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11. Cane, jute fibre, nassarius shells
12. *Artist wearing Middi in progress, profile view
* I am aware of the cultural gendering and sensitivities regarding this historical object. In order to
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10. Paper tags, cotton, detail studio install
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front view
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profile view with armour supports
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Pearson Vetuna, Tabunatip Clan, Tolai People 2015
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Vunatarari (Matrilineal) Armour 2015
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Pearson Vetuna, Tabunatip Clan, Tolai People 2015
Damien Kereku, Vunalagir clan, Tolai People 2015, installation view
Vunatarari (Matrilineal) Armour 2015
Tegete (croton) leaves
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Page 30: Material Histories 2015
•

Video projection stills test onto book text from Queen Emma: The Samoan-American Girl
Who Founded an Empire in 19th Century New Guinea

Page 31: Material Histories 2015
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
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Upper torso binding, front view
Upper torso binding, back view
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5. Upper torso binding, profile view
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Detail of collaborative weaving in loom
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Page 37: Matrilineal Migration (working title)
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Future development
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• Middi 2015
• Pearson Vetuna, Tabunatip Clan, Tolai People 2015 (A3 archival paper inkjet print),
• Damien Kereku, Vunalagir clan, Tolai People 2015 (A3 archival paper inkjet print),
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Exploration of gesture, the body and Magimagi (cocout sennit) as artefact. Photography
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Collaborative artwork with Eddy Carroll
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Wuwung Vargil (You Give Me Something and I’ll Give You Something Back) 2016, (archival
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Photography, Jim Weihrauch.

Page 43: Wuwung Vargil (You Give Me Something and I’ll Give You Something Back) 2016,
Collaborative artwork with Eddy Carroll
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Wuwung Vargil (You Give Me Something and I’ll Give You Something Back) 2016, (archival
photographic print, beads, nassarius shells, fabric, embroidery, metallic yarn, wool yarn)
presented in Australian Tapestry Workshop Artist in Residence 2015 Exhibition, installation
view. Photography, Jim Weihrauch.
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Paraide wearing Vunatarai (Matrilineal) Armour, Shoot 1
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1. Paraide wearing Vunatarai (Matrilineal) Armour, Shoot 2
2. Paraide wearing Vunatarai (Matrilineal) Armour, Shoot 2
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Paraide wearing Vunatarai (Matrilineal) Armour, Shoot 2
Paraide wearing Vunatarai (Matrilineal) Armour, Shoot 2
Paraide wearing Vunatarai (Matrilineal) Armour, Shoot 3
Paraide wearing Vunatarai (Matrilineal) Armour, Shoot 3
Paraide wearing Vunatarai (Matrilineal) Armour, Shoot 3
Paraide wearing Vunatarai (Matrilineal) Armour, Shoot 3
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Stop motion video stills. Photography Julia Mage’au Gray

Page 47: Body As Artefact, Collaboration with Julia Mage’au & Sunameke 2016
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Digital images. Further development of body as artefact through performance, Magimagi
(cocout sennit) and Masi (bark-cloth). Photography Julia Mage’au Gray

Page 48: Body As Artefact, Collaboration with Julia Mage’au & Sunameke 2016
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Stop motion video stills. Further development of body as artefact through performance,
Magimagi (cocout sennit) and Masi (bark-cloth). Photography Julia Mage’au Gray
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Sketch of photographic print with scattered sequins
Detail of test stitch of sequins into photographic print
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Social Conditioner, 2016 (3 x 27cm x27cm archival photographic prints, wool yarn, sequins,
Bilum) Installation view
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Summary
The effect of trade, religion and colonialism upon Pacific people during the 19th century
changed the material and spiritual culture of the Pacific region. As new European
customs were introduced, Indigenous cultural frameworks were broken down, causing
the neglect, discarding and abandonment of traditional knowledge and practice of
historical crafts and culture. The Middi or ‘shell collar’ as it is referred to by museums, was
one such object that became culturally devalued and transformed through colonialism,
trade and missionary impact. The predominant trajectory of Pacific art and objects has
long been within an anthropological and ethnographical context and rarely from an
Indigenous perspective. My research aims to utilise an object that I culturally identify with
as a tool to remake, reclaim and reframe Tolai cultural history in a contemporary art
context. Through remaking the Middi and other intangible histories my aim is to; acquire
historical cultural knowledge, reclaim a former cultural practice, reframe historical
colonial and religious impacts upon Tolai culture and re-contextualise Tolai material
culture and history through contemporary art.

Figure 1: UN Map of Papua New Guinea. Source: Wikimedia Commons

Brief Description
The Tolai people are a cultural group that reside on the Gazelle Peninsular of East New
Britain Province, Papua New Guinea. Historically, the Tolai migrated from the
neighbouring province of New Ireland, a smaller sized island that lies adjacent to East
New Britain. Apart from social pressures in their villages, it was the fertile volcanic soil on
the island of New Britain that drew the Tolai people to migrate across the channel to
what is now called the Gazelle Peninsula of New Britain. The Tolai migration is
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symbolised in a re-enactment custom named Kinavai. The Kinavai ceremony is the fifth
step in a series of cultural activities that the Gunantuna1 or Tolai perform to honour and
thank their dead ancestors for having colonised and secured the land of New Britain in the
distant past.2 It is a re-enactment dance performed by initiated men and boys in canoes;
with their Tubuans. A Tubuan is a spirit symbol dressed in leaves, wearing a canonical
mask that is vividly decorated with traditional paints. Each design is unique to the Tubuan
and its clan. There are several references to the origin of the Tubuan. One of these
references tells of a story that two sisters were hiding in the bush, dancing and using
‘tegete’ (dracaena / cordyline) leaves to adorn their bodies. Some men found the sisters,
killed them and adapted their idea and created what has now become the Tubuan
society. The Tubuan society is a secret men’s union that forms a traditional Government
over the Tolai people.

Figure 2: Kinavai, Rabaul, East New Britain Province, Papua New Guinea 2016. Image © Gideon Kakabin

The appearance of a Tubuan is usually followed by a payment of Tabu as a reward to the
Tubuan for having appeared. Tabu is Tolai shell currency and was initially known as
‘Diwara’. The direct English translation of the word Tabu is sacred. Tabu or Nassarius c.f
Camelus shell are prepared and thread onto strips of cane in specific denominations. It is
of high importance to the Tolai and is a currency that is still in circulation today. The same
shells used to make Tabu are threaded with fibre around a strip of cane to make a Middi.
A Middi is a historical body adornment relevant to the Tolai people that were culturally
devalued and transformed through colonial trade and religious impact. Middi were worn
1

Kakabin, Gideon, A Kinavai, Una Voce, Journal of the Papua New Guinea Association Australia Inc, No 1,
March 2016. Gideon notes: Gunantuna is the proper name for the Tolai tribe. Gunantuna is composed of two
words: Gunan – place, land, village and Tuna – true. Gunantuna means true people or real people.
2

Ibid
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only by Luluai; Tolai men of high status and formed part of a group of body adornments
called ‘kurkurua’. With the onset of European contact, these shell collars were of interest
to many as collectable items. The Pitt Rivers Museum states that as early as 1906, a visitor
to New Britain noted that these collars were no longer made, and that a collector would
have to be lucky to obtain one in good condition, and only for a high price. 3 The only Middi
that remain today are stored in museums outside of Papua New Guinea. The history of
collecting within museums, galleries and private collections has long been associated
with the colonisation of the Pacific region during the nineteenth century.

Figure 3: Man named Turadawai from Gazelle Peninsular, page 27, Album Von Typen Papua: Neu
Guinea und Bismark Archipel, 1894, A.B. Myer & R. Parkinson No known copyright restrictions, Source:
The British Library

Objects that were bought, traded or stolen to enhance museum collections were valued
for their intricate beauty, practical nature or curiosity. Once in museum collections,
objects would then undergo a system of categorisation identifying the place of origin,
cultural group, date collected and the collectors’ name. As a result, the practice of
collecting and categorisation has rendered many objects to be devoid of their original
cultural value, context, history and significance.
In the late nineteenth to early twentieth century, the collections of individual collectors
began to be purchased intact by institutions – museums, galleries and universities – and
became loosely catalogued as ‘Pacific’ collection. 4 Acquisitions of Pacific objects by
institutions have since allowed for the trajectory of Pacific art, objects and cultures to be
largely voiced by anthropologists, academics, missionaries, and museum exhibits. This
3

Pitt Rivers Museum Body Arts, Warrior’s shell collar, viewed 28th October 2013
http://web.prm.ox.ac.uk/bodyarts/index.php/body-arts-and-lifecycles/adulthood/98-warriors-shell-collar.html.

4

Cochrane, S & Quanchi, M eds. Hunting the Collectors: Pacific Collections in Australian Museums, Art Galleries
and Archives, Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2007, pp 2.
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perspective has often placed Pacific cultures and its peoples as subject of objectivity. The
birth of Anthropology as a discipline and the Museum as a Western institution came at a
time when Europeans were navigating the globe, collecting specimens and pursuing
scientific expeditions, including within the Pacific region. During the colonial eras (1788 –
1978)5 within the Pacific, the majority of anthropologists working in the region were
male. Including American Anthropologist Margaret Mead (1901 -1978)6 and other female
anthropologists, the gender and approaches of anthropologists, missionaries and
individual collectors working in the Pacific region have had a significant influence on what
remains in contemporary museums today. Missionaries, colonists and anthropologists
who made contact with Indigenous people in the Pacific distinctly impacted elements of
social and cultural structures, religious beliefs and gender norms of Pacific societies at
large. It’s important to acknowledge this history, in order to reflect upon the complexity
of cultural shifts and post-colonial migration of Pacific people within Western societies
today. As a woman investigating a male body adornment from my culture, I am mindful
of this history and complexity of gender implications. It is also important to note that this
research would not have been undertaken, had I not requested and gained permission
from Tolai male elders. I have had the on-going support of Tolai male and female elders
in Australia and Papua New Guinea throughout the duration of my research. Given the
significant research I have undertaken; I am now being assigned by a respected elder in
the Tolai community to continue researching other culturally devalued body adornments
relevant to Tolai people. The deeper issues of the gendering of historical knowledge falls
outside of this research degree and would warrant further investigation at PhD level.

Figure 4: Lisa Hilli holding a Middi, Pacific Collections
Australian Museum. Image © Yvonne Carrillo-Huffman 2012

Within Australia, from the 1970s, a new model of relations between public museums and
Indigenous communities began to emerge. Before that, there had been minimal contact
between museum staff and the Indigenous creators of the objects. Then a model of

5

This time period includes the colonisation of Australia, being within the Oceanic region. Solomon Islands
were one of the last Pacific nations to gain independence from Britain in 1978. However, it should also be
noted that some nations including Australia, New Zealand, New Caledonia and several Micronesian nations
are still governed by and or occupied by large populations of former colonialists.

6

Mead’s most well known publications - Coming of Age in Samoa: A Psychological Study of Primitive Youth for
Western Civilization (1928) and Growing Up in New Guinea: a Primitive Education (1930)
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Aboriginal involvement and sometimes partnership developed.7 It has only been in recent
years that Pacific peoples, culturally associated with material culture held in museum
collections have had the opportunity to (re)-connect with historical objects and interpret
or respond to them with a completely different dialogue. The experience of viewing and
being able to physically hold historical objects has profound effects for originating
communities. My own initial experience of physically accessing a Pacific Collection store
led to the discovery of several Middi’s. The experience of seeing and touching historical
objects evokes deep cultural memory and resonates with Indigenous people on a visceral
and spiritual level. This experience of accessing historical collections and objects I expand
and later draw upon within my methodology.
By understanding the significant history of what led to the devaluing and extinction of
this Tolai body adornment and where it remains today, the objective of my research is to
create a collection of artworks that references the materiality and histories of Tolai and
non-Tolai peoples in order to bring this object into the present.
The aims of my research are to
•
•
•

Remake this historical artefact to acquire historical cultural knowledge.
Renew and Reclaim a cultural skill lost through religious and colonial impact.
Reframe material exchanges, archival photographs and cultural impacts upon
Tolai culture through contact with missionaries and colonists.

