (above left) Papuan display, Pacific section, Centenary Gallery, Horniman Museum, 

London, 2014. 

fig. 4.75 (above right)  Entrance to Oceania section, World Cultures gallery, World Museum 

Liverpool, 2015.  
(both Wolfe)  
 

          
 

figs 4.76, 4.77 (above left & right)  Maori display, Oceania section, World Cultures gallery, World 

Museum Liverpool, 2015. 
(both Wolfe) 
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fig. 4.78 (above left)  Installation of Kohia ko Taikaka Anake at the National Art Gallery, Wellington 

(1 December 1990 – 17 March 1991), showing (on left) Emare Karaka’s Waitangi Wailing Wall 

(1990) and (on right) Buck Nin’s Rongopai Experience (1973).   
(Art New Zealand 58, Autumn 1991, p. 60) 

fig. 4.79 (above right)  Takitimu (Hawkes Bay region) section in Kohia ko Taikaka Anake, National 

Art Gallery, Wellington (1 December 1990 – 17 March 1991), showing showing work by 10 different 

artists.  
(Kohia Ko Taikake Anake, Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa, 1993, p. 34) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 4.80 (above)  Bottled Ocean at Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tamaki (2 December 1994 – 6 

February 1995).  
(Peter Brunt, Nicholas Thomas, Sean Mallon, Lissant Bolton, Deidre Brown, Damian Skinner and Susanne 

Kuchler, Art in Oceania: A New History, Thames & Hudson, London, 2012, p. 431) 
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fig. 4.81 (above)  George Nuku, Outer Space Marae (2006) at the entrance to Pasifika Styles (5 May 

2006 – 23 February 2008), University of Cambridge Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology. 
(Rosanna Raymond and Amiria Salmond (editors), Pasifika Styles: Artists inside the museum, University of 

Cambridge Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, 2008, p. 23) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

figs 4.82, 4.83 (above left and right)  Lisa Reihana, He Tautoko (2006), Pasifika Styles (5 May 2006 – 

23 February 2008), University of Cambridge Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology. 
(Brunt, Thomas, Mallon, Bolton, Brown, Skinner and Kuchler, 2012, p. 439; Nicholas Thomas, Julie Adams, 

Billie Lythberg, Maia Nuku & Amiria Salmond (editors), Artefacts of Encounters: Cook’s voyages, colonial 

collecting and museum histories, Otago University Press, 2016, p. 252) 
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fig. 4.84 (above left)  Sainsbury Centre for Visual Arts (exterior), University of East Anglia, Norwich.  
(http://www.fosterandpartners.com/projects/sainsbury-centre-for-visual-arts/) 

fig. 4.85 (above right)  Sainsbury Centre for Visual Arts (interior, Living Area), University of East 

Anglia, Norwich.  
(Ian Collins (editor), Masterpieces of the Sainsbury Centre, Sainsbury Centre for Visual Arts, University of East 

Anglia, 2015, inside back cover) 

 

                                                                                                             
 

fig. 4.86 (above left)  Ceremonial shield, early-mid 19th century, Solomon Islands. Robert and Lisa 

Sainsbury Collection. 
(Collins (editor), 2015, p.71) 

fig. 4.87 (above right)  Free-standing male figure (detail), late 18th-early 19th century, North Island, 

New Zealand. Robert and Lisa Sainsbury Collection. 
(One of four alternative front covers for Collins (editor), 2015) 
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fig. 4.88 (above left)  W. O. Oldman with his collection, showing a carved wooden Northwest Coast 

figure and objects from New Zealand, Torres Strait Islands, Papua New Guinea, Benin and Asia. 
(https://nz.pinterest.com/pin/460774605603307932/) 

fig. 4.89 (above right)  Roger Duff (right), later (1948-1978) Director of Canterbury Museum, with 