• Redefine Tolai material culture and history through a contemporary collection of
artworks.

Research Questions
For the majority of this research I used two key questions to support my project enquiry;
How can Tolai artefacts and material culture held in public and private collections be
reframed from the historical to the present? And, what type of materials and craft
techniques can I utilise to reinterpret and re-contextualise Middi within contemporary
art? These questions were designed to acknowledge the importance of culture not being
static. The historical events of colonisation and evangelisation across the Pacific region
brought destruction, change, transformation and new materials. Evidence of these new
materials such as trade cloth, trade beads and other new or manufactured materials were
incorporated within everyday Pacific materiality and cultures. Some of the Middi
collected and held by the Australian Museum are exquisite examples of trade and
transformation between Tolai and non-Tolai people. (See figures 5 and 11)
My research in regard to the reframing of this historical body adornment also
acknowledges that the status role of the person who could wear a Middi was
transformed. In this instance, it was the Luluai: Chief, Big Man or Fight Warrior. The
Kuanua8 word luluai has evolved historically over the course of contact with Methodist
Missionaries, German Colonists and Australian Administrators. With the introduction of

7

Keeping Places, Museums in Australia, http://www.australia.gov.au/about-australia/australianstory/museums-in-australia accessed 16th June 2016.
8

Tolai language. Also known as Tinata tuna.
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Figure 5: Middi, Pacific Collections, Australian Museum. © Australian Museum: (A 188859) Image Lisa
Hilli 2012.

European religion in Tolai culture in the 1870’s, Luluai became a word for God – a ‘big
man’ in a religious context. In 1896, the German Government implemented a system of
appointed 'luluais' and 'tultuls' (interpreter and assistant to the luluai) who were required
to represent the administration in their communities, to ensure submission to
administration policies and regulations, to resolve minor disputes and to disclose the
identities of more serious wrongdoers to the authorities.9 This system implemented by
Governor Albert Hahl, which was written completely in Kuanua and was known as ‘A
vartalag tadap ra umana luluai’ - the Luluai Decree. Luluai and Tultuls were signified
through the use of military style hats. (Figure 6)
The Territory of Papua (formerly British New Guinea) came under Australian rule in 1906. In
1921, the League of Nations mandate granted administration of German New Guinea to
Australia, following the Battle of Bitapaka, Rabaul in 1914 during World War 1.10 With the
new colonial governance, the Australian Administration continued the system of Luluai’s
and Tultul’s implemented by the German’s and further enforced this system across the
territories of Papua and New Guinea. This is evident in brass medals that were forged in
Sydney, which were in turn given to Papua New Guinean men, appointed by Australian
Kiaps11. In the Highlands, a Luluai was issued with a brass badge, which was usually worn on
the forehead, integrated into his head decoration and regalia.12 (Figure 7)
9

Banks, Cyndi, Women in Transition: Social control in Papua New Guinea, 1993, Australian Institute of

Criminology, http://aic.gov.au/media_library/publications/lcj/women/women_full_report.pdf pp13-14,
accessed 07th June 2016
10

Records of Papua New Guinea 1883 - 1942, Factsheet 148, National Archives of Australia,
http://www.naa.gov.au/collection/fact-sheets/fs148.aspx accessed 16th June 2016.
11

Before Papua New Guinea gained independence in 1975, thousands of Australian men took on the
challenge to forge careers as patrol officers, or 'Kiaps'. The pidgin term kiap is derived from the German word
for captain, kapitän. On Patrol in Papua New Guinea, National Archives Australia,
http://www.naa.gov.au/collection/snapshots/on-patrol-in-papua-new-guinea/index.aspx accessed 14th June
2016
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Figure 6: (Left image) Paramount Luluai of Lenakot Village with his local Luluai’s and Tultuls and Doctorboys, Lenakot Village – 1947 –New Guinea - New Ireland – Lenakot Vilage. Image source National Archives
of Australia: A6510, 1496/416. Figure 7: (Right) Luluai, Daulo Pass, Goroka, Papua New Guinea, 1958.
Photography © Bob Cleland

Figure 8: Luluai badge (KC) 1945-52, brass. Tul-tul badge, bronze. Image sourced ©
Noble Numismatics Pty Ltd.

12

The Luluai and the Tultul,Bob Cleland’s Kiap Blog, 24th February 2011,
https://bobcleland.wordpress.com/2011/02/24/the-luluai-and-the-tultul/ accessed, November 23rd 2015
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The introduction of a third and final question was necessary to address the latter themes
and developments that emerged within my research. How can I use contemporary art
practice to communicate Tolai Indigenous culture whilst reviewing non-Indigenous
anthropological systems of categorisation, museum display and narrative of Pacific art
and culture?

Creative Works
Throughout my research I referred to three key themes related to materiality; identity,
status and protection or armour. These themes were explored, referenced and utilised
within the following works.
Middi 2015
Pearson Vetuna, Tabunatip Clan, Tolai People 2015
Damien Kereku, Vunalagir Clan, Tolai People 2015
The remaking and completion of a Middi, took several months and a laborious amount of
repetitious work. I relied heavily on my own understanding of weaving methods and
used documented photographs of a dishevelled Middi, held in the Australian Museum.
Being geographically removed from my community (primarily in East New Britain, Port
Moresby and Brisbane) and having no known persons who knew how to make this
historical object, the use of photography allowed me to see the structure and understand
the method of re-making a Middi. My physical energy expended in constructing this
object was so determined in creating it, that the structure itself was a reflective
manifestation of its form; rigid and un-wearable. After two attempts at manipulating the
form, I eventually surrendered to what the inevitable outcome would be. Finally, the
Middi became an object that was contoured to the body. It was at this moment that I felt
as though I was finally able to understand and communicate with this historical object
through my hands. It was a private and profound achievement, which as an artist helped
me understand the term of embodied knowledge. I then photographed this Middi on the
body of a Tolai male elder, Pearson Vetuna, who is highly respected within the Papua
New Guinean community in Melbourne. I also photographed this Middi on another Tolai
male elder, Damien Kereku, in Rabaul, Papua New Guinea during a research trip. Damien
was a previous political ambassador for Papua New Guinea and former chairman of the
1960’s Tolai Indigenous political movement called Mataungans (Watch Out!) The
Mataungan Association is a grass roots, village based, economic, cultural and political
movement toward self-directed progress of the Tolai people of the Gazelle Peninsular, New
Britian 13. The Mataungan Association were pivotal in leading the resistance against
Australian administration and its political and economical systems within Rabaul, which
influenced and motivated other political movements within the Territory - eventually
steering Papua New Guinea’s independence from Australia in 1975.
During my research trip I realised that the former chiefs in Tolai society prior to
colonisation, who would’ve worn Middi and other adornments of status, had evolved
from warriors to modern day political activists and leaders against years of German,
British and Australian colonial rule. Returning this object back to the body helped me
understand it’s physical effect upon the wearer and how wearing a Middi forces the
wearer to assume a body posture, that emanates strength, pride and status. Historically
13

Bishop, Rod; Schütte, Heinz; Jones, D.B, Mataungan: A Film on “development” and the Tolai people of
Niugini, Cineaste, 1st July 1972 Vol5 (3) pp54
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the photographic depiction of Indigenous people, including the Tolai has largely been
rendered invisible through little or no documentation of the full name and status of the
person in profile. Many of the archival images I have come across of Papua New Guinean
people are usually labelled as native, house-boy, plantation worker or only their first
names are recorded. The historical image of a man named only as Turadawai (figure 3)
wearing a substantially sized Middi, was the motivation for ensuring that the identity of
Tolai people remains, historically. Given this photographic history, I chose to name each
photograph of Tolai people within my research with their full names, including their
Vunatarai (clans). For example, Pearson Vetuna, Tabunatip clan. Damien Kereku,
Vunalagir clan.
Vunatarai (Matrilineal) Armour 2015
Paraide Raim, Makurategete Vunatarai, Tolai People 2016
Vunatarai Amour is largely based on Middi design of repetitious ornamentation and the
reference of Tolai matrilineal knowledge systems. The word Vunatarai literally means
‘people of the place’ (Vuna – place, Tarai – people). More broadly it refers to descent
through the maternal line.14 Every Tolai vunatarai / clan name is a reference to land. In my
case it’s the plants that Tolai call Tegete, which are commonly known as Cordyline and
Croton. Inspired by the work of African American artist Fred Wilson, I wanted to subvert
museum categorisation systems that prioritise the collector with little or no reference to
the maker or cultural significance. Wilson’s work has been pivotal for my research in how
he chooses to work with objects that exist in museum collections, by shifting the
historical meaning and value within objects depending on how they are viewed or placed
within relationship to each other. (See figure 15)

Figure 9: Tegete (Cordyline)
foliage. Image © Lisa Hilli.

Figure 10: Tegete (Croton)
foliage. Image © Paul
Brennan, Public Domain
Pictures

14

The definition 0f the Tolai Unit is called a ‘Vunatarai’. Initially the vunatarai are members of a matrilineal
descendant, however a vunatarai also includes adoptions from outside and within the clan. Each adopted
person form the basis for additional sub-clans called a ‘apik tarai’ which is the property owning unit. Adoption
of new clan members are carefully made so as not to cross the moiety boundaries, whereupon each Tolai
person belongs to one of two moieties called ‘Marmar’ or ‘Pikalaba’, regardless of their clan or vunatarai.
Gideon Kakabin, personal communication, 14th June 2016
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Photographs of abstracted images of tegete leaves referencing my clan identity onto
these tags, asserts Tolai identity, culture and history and utilises the concept of family as
strength or armour. Each tag has been stitched into red fabric, referencing European
trade cloth. This work is a feminine portrayal of its historical counterpart, whilst also
referencing Middi as a form of armour or protection. By choosing to photograph my
mother wearing this armour, I give her status signified through materiality as the eldest
female member in our clan and my maternal link with my cultural and vunatarai identity.
Material Histories #1, #2 & #3
Material Histories is a set of three video works that show the re-enactment of the
historical material exchange between Tolai and non-Tolai people that occurred in Rabaul,
Papua New Guinea in the late 1800’s. In Material Histories #1, the re-enactment of
throwing red ribbons into the sea was a gesture that missionaries, anthropologists and
colonists used when approaching or making first contact with inhabitants of an island in
the Pacific. Given the disparate language barriers of the time, materiality, essentially was
the first form of communication. Material Histories #2 re-performs the exchange of
materials between Tolai and non-Tolai people to show a visual account of what was
traded, valued and acquired. These acts of exchange were all the starting points of
significant social and cultural change within Tolai culture, eventually leading to the
collection of Middi within museums, where they predominantly exist today.
The final video work Material Histories #3 shows the manual labour involved in making
copra, which is the dried coconut meat that is used to create coconut oil. The export of
vast amounts of copra from the Pacific Islands back to Germany was a viable economic
source for the expansion of the German Colonial Empire in the Pacific. The Godeffroy men,
as they had done already in Samoa, showed them how to dry coconut kernels and make
copra, and this became the medium of exchange. One palm-frond carrying-basket would
contain from three to twelve pounds of very dirty copra and the rate of exchange was one
thimble-full of coloured beads for one pound of copra.15 The ornamental and structural
design of Middi changed dramatically with the introduction of a new currency / trade
system, influenced by the foreign traders. (See figures 5 and 11)
In all three video works I show a female colonial character fondly known as Queen Emma.
Emma Coe was a Samoan / American woman who in the late nineteenth century built an
empire in what was known as the savage lands of New Guinea. Historically she is
celebrated as a pioneering woman of commerce. During my research in Rabaul, Papua
New Guinea, I found that Tolai people had an alternate view of her. These three video
works explore historical moments directly related and unrelated to Middi through
materiality exchanged between the hands of Tolai and non-Tolai people. Much like the remaking of the Middi, it was essential for me to remake these historical events in order to
understand it. The history of colonialism and religious impact has been long forgotten
and washed away with the tide. Much of the history that I have read about this
precarious time has been from books written by non-Tolai people, with only their
perspectives. I needed to see this history re-enacted, re-performed and re-embodied, to
know of the history from Tolai people, their perspectives and to see where these dual
histories overlap and conflict.

15

Robson, R.W. Queen Emma; The Samoan-American Girl Who Founded an Empire In 19th Century New Guinea,
Pacific Publications, Sydney, 1965, pp 97
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Figure 11: Middi, Pacific Collections, Australian Museum. © Australian Museum: (A16441) Image Lisa Hilli
2012.

In a bind 2015
Body as Artefact 2015-2016
The several developments within this body of work all utilise a concept that challenges
the separation of human bodies within museum display of historical Pacific objects,
particularly from Melanesia. The universal use of coconut sennit across the Pacific can be
seen in many objects and architectural structures to reinforce or to secure. Coconut
sennit is also the same fibre, which is used to thread the small shells around cane to make
Tolai Middi. Once collected, Pacific objects were proof of existence of ‘other’ peoples in
lands faraway. Many museums across the globe that publically present Pacific materiality
are generally bereft of any human element related to its display. It is the public and online
presentation of the same objects, which has rendered Pacific identity and visibility within
museums and art institutions. The majority of Pacific material culture that exists in
museums is generally of a practical or utilitarian use. With In a bind, I chose to use
coconut sennit to conceal my identity to reflect this rendering process of Pacific objects
within museums and archival photographs of Indigenous people. I also wanted to create
a tension between looking at a perceived artefact and the body. My aim with this work
was to create an object that was impractical and reduced me to my hair texture and skin
tone based on a historical Western term of a geographical region and my physical
appearance. Devised in 1840, Melanesia signifies an island inhabited by blacks. The word
Papua, adopted from Malay language by a Portuguese explorer, refers to people with
fuzzy hair. Following on from this work, I became interested in replicating a space that
was devoid of any references, or cultural context, similar to the photographic
documentation of Melanesian objects, which usually shows an artefact floating in black
or muted colour space. (See figure 12) The idea of ‘body as artefact’ was the impetus to
develop this work further.
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Figure 12: Tatanua, Malagan Mask, New
Ireland, Papua New Guinea Image ©
Volke Thomas (Tribal Art Auctions)

Identify Me 2016
Identify Me is the result of a collaboration between Julia Mag’eau Gray, Sunameke, a
dance production company and myself. Originally founded in Adelaide in 1997, Sunameke
is artistically directed by Mage’au Gray, which has female Papua New Guinean members
in Brisbane, Australia and Auckland, New Zealand. Photographed and positioned in the
South Pacific Island of Aotearoa, New Zealand, this photo-based video work essentially is
about resisting and liberating my individual identity from the confines of museum and
Western categorisation. I am embedded within a Pacific Island landscape, not of my
origin. Materiality from the Melanesian region such as Masi or Fijian bark-cloth and grass
skirts from the Central Province of Papua New Guinea, are layered with Magimagi
(coconut sennit) from Fiji, which is woven within and bound upon my body. The removal
of each layer is a defiant act of resistance, evading classification and returns the woman
in view to her core self. The utilisation of Melanesian materials used unconventionally
visually presents an aesthetic of beauty, a female adorned in culturally treasured
materials, skin glistening with contemporary pigments, cosmetics and adornments, whilst
wearing the universal footwear of the Pacific. It is not uncommon to find Pacific objects
of beauty and significance in museums and galleries far from the place that they
originate. This work also aims to replicate a similar experience of discovering objects
within museum displays or stores, but inherently being aware that something isn’t right
or it’s out of context. The audio effect of white noise is used to signify the frustration
and discomfort of being silenced and not having a voice or platform to present an
alternate perspective of your own culture. The metaphorical use of the frame represents
psychological and historical references to the exotification of female Pacific bodies
through photography and returning the gaze.
Matrilineal Migration (Working title)
The act of physically repatriating a historical object back into the originating community
led to many discoveries that informed this research. One object that was revealed during
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my research trip was a female body adornment called ‘Ngut’. Its repetitious design is
similar to that of Middi, but using predominantly cuscus teeth. Another significant Tolai
body adornment, which uses cuscus teeth, is a headband called ‘Rara’. These pieces and
others use large numbers of cuscus teeth, which the Tolai imported from New Ireland.
These teeth were extremely valuable for only two were available from each animal.16 A
Ngut can only be worn by a chiefs’ eldest daughter or in the ceremony of bride price,
which my family members re-enacted for me, given that this is a practice that no longer
exists within the Tolai community. From this discovery I am intending to create a tactile
object that references lineage between East New Britain and New Ireland. My family
shared with me knowledge of ancestry that traces back nine generations to a location on
New Ireland. To signify this history and material exchange between these two
geographical locations, I intend to use yarn, polypropylene, traditional and modern forms
of currency with craft methods gained from my residency at the Australian Tapestry
Workshop to reference this historical object. This object will then be photographed
against my body.

Figure 13: Map of New Ireland Province. Image Lisa Hilli 2015

Rationale
As the only practicing female contemporary artist of Tolai heritage, I am also one of very
few Melanesian women, globally, who are creatively researching and responding to
Pacific collections through their practice. The general majority of museums and art
16
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institutions internationally, including Australia have vast Pacific collections. These
collections are segmented into the anthropological collection terms of Melanesia,
Polynesia and Micronesia. My country of birth, Papua New Guinea, which sits in the
Melanesian category, has been widely and historically known as ‘the final frontier’. Papua
New Guinea’s land and people has attracted field researchers, anthropologists,
ethnologists and many others to heavily research and fulfil curiosity driven ambitions.
This fascination with a country that went from the Stone Age to the jet age in less than
100 years has resulted in Melanesian and in particular, Papua New Guinean objects
making up large numbers within Pacific collections, where ever they are located in the
world.
The Middi is one of thousands of objects sitting in museum stores that have lost cultural
context and significance due to the history and evolution of museums during the colonial
eras of expansion across the Pacific. I have re-generated, renewed and revived the
making of a culturally devalued object and the associated word - Middi17. Through my
research and artworks, I am providing a Tolai cultural context that shows this object on
the body through culturally relevant people and in the place of origin. This cultural
context has the potential to support a new model that I have developed to be used in
museums and institutions when publicly presenting historical Pacific material culture. This
approach acknowledges the importance of recognition of Indigenous people with these
objects, thereby adding a deeper and multi-layered understanding and connection
between contemporary culture and historical materiality.
With my cultural voice, my research and knowledge of Tolai Middi will contribute to the
very little known information of this historical object that is held in museum archives
across the globe including the United Kingdom, United States of America, Germany, New
Zealand and Australia. In my voluntary role to Senior Curator of Pacific Cultures, Dr
Elizabeth Bonshek at Melbourne Museum, I have contributed knowledge of Middi
through exhibition didactics and Museum Victoria collection data enhancement. Given
my heritage and strong links to Papua New Guinea, I am also able to disseminate cultural
knowledge collected during my research project directly and electronically to vast online
community groups of Papua and non-Papua New Guinean people, thus fulfilling one of
my aims of giving lost cultural knowledge back to the community.

Broader Research Context
The Western construct of ‘art’ is a word and concept that does not exist in any languages
of the Oceanic region. Objects that were historically collected as ‘art’ within museums
are what Pacific people classify as a part of everyday life or ceremonial culture. As an
Australian / Papua New Guinean person, it is through art that I continue to explore,
research and practice my culture. Acknowledging this cultural duality, my research and
practice draws parallels with the late contemporary Papua New Guinean textile design
artist, Wendi Choulai. Choulai largely drew inspiration from her Papua New Guinean
culture through ritual in dance, song, costume and body decoration. Within her practice,
she created contemporary textile prints that referenced the land, cultural motifs,
religious impact and the customs of her people, the Motu Koita. Within the vast cultural
diversity in Papua New Guinea, Choulai is one of very few women of Papua New Guinean
heritage to attain a Master of Arts degree. In her Masters thesis (1997) Choulai states; the
migration of people to cities and to Australia has started a natural progression out of the
17
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traditional fibre to producing wearable washable and acceptable clothing in a changing
society. Australian Papua New Guineans have the unique opportunity of doing just that in all
areas of Papua New Guinea culture including contemporary visual and performing art.18

Figure 14: 105 Skirt, 1996 and Wearable Skirt No 4, 1989, Wendy Choulai Image © Aaron Choulai and
David Tenenbaum

Fred Wilson’s work (figure 15) resonates strongly within the aims of my research in
reframing the historical impact of colonialism and religion upon Tolai culture through
materiality. By referencing Wilsons’ methods of working conceptually, I aim to create an
alternate perspective of how the Middi became culturally devalued by incorporating and
displaying material cultural history associated with Tolai and non-Tolai people together
within the design and ornamentation of this object and re-contextualise this history in the
present. This is evident in my work titled Vunatarai (Matrilineal) Armour 2015.
As a female working with and re-contextualising a male body adornment, I found a
commonality between Tolai Middi and Elizabethan ruffs, relating to status. Dating back as
early as the 16th century, ruffs were in many parts of Europe utilised as a signifier of
status, depending on the type of material used. Queen Elizabeth I affirmed this with her
regal and flamboyant fashion statements during her reign of England. Initially, they were
just collars, a little high and frilly, but collars none the less. Since women were prone to
effeminizing accessories, ruffs were changed by Elizabethan women.19 (See figure 16)

18
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Figure 15: Fred Wilson (1954-), Mine/Yours, framed photograph, ceramic and plastic figures, and
wood, overall (variable), 11 x 24 x 11” 1995. © The artist. Source, Whitney Museum of American
Art, New York; purchased with funds from Joanne Leonhardt Cassullo, the Dorothea L.
Leonhardt Foundation, Inc., and the Katherine Schmidt Shubert Purchase Fund.
http://collection.whitney.org/object/10402

Swiss design firm XJC Atelier referenced the ruff and other scale armature objects in very
edgy contemporary forms and materials contextualized by the body. This recontextualisation of a historical European body accessory, effeminized by women is a
significant example for my research in re-contextualising historical Tolai material culture
into the contemporary.

Figure 16: Queen Elizabeth I, The Ermine
Portrait, Nicholas Hilliard, 1585.
Reproduced with permission of the
Marquess of Salisbury, Hatfield House

Figure 17: XJC, X Years Collection,
2012 / © Milo Keller and Julien
Gallico
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I’m particularly interested in how artists such as Christian Thompson use their body
within an art context associated with materiality. Thompson articulates, I tend to build
images, rather than take photos or videos, and I use my body as an armature to do that.20
Simryn Gill’s work, A small town at the turn of the century (#5) 2001 resonates with my
work In a bind exploring identity and visibility. Both Thompson and Gill utilise the human
body combined with materiality, which explore notions of identity being revealed, hidden
or layered through environmental compositions.