W. O. Oldman and his collection, London, 1947.  
(Roger Duff, (editor), No Sort of Iron: Culture of Cook’s Polynesians, Art Galleries and Museums’ Association 

of New Zealand. 1969, p. 5) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 4.90 (above left)  Jean-Marie Tjibaou Cultural Centre, near Nouméa, New Caledonia, exterior 

view.  
(https://plus.google.com/photos/+AnwarNillufary/albums/5988606959550388145) 

fig. 4.91 (above right)  Jean-Marie Tjibaou Cultural Centre, near Nouméa, New Caledonia, interior 

view. 
(http://www.visualtravelguide.com/large/Picture-New-Caledonia-Tjibaou-Cultural-Centre-2010-05-21.html) 
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fig. 4.92 (above left) ‘Rooftop spear, Fritz Sarasin collection, 1911-1912. Frankfurt, Museum fur 

Volkekunde.’ 

fig. 4.93 (above centre)  ‘Mask, Louis Le Mescam collection. Le Havre, Muséum d’histoire naturelle.’ 

fig. 4.94 (above right)  ‘House doorpost. Paris, Musée des Arts d’Afrique et d’Océanie.’      
(All from: Octave Togna, Ngan jila: Centre culturel Tjibaou: the memory, the voice, the dream, Agence de 

développement de la culture kanak, Nouméa, New Caledonia, 1998) 

 

     
 

fig. 4.95 (above left)  Poster for exhibition Kanak: l’art est une parole at the Musée du quai Branly, 

15 October 2013 - 26 January 2014.   
(http://www.musee-aquitaine-bordeaux.fr/fr/evenement/conference-kanak-lart-est-une-parole-patrimoine-et-

politique) 

fig. 4.96 (above right)  View of exhibition Kanak: l’art est une parole at the Musée du quai Branly, 

15 October 2013 - 26 January 2014.   
(http://www.lacritiquerie.com/exposition-kanak-quai-branly/) 
 

 

https://www.google.co.nz/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiTnP3z2qHNAhUGHJQKHT2CBSAQjRwIBw&url=http://www.musee-aquitaine-bordeaux.fr/fr/evenement/conference-kanak-lart-est-une-parole-patrimoine-et-politique&psig=AFQjCNGbNHtjNF8CGefZbIuTFcaC0wHJjQ&ust=1465794159820431
http://www.lacritiquerie.com/exposition-kanak-quai-branly/kanak-lart-est-une-parole-exposition-musee-quai-branly-2-2/
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fig. 4.97 (above)  View of exhibition Kanak: l’art est une parole at the Musée du quai Branly, 15 

October 2013 - 26 January 2014.   
(http://www.lacritiquerie.com/exposition-kanak-quai-branly/) 
 

      
 

fig. 4.98 (above left)  Posters advertising exhibition Containing the divine: a sculpture of the Pacific 

god A’a, British Museum, May 2016.  
(Wolfe)  

fig. 4.99 (above right)  A’a on display in the London Missionary Society’s Museum, c. 1850.  
(Julie Adams, Steven Hooper and Maia Nuku, A’a: a deity from Polynesia, British Museum, 2016, p. 31) 
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fig. 4.100 (above left)  Henry Moore with a cast of A’a, from which a bronze was made.  
(Adams, Hooper and Nuku, 2016, p. 18) 

fig. 4.101 (above right)  Pablo Picasso in his studio in Cannes, in the 1960s, with a cast of A’a.  
(Adams, Hooper and Nuku, 2016, p. 19) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

fig. 4.102 (above)  Henry Anelay, The Reverend John Williams on Board Ship with Native 

Implements in the South Sea Islands, c.1838, watercolour, Rex Nan Kivell Collection, National 

Library of Australia.  
(https://www.nla.gov.au/sites/default/files/blogs/nla_9.jpg) 
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figs 4.103, 4.104 (above left and right)  Containing the divine: a sculpture of the Pacific god A’a, 

British Museum, 17 March – 30 May 2016.  
(both Wolfe) 
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