Figure 19 A small town at the turn of the
century (#5) 2001 Simryn Gill. C-Print.
Image 36 x 36 inches 91.4 x 91.4 cm
Paper: 40 x 40 inches 101.6 x 101.6 cm.
Edition of 5 © Simryn Gill

Figure 18: 'Black Gum-1' Australian Graffiti,
2007, Christian Thompson. C-type print 100 x
100 cm © Christian Thompson

Jim Naughten’s photography of re-contexualised material culture within the Herero Tribe
of Namibia is another example that links to my concepts of reframing historical body
adornments within the subject’s environment. Naughten’s images depict how the
Herero tribe have modified previous German colonial attire within their own culture,
adapted with culturally significant references, such as women wearing cow horn head
pieces. The importance of showing the viewer the environment of the photographic
subject resonates strongly within my aims of visually articulating a greater depth about
the person we view, particularly when they are of Indigenous heritage.
Brisbane based artist Chantal Fraser, works in many mediums. I have been drawn mostly
to her works that utilise embodiment and adornment within an Australian Pacific
contemporary context. Fraser’s work and concepts of using adornment, particularly with
her own body are supportive in shaping my own understanding of how I can use
contemporary or everyday materials to connote ideas about identity, meaning through
objects and femininity. In her work The Strongest Lines Cross Over 2013, Fraser references
women’s mourning garments from Papua New Guinea held in the University of
Queensland Anthropology Museum. By referencing the vein lines in her mother’s hands,
Fraser created a contemporary veil, which signifies the artist’s identity through
bloodlines, maternal connection and Samoan Siva (dance).
20

Speed, Alex, Artist Christian Thompson’s body of work, The Australian, 11th May 2013, viewed 24th August
2014,
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Figure 20: Herero Woman with Patchwork
dress (2012) © Jim Naughten 50’ x 41’ C type
print. Courtesy of the artist.

Figure 21: The Strongest Lines Cross
Over (2013), © Chantal Fraser

The artistic and conceptual references within my practice have broadened significantly
over my research duration. I’ve identified commonalities and cross overs between the
majority of the artists that are of influence to my research project. Most of these artists
employ or work within the categories of identity, photography, material culture,
embodiment, adornment and armature, all of which I’ve recognized to be within my
research project.

Methods
My research involved specific projects that employed a methodology of cycles of
production that operated concurrent to each other. By acquiring knowledge through
research, this fed into the making and remaking of objects, followed by a review of the
outcome, in order to develop a collection of contemporary works.
Cycle of Production 1: Remake, Acquire and Review
This cycle of production largely acquired the historical knowledge and technical
processes of remaking a Middi. Thousands of shells were individually prepared to be
thread around modified cane. The repetition and physical action of binding fibre around
cane extended consciously and unconsciously through later works and methods. This is
evident in works utilising coconut sennit and my body, as well as processes utilised within
my artist residency at the Australian Tapestry Workshop. Given my experience of
physically holding a Middi, it was essential that a physical object be present and
accessible for the Tolai community both in Australia and Papua New Guinea. During the
making of this Middi, I acquired one potential definition of what the word Middi means.
Aware of my experience and physical reaction to seeing this object in a museum, I purposely
worked on this object in my mothers home where it would be visible to invoke a discussion
about it with members of the small Tolai community living in Brisbane, Australia. An elder
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Tolai woman and man shared the following with me; the word Middi means to thread or
weave a pattern. They also said that Middi is a word from the old language. I interpreted
this as a word from one of several dialects of Kuanua, Tolai language that was used prior to
European contact. Discovering the potential definition of this word reinforced and affirmed
my Indigenous methodology and research approach.21 The replicated Middi was then used
as a tactile physical object to reference and re-contextualise during a field study in Papua
New Guinea and Australia.
Cycle of Production 2: Acquire, Remake and Review
A three-week period of audio/visual-documented interviews was undertaken with
members of my family and the Tolai community living in Papua New Guinea and Australia.
This field research was essential to gain an understanding of the cultural significance of
Middi historically, and the relational value of this object to Tolai people today. This cycle
was by far the most productive and culturally enriching. I was supported by my
immediate family and was based in my home village to be in close contact with my family
and community. My Uncle and Aunt were central in my research in Rabaul, primarily as
my translators at one level and a direct connection to respected community members
who were aware of historical cultural knowledge. Once my Uncle and Aunt understood
the aims of my project, I allowed them to lead the research, particularly in regard to who
to interview and photograph in the Tolai community. It was during this cycle of
production that I created the photograph of Tolai elder Damien Kereku, filmed the reenactment of historical material exchanges between Tolai and non-Tolai people,
photographed myself on my cultural land, discovered a historical female body adornment
and photographed a re-enacted bride price ceremony, learned new cultural skills and
names of making of adornments for the body and lastly I learned the history of my
vunatarai, dating back nine generations to a place on the west coast of New Ireland
Province.
Cycle of Production 3: Review, Acquire and Remake
My intention to research archival photographs within the collections of three key figures,
Reverend George Brown, Richard Parkinson and Reverend Richard H Rickard was initially
proposed to form part of this research. Brown, Parkinson and Rickard all spent a
significant amount of time in the Gazelle Peninsular and among the Tolai during the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century. All three men individually collected objects from
this region that are now held within museums internationally and within Australia.
Richard Parkinson was a botanist and amateur anthropologist. He is well known for
publishing the book titled Thirty years in the South Sea: land, people and customs and
traditions in the Bismark Archipelago and German Solomon Islands. Parkinson was pivotal
in the establishment of Copra (coconut) plantations for Queen Emma in East New Britain.
I used one key historical image published by Parkinson and A.B Meyer (figure 3). This
image was used to inform the naming of artworks, understanding the role of
photography with Indigenous Tolai people and the importance of environmental context,
which is missing from Parkinson and Meyer’s image. I utilised two archival photographs
from Rev Brown’s collection at the Australia Museum. These photographs were part of a
larger collation of archival images of Tolai people and objects that I had accumulated
throughout the research. These images were shown to community during my research
trip. They also included some photographs from Parkinson’s book mentioned above. It
was through an image from Parkinson’s book that a female body adornment was
revealed and privately held within my family. Reverend Rickard, is lesser know of the
21
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three. Rickard co-authored the first written language of Kuanua during a Methodist
Mission to East New Britain during the early twentieth century. Extending from this
research, I will be utilising the support of a Museum Victoria 1854 Scholarship to
undertake extensive research regarding Reverend Rickard, as his collections are held
within public institutions across Victoria, New South Wales and Queensland. Rickard
collected significant historical body adornments from Tolai culture whilst in East New
Britain, which are held in Museum Victoria’s State Collection.
The review of work created, in progress or finalised was an important aspect of my
methodology. The presentation of the Middi created with three photographs, part of Vai
Niu Wai Niu Coconut Water in Brisbane, curated by Léuli Eshraghi, supported my
understanding of the importance of display. In this exhibition, the Middi was originally
encased within a clear Perspex cover, concealing the tactility of the object. Prompted by
an audience question, during an artist talk, I chose to remove the clear encasement to
reveal the textural qualities of the object. I also became aware of the importance of the
display height of Middi in relation to the body and how shadow details became more
apparent when the case was removed. The presentation of photos of Tolai people in
proximity to relative objects is important in regard to the display of the Middi, so as to
maintain bodily contexts.
The review process was also extended through artist talks and presentations held as part
of Where We’re At! Other Voices on Gender exhibition in Brussels, Belgium. In this context
I spoke about my position as a contemporary Pacific artist, within Australia as well as my
practice. The Australian Tapestry Workshop Artist Residency in Melbourne allowed for
the expansion of understanding the language of materiality through collaboration with
artist Eddy Carroll and exposure to the Tapestry Workshop Weavers and processes.
During a public joint artist talk with Carroll at the Australian Tapestry Workshop, this
review of my practice supported the understanding and acknowledgement of three key
dimensions of my practice; research, collaboration and individuality. The writing and
presentation of Re-generating Pacific Cultural Identity through Material Culture paper for
the College Art Association Annual Conference New York, United States of America,
supported the solidifying of ideas and concepts within my research regarding the power
of materiality as well as broader themes related to museums of community engagement
with historical objects.
These cycles of production encompassed and produced works which lead to the creation
of a collection of contemporary artworks that signify the cultural, colonial and religious
history embedded within this object.

Conclusion
My project has largely been about the exploration of Tolai material culture and histories
through a process of Remaking, Reclaiming and Reframing. The Remaking process has
allowed me to understand the fabrication of a historical body adornment and specific
Tolai cultural histories, through an embodied experience. This experience allowed for the
transferral of new skills and knowledge into new works, as well as revealing other
historical Tolai body adornments. The Reclaiming of cultural histories positions myself as
an artist, amongst several other female Pacific practitioners who are re-activating and
reinvigorating cultural practices impacted through European contact. What’s interesting
about these cultural revivals is that most of the activities and efforts to revive these
cultural practices are taking place outside of Pacific Island nations or within Pacific
diaspora groups. This desire to reclaim extinct or rarely practiced Pacific customs and
ceremonies is both a tangible and intangible link to cultural connection.
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Beyond Remaking and Reclaiming, the Reframing process became a natural progression
of the former. Through the remaking of Middi, I have reclaimed Tolai cultural history and
embodied experiences that Tolai people did generations before me, leading to a
continuation of a cultural practice. It is only when this position of embodied knowledge is
achieved, that reframing cultural histories allows an individual to insert themselves into a
historical narrative. By inserting my body within historical cultural and material contexts, I
am able to explore this history, understand this new knowledge, build upon it and
present it within a contemporary context. Re-presenting a narrative of my own history
empowers the exploration of my own position as a Tolai woman in relation to my culture
and in a broader contemporary art context. The exploration of this history has also
allowed me to reference and assert an individual presentation of my cultural identity
through the use of photography, video and materiality. Within my research, concepts of
the history and language of materiality were explored and embedded through the
conduit of photo mediums. My overarching intention of this research project is to create
a succinct language between photography, video and tactile objects to illustrate and
communicate the key themes within my project of Remaking Middi. The works created as
part of this research encompass a desire to reference the materiality and histories of Tolai
and non-Tolai peoples. Since the collection of these historical objects, Middi are no
longer strictly confined to the history of Tolai people. In order to bring this object into the
present, through my art and research, I have aimed to reflect and redefine the plural
histories associated with Middi, how they have come to exist in museums and recontextualising Tolai body adornment within the contemporary.

82

Bibliography
Choulai, W, Indigenous Oceanic Design in Today’s Market; A Personal Perspective, Masters
Thesis, RMIT, 1997
Cochrane, Susan & Quanchi, Max (eds) Hunting the Collectors: Pacific Collections in
Australian Museums and Archives, Cambridge Scholars, 2011
Copeland, Huey, How You Look is How You Look: An Interview With Fred Wilson, Callaloo,
Johns Hopkins University Press, Volume 33, Number 4, Fall 2010, pp. 1016-1040, viewed 21
April 2014, Project Muse Database
Daadler, Truus, Ethnic Jewellery and Adornment: Australia, Oceania, Asia, Africa, Ethnic Art
Press, Adelaide 2009
Globus, Doro, Fred Wilson: A critical reader, Ridinghouse, London 2011
Gonzàles, Jennifer A. Subject to Display: reframing race in contemporary art installation,
Massachusetts Institute of Technology 2008
Kakabin, Gideon, A Kinavai, Una Voce, Journal of the Papua New Guinea Association
Australia Inc, No 1, March 2016
Kuchler, Susan & Were, Graham, Pacific Pattern, Thames & Hudson, London 2005
Hilli, Lisa, Re-generating Pacific Cultural Identity, Oceania Now, Issue 1, 2015
Naughten, Jim, Conflict and Costume: The Herero Tribe of Namibia, Merrell 2013
Parkinson, Richard, Thirty Years in the South Seas, Verlag Von Streder & Schroder,
Stuttgart 1907, Sydney University Press 2010
Robson, R.W. Queen Emma; The Samoan-American Girl Who Founded an Empire In 19th
Century New Guinea, Pacific Publications, Sydney, 1965
Schoser, Mary, Textiles: The Art of Mankind, Thames & Hudson 2012
Tenenbaum, David, Wendy Choulai, Melbourne Books, Australia 2009
Thomas, Nicholas, Entangled Objects: exchange material culture and colonialism in the
Pacific, Cambridge, Mass. : Harvard University Press, 1991
Online References
ABC, Radio National, Remembering Nikolai, viewed November 20th 2015
<http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/hindsight/remembering-nikolai/4923276>

Academia, Gender, Location and Tradition: A Comparison of Two Papua New Guinean
contemporary artists, Jacquelyn A. Lewis-Harris, viewed 02 April, 2014,
<https://umsl.academia.edu/jackieLewisHarris>
Artlink, Artists and Collections: A working partnership, Vol 19 no 1. 1999, viewed 13th
October 2014, <https://www.artlink.com.au/articles.cfm?id=119>
ART21, Beauty and Ugliness – Fred Wilson, viewed 15th April 2014,
<http://www.art21.org/artists/fred-wilson>
Centre for Contemporary Photography, A picture is just that, Naomi Cass Interviews Simryn
Gill, Flash Issue 3, 2009, viewed August 21st 2015,
<http://www.ccp.org.au/flash/2009/11/simryn-gill/>

83

Cinéaste, Mataungan: A Film on “development” and the Tolai people of Niugini, Rod Bishop;
Heinz Schütte; D.B Jones, 1st July 1972 Vol5 (3) viewed 21st September 2015,
<http://search.proquest.com/docview/740841250?accountid=13552>
Co.Design, Fashion accessories that make Lady Gaga look tame, viewed 4th September 2014
<http://www.fastcodesign.com/1670042/fashion-accessories-that-make-lady-gaga-looktame#1>
Elizabethan England Life, Elizabethan ruffs, ruffles, viewed 30th August,
<http://www.elizabethanenglandlife.com/Elizabethan-Ruffs.html>
Museums in Australia, Keeping Places, <http://www.australia.gov.au/aboutaustralia/australian-story/museums-in-australia> accessed 16th June 2016.
Pasifika Styles, viewed 10th April 2014, <http://www.pasifikastyles.org.uk/index.php>
Pitt Rivers Museum Body Arts, Warrior’s shell collar, viewed 28th October 2013
<http://web.prm.ox.ac.uk/bodyarts/index.php/body-arts-and-lifecycles/adulthood/98warriors-shell-collar.html.>
Setton Hall University, A conversation with Fred Wilson, viewed 15th April 2014,
<http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YLG6c_NSvCE>
The Australian, Artist Christian Thompson’s body of work, 11th May 2013, viewed 30th
August 2014, <http://www.theaustralian.com.au/arts/review/artist-christian-thompsonsbody-of-work/story-fn9n8gph-1226637803161?nk=16d888a9b89aed4d2ab7c28897cbc411>
The Fashion Archives, Remember or Revive, New Responses To Old Things; Chantal Fraser
and UQ Anthropology Museum, Issue 7, November 19 2013, viewed 1st February 2016,
http://thefashionarchives.org/?remember_or_revive=chantal-fraser-uq-anthropologymuseum
Tolai Language Change, Midi, Ismael Isikel, 13th April 2016,
th
<http://tolailanguagechange.blogspot.com.au/> viewed April 30 2016
XJC Atelier, X Years, viewed 13th August 2014, <http://www.xjc.ch/wearable/x-years/>
Extended Bibliography
Candlin, F & R, Guins (eds) The Object Reader, Routledge, 2009
Cochrane, S & Mel, M.A, Contemporary Art in Papua New Guinea, Roseville, N.S.W,
Craftsman House, 1997
Epstein, A.L, Matupit: Land, Politics and Change among the Tolai, Australian National
University, Canberra, 1969
Sciama, Lidia D. & Eicher, Joanne (eds) Beads & Bead Makers: Gender, Material Culture and
Meaning, Oxford, 1998
Simet, Jacob, L, Copyrighting Traditional Tolai Knowledge, in Whimp, K & Busse, M, eds
Protection of Intellectual, Biological and Cultural Property in Papua New Guinea, ANU E
Press 2013
Smith, Terry, Contemporary Art; World Currents, Laurence King Publishing, London, UK,
2011
Stevenson, Karen, The Frangipani is Dead; Contemporary Pacific Art in New Zealand 1985 –
2000, 2008 Huia Publishers New Zealand

84

Curriculum Vitae

85

LISA HILLI CURRICULUM VITAE
GROUP EXHIBITIONS
2016

2015

2014

No 1 Neighbour: Art in Papua New Guinea 1966 – 2016, Queensland Art Gallery
Solomon Islands: Re-enchantment and the colonial shadow, Anthropology Museum,
University of Queensland
Weaving Worlds, Australian Tapestry Workshop
Fish Hooks & Moving Trees: Pacific Transformations in Australia, Bundaberg
Regional Gallery, Queensland
ATW AIR 2015, Australian Tapestry Workshop, Melbourne
Vai Niu Wai Niu Coconut Water, Caboolture Regional Art Gallery, Queensland
Fish Hooks & Moving Trees: Pacific Transformations in Australia, Queensland
Multicultural Centre, Brisbane
Embodied Spaces, Framer Framed, Tolhuistuin, Amsterdam, Netherlands
Where We’re At! Other Voices on Gender, BOZAR Centre For Fine Arts,
Brussels, Belgium
FCACheartsJogja - Meleponi Pasifika, Indonesian Contemporary Arts Network,
Jogjakarta, Indonesia

EDUCATION
2014
2007
2003

Masters of Fine Art Candidate, RMIT University, Melbourne
Bachelor of Fine Arts with distinction, RMIT University Melbourne, Victoria
Diploma of Arts – Applied Photography, NMIT TAFE, Victoria

PROFESSIONAL
2016
2016
2015
2014
2013
2010

Guest Speaker, Pacific Identity: Community, Culture and the Contemporary,
National Gallery of Victoria
Assistant Collection Manager, Access, Indigenous Collections, Museum Victoria
Voluntary assistance to Senior Curator, Pacific Cultures, Melbourne Museum,
Museum Victoria
Project Cultural Advisor, Cultural engagements of Australia’s Asia-Pacific
communities in the Asia-Pacific region, Australia Council of Learned Academies
Co-founder and Advisor, Contemporary Pacific Arts Festival
Co-founder Pacific Women’s Weaving Circle

PUBLICATIONS
2016

2015
2014

No 1 Neighbour: Art in Papua New Guinea 1966 – 2016, ed. Ruth McDougall,
Queensland Art Gallery
Art as Enterprise: Social and economic engagement in contemporary art, eds.
Anthony White & Grace McQuilten, I.B. Tauris
Re-generating Pacific Cultural Identity, Oceania Now,ed. Léuli Eshraghi, Issue 1,
Contemporary Pacific Arts Festival
Where We’re At! Other voices on gender, ed. Christine Eyene, Bozar Books,
Silvana Editorale S.p.A, Italy

CONFERENCE | SYMPOSIA

86

2015
2014
2014
2014
2013

Global Perspectives on the Museum, College Art Association Annual Conference,
New York
Wesfarmers Indigenous Arts Leadership Program, National Gallery of Australia,
Canberra
Ancestors Beckon, Atua: A Continuum Forum, Atua Sacred Gods of Polynesia
exhibition, National Gallery of Australia, Canberra
Treasured Objects, Contemporary Pacific Arts Symposium, Footscray Community
Arts Centre
Addressing the Archive, Contemporary Pacific Arts Symposium, Footscray
Community Arts Centre

AWARDS | GRANTS
2016
2015
2014
2014

Museum Victoria 1854 Scholarship
Higher Degree by Research Travel Grant, RMIT University
Visual Arts Marketing and Development Travel Grant, Australia Council for the
Arts
Individual Development Grant, Moreland City Council

87

Critical Feedback

88

89

90

91

92

93

94

95

96

Appendix

97

98

DISPLAYING CULTURAL SENSITIVITIES, Treasured Objects Panel,
Contemporary Pacific Arts Festival Symposium
Lisa Hilli, 21st March 2014 (Presentation Version)
In January 2014, I became aware that the vast and historical Oceanic Collection held by
the British Museum was now accessible online to view as digital photographs in an
electronic database. Quite a feat I must admit, by the museum staff. According to the
British Museum website, up to 2000 images are uploaded each week as part of their 35
year on-going effort to document and digitise all cultural artefacts, to support curatorial
and research work. As a woman who identifies as being a Pacific Islander and an artist,
my initial reaction to this knowledge was one of apprehension.
After a deep breath, I did a search online within the British Museum Oceanic collection
database. I’m always charged with the emotion of anxiety whenever I search online
Oceanic collection databases, mainly due to the fact that there is so much cultural history
contained in Pacific artefacts, regardless if they are digital images, that my own cultural
sensitivities spring into action, particularly for a few reasons;
1. Am I going to view something that culturally I'm not supposed to see?
2. Has the Pacific community been consulted prior to the public or virtual
display, especially so with regard to sacred or taboo artefacts due to cultural
sensitivities of sacred knowledge being shared in a public domain?
3. If no consultation has taken place, Pacific people are potentially open to
becoming culturally implicated by viewing objects, which for cultural reasons
forbid them to do so.
Like many other museums who are custodian of Oceanic collections there are hundreds if
not thousands of artefacts, and photographs collected by various missionaries, traders and
anthropologist documented digitally for anyone with high speed internet connection to
view freely. I contained my search to Papua New Guinea within the British Museum
online collection, it was here that I came across skeletal remains with no information and
historical photographs of Motu women bearing the beautiful Reva Reva (full body
tattoos). The portraits of the Motu women were titled as 'postcards', the women were
posed and photographed completely naked.
For Papua New Guinean artists like Julia Mange'au (Mung ee ow) Gray, who is leading
the Tep Tok Project with many Pacific Islanders some of whom are Motu women.
Having access to these images is vital documentation for Motu women, some of who I
know, are passionate about reviving the significant practice of young women being
physically imprinted with Reva Reva, a historical cultural language embedded within
Motu people. But when I see images of Pacific people posed naked and the image titled
as a 'postcard' combined with the exploitative photographic history of Pacific peoples in
Europe during the late 1800's, I cannot help but view this particular online publication as
further exploitation of an exploited image, along with it's people.
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As an artist I utilise my practice to learn and understand about my Tolai cultural history
and customs. (Image Rabaul ENB.) A method in my arts practice is to collaborate and
consult with my immediate community. My definition of community refers to immediate
and indirect family members of either Tolai or Papua New Guinean descent as well as
non-related Tolai people living in Australia or Papua New Guinea. This method for me is
an important part to creating art as I'm aware of the cultural implications placed upon me
by interpreting and defining Papua New Guinea culture in a contemporary framework,
even though my practice and my identity exists in a Pacific diasporic context.
I'd like to briefly talk about two examples of my work as an artist where I've utilised a
consultative or collaborative process of Pacific Islander people within my practice. Just
Like Home was a video installation exhibition, which toured Australia in 2010. This
work celebrated the adaptation of Tolai culture in an Australian context. An important
part of the exhibition was to further contexualise what the exhibition was about. At each
exhibition, the public with my mother and I were part of the preparation, cooking and
eating of the particular food called Ai gir, which means to steam with hot stones, a
cuisine unique to Tolai people. It gave people of non-Pacific heritage a unique insight
into customary cooking practices as well as the culture of Tolai people in a non-passive,
inclusive and informative environment.
Another example of including Pacific people within my practice is a filmmaking project
that I conceptualised in 2013. Story Weavers was a Pacific Youth filmmaking project
exploring Pacific Islander youth identity within Melbourne, Australia. An integral part of
this project was including Pacific cultural elders as well as an Australian indigenous elder
within the filmmaking workshops. This was to create a space for Pacific youth and elders
to have a dialogue around what Pacific Islander identity is and how each generation
navigates their own identity, within geographical and social contexts. The outcome of
Story Weavers was a short film written and directed by Pacific Islander youth
participants and has screened nationally around Australia in multiple film festivals. Last
Sunday it screened as part of the Melbourne Queer Film Festival and is set to make it's
international debut in Toronto, Canada later this year.
For the last 18 months of my arts practice, I have been independently researching and
understanding the history of collecting culture within museums and anthropological
research associated with the Oceanic region, particularly to my place of birth, Rabual,
East New Britain, Papua New Guinea. My paper today is not to present a scathing
review of Museum or gallery practice and processes, but to highlight the position I, along
with many other artists of Pacific decent face and experience when our cultural treasures
are freely available to view publicly, without community consultation and the positive
and negative implications they have upon us and the general Pacific community.
I cannot speak on behalf of every cultural group pertaining to the Pacific region, so my
focus will be specific to my own experiences of viewing cultural collections relevant to
the Tolai people. In late 2013, I was invited by JD Mittman, curator of Burrinja Gallery
located in the south eastern suburbs of Melbourne to be part of a consultation committee
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as part of an upcoming exhibition titled Secret Ingiets; Mysterious stone carvings and
ceremonial objects of the Tolai in PNG.
The Secret Ingiets exhibition had great cultural implications upon me. First of all, I had
no idea these stone carvings existed, secondly, I'm not supposed to know they exist due to
my gender and the male secret societies that created them, which still exist to this day for
different purposes and cultural ceremonies. Again I cannot elaborate on this part of my
culture because, I honestly don't know anything about the male secret societies and
culturally I'm not supposed to.
It was quite a personal challenge for me to attend the exhibition and symposium with all
of the sacred stone carvings on display. I wanted to engage with the exhibition, not just
for research reasons but for my keen interest in historical artefacts made by my people,
but at the same time compelled to not breach cultural protocol. So I did my own
community consultation, online via social media. I posed the question of attending the
Secret Ingiet exhibition to the Tolai community via a social media page that focuses on
the cultural history of the New Guinea Islands, namely New Britain, New Ireland and
Bouganville. The reaction and response I got from people of Tolai and non-Tolai
heritage was one of great interest, contradictory, informative and blunt.
This is the question I posed to the members of a social media page called NGI Historical
Society;
“This symposium is happening this Saturday in outer Melbourne. I’m really curious to
know what peoples’ views are on this sort of stuff being out in the open… What are Tolai
peoples’ sensitivities to this display of Ingiet carvings today?” (Symposium Link of
Burrinja gallery exhibition included)
The administrator of the group is a Tolai male elder and he gave me this response;
“The Ingiat society is or was so secretive, that even today no one really speaks about it.
The artifacts displayed out of context would only hold interest or curiosity value. There
is power there to destroy, however without the words and incantations these are just
objects.”
My main concern was if I could even enter the exhibition, as I felt it would be culturally
inappropriate and insensitive for me to physically be in the same space, regardless if the
objects have no value or relevance because they were out of context. This was further
complicated by a response from a Tolai woman who said this;
...“Traditionally a woman is not allowed to discuss, observe or even call a meeting
(kivung) to discuss upcoming cultural feasts etc. I know it sounds unfair and outdated
but that is our culture. If I was living in Melbourne I would not attend the symposium for
the reason that, this cultural practice would over time be lost... I just want to believe that
future generations could appreciate my culture as theirs too in its raw state.”
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So basically, I didn't even have a leg to stand on. As a Tolai woman living in Australia, I
want to adhere to cultural protocols as best as I can despite being geographically
removed. I don't ever want to jeopordise sacred cultural practice or any others that exist
in Tolai culture. After expressing this concern within the online discussion I was met
with this response from a non-Pacific person;
“Good point, from Custom, but tell me, how will your children learn of these cultures?
The whole thing is dying all over PNG...”
The question of repatriation was brought up, but that is another conversation to be had at
another time. I was very appreciative of the in depth and articulate knowledge given to
me via this process, but there lies the paradox; by being made aware of these objects
through the exhibition, it prompted an enquiry of wanting to acquire knowledge about
these objects, that culturally I'm not even supposed to be aware of. I felt that by attending
the exhibition and symposium along with everyone else, that I was adding to the
continuing dissolution of cultural frameworks implemented by missionaries and colonists
within my own culture. The devaluing of these sacred objects within Tolai culture, have
now become an item of value and curiosity within a completely different cultural context,
the art gallery. By understanding this history over time, I am prompted by these
questions;
Which cultural context has more value or worth?
What is compromised and gained when sacred artifacts are within each of these
cultural contexts?
I'm aware that Burrinja gallery and staff including JD had every intention to consult with
the Papua New Guinean and Pacific community prior to the exhibition as well as the
scheduled symposium; Pacific Art Collections; The Culture of Collecting Then and Now.
From my own experiences of working with the Pacific community; it sure ain't easy.
You Islanders are hard work! What we Pacific Islanders value the most are relationships.
Relationships between people and community that help us develop trust and respect with
whom we are working with and for what reason? When we feel we are valued as people
with mutuality and respect for who we are and the cultural knowledge we keep, then we
will work well with you. Basically what I'm trying to say here is that if you want to
engage with the Pacific community, then you're more likely to be successful, if you go to
them and not expect them to come to you. The Australia Museum, Pacific Youth ReConnection Project is a shining example of this action, by taking artefacts from the
museum stores and providing information directly to the Pacific communities within
Sydney.
I understand that logistical difficulties for museums and galleries, that going to the
community is not always possible due to time restrictions, budget and staffing constraints
and general bureaucracy within institutions. I asked the British Museum if they had
consulted with the Pacific community prior to the Oceanic Collection being made
available online. I received a response from Dr Gaye Sculthorpe, Oceanic Curator and
Section head articulating that;
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“...No images are included where items have a particular cultural sensitivity such that
public disclosure would not be appropriate. Occasionally an image of an item may be
removed if it comes to our attention that an object is not appropriate to have an image
shown. As we have collections from such broad regions, there is no specific consultation
before putting images on the internet, however, through particular projects we aim to
work with communities to not only share information but also so that they can add
information to our database.”
So the responsibility is upon us as Pacific Islanders to communicate with Museums and
galleries of what is culturally appropriate and what isn't? So how do we as Pacific
Islanders work collectively or individually, with such wide and varying cultures,
languages, hierarchy systems to help inform Museum Oceanic collections? Where and
who does the responsibility lie with? Is it the responsibility of Pacific artists today, like
myself interested in Museology? Where and how do we start to inform and implement
ethical practices and processes for Museums and galleries to adhere to, starting within
Australia?
Originally I wanted to incorporate the opinions of people from the Pacific to inform my
presentation today, but I felt that I can only represent my cultural group within Papua
New Guinea, because that's what I feel most comfortable doing. To conclude, I ended up
attending the Secret Ingiets Exhibition, after much thought and consideration. I did so
because I needed to understand the history and context of these items and how they exist
today. I would not have the conclusions and understandings to share today without
attending the symposium and exhibition, thanks to Burrinja Art Gallery and the
consultation I initiated with Tolai community. I'll leave you with this final excerpt from
the online discussion from a Tolai man who also responded to my question;
“Go enjoy the symposium. You will gain some idea of our culture and outlook and the
privilege of seeing what would not ordinarily be on display or discussed here where the
culture is “live”. Our lips are sealed.”
Boina Tuna.
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Sacred objects and spaces, Atua: A continuum Forum, National Gallery of Australia
19th July 2014 (Presentation Version)
As a Papua New Guinea born woman with Australian heritage, my arts practice has been
founded and developed in an Australian cultural and geographic context. Despite living the
vast majority of my life in Australia, I have always drawn inspiration, largely from my Tolai /
Papua New Guinean culture. Through my arts practice, I visually communicate and translate
my knowledge of Tolai culture to conform to Western institutions, such as the art gallery.
The Western construct of ‘art’ is a word that does not exist in any languages of the Oceanic
region. Pacific objects and artefacts that have been historically collected, as ‘art’ within
museums are what Pacific people classify as a part of life or culture. So as an Australian /
Papua New Guinean person, it is through art that I continue to explore, research and
practice my culture.
A work that summarises this aspect of my practice is my video installation Just Like Home
2008.
Based upon my mother’s material adaption of tinfoil in a cooking tradition unique to the
Tolai people, I created life size banana trees made from aluminium. The documentary video
of my mother cooking traditional Papua New Guinea food in our suburban Brisbane home,
contextualises the tinfoil banana trees, acting as shining monuments to a culture’s capacity
to continue and adapt. Another layer of this work facilitated by my mother and I with the
public was the preparation, cooking and eating of this dish called Ai gir, which means to
steam with hot stones. Just Like Home was developed for the Next Wave Festival in 2008,
has toured nationally around Australia in 2010 and was recently in the group show Meleponi
Pasifika (Melbourne Pacific) presented at the Indonesian Contemporary Art Network in
Jogjakarta.
At present I’m currently undertaking a Masters of Fine Art by Research at RMIT University in
Melbourne. My research project is titled Remaking Middi: Re-contextualising historical Tolai
material culture into the contemporary.
In the Tolai language of Kuanua, we call this object Middi, museums refer to it as a shell
collar. I came across this mesmerizing object a few years ago during a guided visit of the
Pacific collections led by Pacific artist, Taloi Havini at the Australia Museum in Sydney. I later
undertook a mentorship at the Australia Museum, specifically researching this Tolai artefact
under the mentor of Yvonne Carrillo – Huffman with the support of Dion Pieta. Personally,
it’s an honor to be standing here today presenting alongside both Yvonne & Dion and to
continue my understanding of my own cultural history. I’ve just had my ethics application
approved and I’m about to embark on a field study of researching the cultural value and
significance of middi with members of the Tolai community living in Rabaul, Papua New
Guinea and locally here in Australia.
This initial experience of entering a space where Pacific objects are held within the Australia
Museum and my ongoing interest in collecting culture has been pivotal in shifting my
awareness and perspective of the history of colonialism and religion and the impact it has
had upon Pacific culture. I’ve accessed and viewed several Pacific collections around
Australia in the past few years with varying experiences and what made my visit so
significant to the Pacific collections at the Australia Museum, was that I was guided through
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a culturally charged space of thousands of Pacific objects with a person who has an inherent
understanding of Pacific culture and sensitivities. Basically I felt safe, culturally safe.
Despite being geographically removed from where my culture is a lived experience in Papua
New Guinea, I’ve been raised in Australia with a very specific cultural conditioning that has
given me an innate understanding of the significance of certain customs and cultural
protocols relevant to my specific and pan-Pacific culture. Generally speaking, most Pacific
Islanders living in Australia would agree with this statement. We have a natural
understanding of the context of material objects and how they are used within our Pacific
cultural way of living. A light hearted universal example of this are our use of woven mats
made from pandanus.
A more serious example of this are gender specific societies, such as Tolai male secret
societies, that exclude female participation and presence in certain rituals and cultural
spaces, which still exist to this day. I’m aware of these male secret societies, but know little
about them because culturally I’m not supposed to.
Last year I was asked to be a consultant for a public exhibition in a council owned gallery in
Melbourne regarding the display of sacred stone carvings called Ingiats. Historically only
Tolai male elders created Ingiats, a secret society and custom that were culturally devalued
through missionary impact. Despite specific Tolai cultural frameworks being destroyed
through the implementation of European religion, the sacred value and cultural sensitivity of
the ingiats power still exists within the Tolai community today. This was proven by my own
consultation that I did with the Tolai community living in Papua New Guinea and Australia,
where I was told very sternly that I had no place as a woman to be asking advice on the
relevance of these sacred objects regarding male secret societies.
There are ingiats currently on display here in the National Gallery of Australia, their power
and magic imbued through secrecy are lost or lessened without the chants and ritual
associated with them. This culturally sensitive implication has educated me on certain
aspects of sacredness and taboo within my own culture and I honor this by choosing not to
engage with objects that inhibit me from viewing under Tolai lore. With this cultural
implication in mind I ask;
“How do I along with everyone else who enters the space of the Atua: Sacred Gods of
Polynesia exhibition know if we’re not culturally implicating ourselves with uninformed
insensitivities relevant to Polynesian cultures?”
And is this question relevant today, given the history of these objects?
Many of the objects currently on display as part of the Atua exhibition would’ve previously
had specific customs and cultural spaces assigned to them, a cultural context, much like the
Tolai ingiats.
Sacred objects that were once highly valued by Pacific Islanders are now a material and
cultural fragment extracted and de-contextualised from a rich complex spiritual belief
system developed by Pacific people, now valued in Western culture as objects of mystery
and high monetary value to be traded amongst collectors and institutions, culturally
displayed on our behalf.
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Prior to today’s event I was keen to view Tolai cultural artefacts held within the National
Gallery. I was grateful to have viewed material culture relevant to my lineage organized by
the NGA staff. Thank you Cara Kirkwood and to Rose Montebello for facilitating this visit for
my colleague Jenny Homerang and I. After spending time in the reading room, viewing
artefacts, Jenny and I both had very interesting thoughts and responses to what we viewed,
particularly Jenny, who is of the Nalik speaking people of northern New Ireland, Papua New
Guinea.
Presently, Jenny is undertaking research into Malagan customs of northern New Ireland
through a PhD at the Australian National University. Jenny and I both viewed certain carved
wood Malagan ceremony funerary objects, including an overwhelmingly large Uwarra, a
beautiful woven natural fibre and cane malagan from Tabar Island. I cannot explain the
complexity of these ceremony funerary objects relevant to Jenny’s culture, rather I’d like to
speak about our experiences of viewing sacred objects relevant to us.
Upon entering the reading room, I was confronted by a very large Tolai shell money ring
called agogo, which is made up of thousands upon thousands of nassa shells. I was so
shocked to see one of that size, mainly due to the fact that I’d never seen one that large
before. Shell money or Tabu is a currency used by Tolai people to this day. After a brief
conversation with my mum, she informed me that these agogo are reserved mainly for
funerals where, they are split up and divided out accordingly to all who are present at a
funeral ceremony. The other artefacts that I viewed were a mask, a bamboo pipe and a
wooden axe. There is often very little information regarding Pacific artefacts within public
and private collections. What is generally documented is the person, who collected it
including the year, cultural group and place of origin.
I cannot always be physically present to participate and learn about Tolai customs and
ceremonial events back home in Papua New Guinea. The opportunity of viewing and
documenting artefacts relevant to my culture is utilized as a way of understanding what my
people have made and why? This experience is not without the common issue of viewing
cultural artefacts in a way that de-renders their significant cultural context.

“Value and context are inextricably linked”
The value of an object, particularly Pacific objects is defined by the context that it is within,
socially, culturally and geographically. Without context, an object’s value is reduced or
deducted. Just like currency significant to each country or cultural group, currency is given
weight and value depending on context.
Flick back to agogo image
How does the value of Pacific artefacts sacred and non-sacred shift once inside a museum
or gallery collection? And how do Pacific people view this?
Whilst I was photographically documenting these objects during our visit, my colleague
Jenny documented her response literally. The following is an extract that Jenny has allowed
me to share with you all after her experience of viewing Malagan ceremonial funerary
objects held by the National Gallery of Australia.
(Due to personal sensitivity issues, original text provided by has been omitted at the request
of Mrs Jenny Homerang)
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Recollecting the Collections: recovering and repatriating cultural
knowledge, Wesfarmers Indigenous Arts Leadership Program, NGA
(presentation version)
The collection of non-Western or indigenous objects has historically
contributed to the significant development and establishment of a
Western institution; the museum. As a Tolai woman from Papua New
Guinea, my interest in museums and collecting culture is from a Pacific
perspective. Initially I became interested in how objects became acquired,
whether they were traded, stolen or bought and how the value and context
of an object shifts once it is in a private or public collection. My current
research as a Masters of Fine Art by Research candidate at RMIT
University has generated new ideas of how I can re-contextualise
historical material culture that I culturally identify with into the
contemporary.
Like Australia, many Pacific Island nations in the 19th century were
colonized by Europeans, who introduced new customs, like language and
religion, whilst breaking down local indigenous frameworks with it.
There are similarities of colonial effects and impacts across all global
indigenous countries and communities that are still felt today. My talk
today is not to advocate for post-colonial victimization. Rather I’d like to
reflect on what we can do with the rich material culture that has laid
dormant in collections and how those who have cultural links with what
has been collected can reactivate these items.
The history of museums and their representation of indigenous cultures
has always been one of an anthropological or ethnographical context;
objective and subjective. This has somewhat shifted over the years; most
recently the museum has undergone massive shifts in re-identifying itself
as a space for sharing and teaching knowledge of the culture that it
represents. In 2007 ICOM, the International Council of Museums
defined the museum’s role;
A museum is a non-profit, permanent institution in the service of society
and its development, open to the public, which acquires, conserves,
researches, communicates and exhibits the tangible and intangible
heritage of humanity and its environment for the purposes of education,
study and enjoyment.
Australia is an international representative of ICOM
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It’s now quite common to see or hear of communities engaging in
cultural collections, which historically was restricted to researchers,
academics and anthropologist. In some institutions in Australia, this is
still the case. Late last year I had organized a visit to the Melbourne
Museum Pacific collections with the Pacific Women’s Weaving Circle, a
group that I co founded in 2010. It was an incredible experience for all
who attended. We all got to physically connect with our cultural heritage
that is geographically limited to us, as we no longer live in our original
homelands. One of the women who missed out on this visit was denied
access to the collections as she was not a researcher or representative of
any community group. This is not the first time that this has happened.
Recollecting Cultural Knowledge – My research
The Australia museum in Sydney was where my obsession with the
museum began. The Australia museum has over 60,000 artifacts
pertaining to the Pacific regions. In 2010 I was able to enter and access
the Pacific collections as an individual and an artist because one of the
people working there, Taloi Havini is a woman from my country and her
superior is a man of Maori descent, Dion Pieta, who is Collections Co
ordinator within the Pacific Collections. It was during this visit that I
came across an object significant to my cultural heritage, a middi or shell
collar as referred to by museums. This object has been a source of
fascination for me for several years and now the core subject of my
Masters thesis. This research of a historical object that was culturally
devalued and destroyed through colonial and religious impact has now
become a resource for me to re-connect with my heritage, despite being
geographically displaced from my place of birth in Papua New Guinea
and most importantly, an opportunity to renew a lost cultural skill and
acquire historical cultural knowledge through remaking this object.
I’m currently in the process of remaking middi. I’m planning to use this
as a physical reference in research interviews with people from the Tolai
community based here in Australia and in Rabaul, Papua New Guinea
later this year. I’m incredibly excited to bringing this object back to my
community where it originates and gain a cultural understanding of the
significance of this object from my people, whose voice is rarely
recorded or heard in academic contexts. The only information that I have
gleaned of this object in the last few years has been the collector’s name,
where it was collected and the year collected. I’ve ploughed through
museum purchase receipts from as far back as the 1870’s to try and find
further information and it’s been limited and ambiguous.
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A philosophical underpinning of my arts practice and research
methodology is the inclusion of family and community. By community I
refer to Tolai people who are related and unrelated and in broader terms,
people from the Pacific region. Already I have uncovered the definition
of what the word middi means. The word middi comes from an old
version of Kuanua, language of the Tolai people that was used prior to
European contact. The word middi means to weave a pattern. Gaining
this information occurred through an informal exchange with a Tolai
woman in my mother’s home in Queensland in the presence of the middi
I was remaking.
This is one example of the power of material culture reactivated through
culturally relevant people. There is a wealth of untapped knowledge in
many objects held in historical collections and the way to extract that is
through people who are culturally connected or associated with material
culture held in cultural collections. The opportunities for Indigenous
peoples to access and utilize museum collections as a cultural resource to
repatriate customs, knowledge and identity (individual & plural) is
enormous, but it’s a process that takes time and co operation with
custodians of collections. I recently attended a symposium held at the
Monash University Museum of Art titled, Rooms for Thought; Radical
uses of museum collections and heard Justin Paton curator and head of
International Art from the Art Gallery of NSW quote “a major concern
for gallery and museum collections is an under utilized one”. The people
are here, we just need to be connected and work together.
From what I’ve read of the Wesfarmers Indigenous Arts Leadership
Program with the NGA, I think it’s a fantastic initiative, particularly as
Indigenous art contributes such a substantial amount of income for the
Australian economy. I personally want to be able to know that a museum
or gallery exhibit or display has had a significant contribution or
execution by someone from that community, because it’s genuine and
holistic. I specifically remember seeing a display of what I think were
totem poles or morning star poles in the indigenous gallery of the
National Gallery of Victoria. I wasn’t able to connect with this
installation until I came across a small video with a male elder explaining
the significance of the work presented. As a Pacific person, my history is
embedded in an aural culture and that’s what made it so powerful for me
was the cultural hierarchical system of an elder passing down knowledge
through an intimate video in a public space, not too dissimilar to how it is
still done today in cultures that have predominant oral histories.
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This leadership program is a great achievement of connecting indigenous
people with a major institution and that’s a great starting point in thinking
about how collections, historical and contemporary can be reinterpreted
and re-presented to create new and meaningful relationships with people
and share that knowledge accurately and appropriately.
Thank you for allowing me to share my knowledge with you all today.
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Re-generating Pacific Cultural Identity Through Material Culture
Global Perspectives on the Museum Session, CAA Annual Conference, New York
Presentation Version
Boina malana and good morning, before I start I’d like to acknowledge the First
nations people whose land we gather upon today. I pay my respects to Native elders
past and present. I also pay my respects to any Pacific elders who are present here
today. I’ve structured my talk today to give an overview of my perspective on
museums with a Pacific viewpoint, which will be interspersed with my current
Masters Research. More specifically I’ll be talking about my cultural group the Tolai,
we reside on the Gazelle Peninsular of East New Britain, Papua New Guinea. We are
a matrilineal society; this means that we trace our descendants through women. Our
spoken language is Kuanua, translated it means ‘the real language’. There are
several differing dialects of Kuanua within the Gazelle Peninsular. Rabaul is my place
of birth and to the best of my knowledge is a Tolai word referring to mangroves.
Rabaul was the former colonial capital of Deutsche Neuguinea or German New
Guinea. During this era my island was referred to as Neu Pommern, post World War
I, the British renamed it New Britain.
As a Papua New Guinea born woman with Australian heritage, my arts practice has
been founded and developed in an Australian cultural and geographic context.
Despite living the vast majority of my life in Australia, I have always drawn
inspiration largely from my Tolai / Papua New Guinean culture. Through my arts
practice, I visually communicate and translate my knowledge of Tolai culture to
conform to Western institutions, such as the art gallery. The Western construct of
‘art’ is a word that does not exist in any languages of the Oceanic region. Pacific
objects and artefacts that have been historically collected, as ‘art’ within museums
are what Pacific people classify as a part of life or culture. So as an Australian /
Papua New Guinean person, it is through art that I continue to understand, research
and practice my culture.
I’m currently half way through a Masters of Fine Art by Research at the Royal
Melbourne Institute of Technology University (RMIT) in Melbourne. My research
topic is Remaking Middi: Re-contextualising historical Tolai material culture into the
contemporary. A middi or shell collar as it is referred to by museums is a historical
artefact relevant to the Tolai people that was culturally devalued and destroyed
through colonial and religious impact. The Pitt Rivers Museum cites that as early as
1906, a visitor to New Britain noted that these collars were no longer made, and that
a collector would have to be lucky to obtain one in good condition, and only for a
high pricei. It is believed that these collars, worn by Tolai men, were imbued with
magic and worn across the chest as a form of armor or protection. The only middi
that remain today are stored in museums outside of Papua New Guinea.
In 2010, I came across this mesmerising object during a guided visit of the Pacific
collections led by cultural collections officer, Taloi Havini, at the Australian Museum
in Sydney. It was a powerful and profound experience. Established in 1827, the
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Australian museum holds approximately 60,000 ethnographic objects from
Melanesia, Polynesia and Micronesia. Prior to this experience, I had no knowledge
of museums being the keepers of vast and rich Pacific material culture, let alone
objects associated with my heritage. I immediately recognised these shell collars as
being associated with Tolai culture due to the type of shell used within the
ornamentation. Tabu or shell money is a currency still utilised to this day within
Tolai society, which follows very specific rules in use and production. Tabu is used
for the payment of services and goods and is exchanged in important ceremonies
such as initiation, bride price and funerals. The top of the shell is removed and
threaded onto various lengths of cane to form different denominations. The most
spectacular form of tabu is a wheel of shell money, which, when is covered in
pandanus leaves, cannot be spent until a certain event calls for it, enforcing a type of
home savings account. Loose shell money can be spent freely.
This initial and overwhelming experience of entering a space where Pacific objects
are held within a museum and being able to reconnect with a culturally significant
object, has been pivotal in my understanding of how intertwined colonial and
religious impact within the Pacific region was with the development and
establishment of the museum. It has compelled me to understand more about the
history of museums, the history of academic and anthropological research of Tolai
and Pacific people but most importantly, the history of my culture and my identity.
The research and enquiries I have made as an independent artist and as a Masters by
Research candidate of Tolai middi have been limited and ambiguous. In 2012, I
initiated a mentorship at the Australian Museum to specifically research Tolai middi.
This included photographically documenting several middi held at the Australian
museum, obtaining archival images of Tolai men wearing what appears to be a body
adornment similar to middi and following a historical paper trail of collectors' names
who spent a significant amount of time amongst the Tolai people in East New
Britain. The historical documentation of middi is limited to the place of origin,
cultural group, date collected and the collector’s name.
What I realised during this mentorship is how opposing museum and collecting
culture value systems are to Pacific customs and cultural practices. Museum
categorisation processes and display systems de-render many artefacts of their
original cultural value, context and significance and are valued more so for their
aesthetic. Within Pacific culture, it’s not about how beautiful an object is, emphasis
and cultural lore places high value on practicing, performing and displaying our
customs and rituals correctly. Something else that I also realized during this
mentorship is that my history of Tolai culture is not recorded or priortised.
An integral part of my research methodology is the inclusion of Tolai people living in
Papua New Guinea and Australia, whose voices and perspectives are rarely recorded
in academia. I am planning to undertake a research trip back to my place of birth in
Rabaul to gain an understanding of the cultural significance and value of middi
historically and what it represents to Tolai people today. I intend to repatriate all of
the documented imagery and research of my mentorship at the Australian museum
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and many other images of Tolai material culture from various museums in Australia.
As my research topic suggests, I have remade a middi to utilise as a tactile reference
during research participant interviews and I plan to photograph members of the
Tolai community wearing this body adornment to help me understand the context
and relationship this object has with the body. I’ve already started this process in
Australia and I have one example of a well-respected Tolai elder who lives in the
Melbourne community wearing the middi that I have made. This is Uncle Pearson
Vetuna, he is not a family relation, but I call him uncle out of respect.
During the making of this middi, I acquired the definition of what the word middi
means. Aware of my experience and physical reaction to seeing this object in a
museum, I purposely worked on this object in my mothers home where it would be
visible to invoke a discussion about it with members of the small Tolai community
living in Brisbane, Australia, who would often drop in to visit. An elder Tolai woman
and man shared the following with me; the word middi means to thread or weave a
pattern. They also said that middi is a word from the old language. I interpreted this
as a word from Kuaunua that was used prior to European contact. This was an
exhilarating discovery for me, which reinforced my indigenous methodology and
research approach. Completing this middi, took many laborious hours and upon
completion, which was less than two weeks ago, I felt as though I was finally able to
understand and communicate with this historical object through my hands.
This is one example of the power of material culture reactivated through culturally
relevant people. There is a wealth of untapped knowledge in many objects held in
historical collections and the way to extract that is through people who are culturally
connected or associated with artefacts held in museums. Speaking at the Rooms for
Thought: Radical Uses of Museum Collections, Justin Paton curator and head of
International Art from the Art Gallery of New South Wales argued that a major
concern for gallery and museum collections is an under utilized one.ii There is
enormous potential for Pacific communities to access and utilise museum
collections, as a cultural resource to repatriate customs, knowledge and identity.
One successful example of alternate uses of museum collections is the Pacific Youth
Reconnection Project, a working partnership between the Australian Museum and
New South Wales Department of Juvenile Justice. The project aims to enable ‘at-risk’
young people from Pacific communities to interact and reconnect with culturally
significant artefacts.iii Led by Dion Pieta and Thelma Thomas who are both of Pacific
Islander heritages, the Pacific Youth Reconnection Project was given recognition on
behalf of the Australian museum in the Australian Crime and Violence Prevention
Awards in 2013.
The International Council Of Museums (ICOM) Code of Ethics point six states that
Museums work in close collaboration with the communities from which their
collections originate as well as those that they serve.iv The general majority of Pacific
art exhibitions permanent and temporary displayed in galleries and museums
around the world present Pacific culture as being archaic and antiquated. Pacific
culture is a vibrant ever evolving, living culture not to be preserved in the past. The
current general public displays of our material culture in major institutions serves as
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an injustice to the representation of Pacific people who live within and beyond the
Oceanic region. Museum exhibits and interpretations of Pacific art needs to reflect a
contemporary living community of people. The way to do this is through developing
on going relationships with Pacific people and communities. Pacific Islander people
have the ability and inherent knowledge of how to breathe new life into old history
and renew and adapt Pacific customs and culture. Museums that hold Pacific
material culture need to have Pacific people as both staff members and in reference
groups to consult with and work in partnership with museums. The benefits of this
are a win-win for everyone as it provides a vital two-way link for museums and
Pacific communities. Especially when it comes to navigating culturally taboo objects.
Like most indigenous people, Pacific Islanders come with a ‘cultural backpack’ a set
of culturally conditioned sensitivities that most museum staff need to learn more
about.
Historically museum exhibits, collections and archives of Pacific culture have always
been a space that is ‘about’ Pacific people. I would like to see the museum as a
space that is ‘for’ Pacific people. I foresee the future role and purpose of museums
that hold Pacific collections being a potentially rich site and space for community
and organizational partnership projects that showcase the visibility of Pacific culture
and it’s diaspora today. I also visualize the museum being a space, which supports
projects that engage and connect Pacific people with their heritage to help create
greater social cohesion, particularly for Pacific Islanders who experience cultural and
inter-generational breakdown due to economical or environmental migration
reasons. As well as art and education programs incorporated into curriculum for
Pacific youth who are statistically ranked low in education levels.
Australian indigenous woman Genevieve Grieves was the former lead curator of the
First Peoples exhibition at the Aboriginal Bunjilaka Cultural Centre at Melbourne
museum. This progressive indigenous exhibit was a long and culturally informed
process with cultural elders and community sharing knowledge and gifts that
contributed to an astounding presentation of Victorian Aboriginal culture inclusive of
colonial history. Attendance to the museum increased by thirty percent after the
exhibit opened, a figure the Melbourne museum doesn’t even get for it’s
blockbusters. Genevieve says that creating the exhibition was challenging to make in
many, many ways, not just in terms of deadlines and pressures but also because staff
had to engage in deep listening. They had to shift their working practices to create
new and culturally appropriate ways of working which helped ultimately to create
something beautiful. Decolonisation is not a simple task. It requires dominant cultures
to deconstruct, to shift and emerge anew.v
Recontextualising Middi into the Contemporary
As the only practicing contemporary female artist of Tolai heritage from Papua New
Guinea, I am one of very few active Melanesian women in the world, who are
creatively researching and responding to Pacific collections through their practice.
Re-contextualising a historical artifact into a contemporary art context is and has
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been an exciting, enriching and rewarding challenge. The following is a very
condensed summary of my research progress and where I’m heading.
My research and practice draws parallels with the late contemporary Papua New
Guinean textile design artist, Wendi Choulai. Wendi navigated both Papua New
Guinean and Western cultures as a third space or as she articulates ‘I truly inhabit a
Third Worldvi’. Through her contemporary grass skirts, she combined introduced
materials such as plastic bags and raffia with traditional fibres and weaving methods,
contextualized within customary song and dance rituals of her people, the Motu
Koita. Fred Wilson’s artwork and installations has been pivotal for my research in
how he chooses to work with objects and artifacts that exist in museum collections,
by shifting the historical meaning and value within objects depending on how they
are viewed or placed within relationship to each other. Discovering Wilson’s work
has triggered ideas for the creation of my own concepts of critiquing museum labels
and anthropological categorization systems related to the Pacific and more
specifically, Melanesian cultural artifacts. This is an example of a work in progress
As my research has progressed, three key themes have surfaced, identity, armature
and status. In regard to status, I’ve found a commonality between Tolai middi and
Elizabethan ruffs. Dating back as early as the 16th century, the quality of a ruff were
in many parts of Europe utilized as a signifier of status. Prasad Mahabal notes; For
once women followed a male fashion trend. Since women were prone to
effeminizing accessories, Elizabethan women changed ruffs.vii In 2012, Swiss design
firm XJC Atelier referenced the ruff and other scale armature objects through
contemporary forms and materials contextualized by the body. From this research,
I’ve started making small-scale ruffs using Pacific bark cloth. This is a progressive
work still in development. At present I’m exploring the use of Tolai language
evolution, particularly the word Luluai, which has plural meanings, depending on
context. Originally Luluai referred to a Warrior or Chief. With the introduction of
religion, Lululai became a word that Tolai people use for God. With German
colonisation, Dr Albert Hahl, who spoke fluent Kuanua, adopted the word Luluai in a
decree enforced in 1896 that assigned a village headman appointed by the
government to serve as a spokesman for his village and a link between the villagers
and administration officers.viii Needless to say, I’ve got quite a bit of content to work
with over the next year.
Initially I mourned the loss of the role these beautiful objects had in Tolai society.
The fact that they remain is to be celebrated and renewed. Middi are no longer
limited to the strict confines of a singular culture. Through my art, I want to
incorporate and reflect the history of how middi came to exist in museums and
beyond that. It’s not just my Tolai history that exists in this object it’s a shared
history. That’s what museums can be in my perspective, a space to share culturally.
I’d like to thank Elizabeth Rodini and the College Art Association for allowing me this
opportunity to share my knowledge with you today. Boina tuna and thank you.
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Museums & Institutions Accessed
National
§

Australian Museum, Pacific Collection Store, Sydney (2012)

§

Burrinja Gallery, Collection store Melbourne (2013)

§

Queensland Museum, Collection Stores Brisbane (2016)

§

Museum Victoria, Pacific Collection Store, Melbourne (2015)

§

National Gallery of Australia, Pacific Collection & Indigenous Art Stores,
Canberra (2014)

§

State Library NSW, Mitchell Library – Uniting Church of Australia Reference &
Archives (2016)

International
§

American Museum of Natural History, Margaret Mead Hall of Pacific Peoples,
New York (2015)

§

Brooklyn Museum, Oceanic Gallery & Arts of the Pacific Islands Collection
Store, New York (2015)

§

National Museum of the American Indian, New York (2015)

Online Collections
§

Museum of Anthropology, University of British Columbia, Canada (2014)

§

British Museum (2014)

§

Fiji’s Treasured Culture, Museum Victoria (2016)

§

Metropolitan Museum of Art (2015)

§

The George Brown Collection Database, Japan (2014)

§

South Australian Museum (2014)

117

Exhibition

118

119

120

121

122

123

124

125

126

127

128

129

130

131

132

133

134

