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LAND of the bird of paradise, of seven hundred different languages, and colourful
tribesmen: Papua New Guinea has certainly acquired a definite stereotype in popular
magazine literature around the world. And the stereotype is not entirely inaccurate,
although in certain respects it is incomplete and misleading.

1t is important to remember, to begin with, that the country is only one half of the
larger land mass of New Guinea, the eastern part of which, Irian Jaya, is now a province
of Indonesia. Yet the two cultures are very similar.

Secondly, Papua New Guinea is now a highly successful modern democracy with a
parliament based firmly on the Westminster model and an economy consisting of cash
crops for export and large scale mining ventures. It is indeed a land of contrasts, in which
old and new cultural styles coexist, sometimes uneasily, sometimes happily.

Papua New Guinea has a population of about 3.5 million people, with the heaviest
concentrations being in the five Highland provinces: Enga, Western Highlands, Southern
Highlands, Simbu, and Eastern Highlands. Its coastal dwellers are mostly speakers of Cen-
tral and South Pacific languages with an economy based on fishing and trading for food-
stuffs and valuables. Those dwelling inland speak a totally different group of languages. In
the Highlands, cultures are based on warriorhood and wealth created by a high production
of sweet potatoes and pigs. These cultures were developed over many thousands of years
before the white foreigners arrived.

The earliest settlement of Papua New Guinea was probably more than thirty thousand
years ago and horticulture began in the Highlands perhaps as long as nine thousand years
ago. The practice of exchanging wealth goods as a means of making peaceful alliances and
facilitating social intercourse has been in existence across the many ethnic and linguistic
divisions for centuries. A centralized political force was less developed, but in its place was
the wide array of conventions and mechanisms that groups and individuals used to conduct
their exchanges, whether of yams, as in parts of the Sepik, special shell ornaments as in
the islands, or pigs as in the Highlands.

Coastal societies belonging to the Austronesian tradition often do have hereditary chief-
tainship but in the Highlands men more often become leaders through prowess in warfare
or through their ability to amass and disburse wealth. In either case, there is usually
reliance on female labour, and wealthy men marry several wives as one means of securing
such labour for their households.

Customs of this kind as well as the occasional practices of headhunting and cannibal-
ism came under attack from missionaries and the colonial administrations. Fortunately,
despite such efforts, much of the traditional culture still survives, and this is particularly
true in the sphere of self-decoration. Some missionaries in the past did attack the practice
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[image: image2.jpg]of self-adornment, arguing that it signified sexual licentiousness inconsistent with Christian
principles. However, they have now been forced to modify their stance, because of the
support given by the national government to retaining traditional culture and costumes.

Papua New Guinea gained its independence from Australia on 16 September 1975.
Originally the northern half (New Guinea) had been German and the southern (Papua)
British, but after the Second World War the two parts were administered by Australia. At
independence the two parts were finally merged together as a single country.

During the 1970s a second formal level of government was created, with provincial
assemblies for each of the nineteen provinces in the country. Each assembly has its ruling
group, with a premier and ministers in power. The national government allocates funds to
each provincial government for its activities, and public servants are largely concerned with
provincial functions.

Papua New Guinea's tribes are thus governed by a complex structure of officials and
elected representatives with everyone to some extent being involved in the cash economy.
Traditional cultural activities also have their role in the cash economy. In the Highlands,
for example, large amounts of money are actually given away at tribal dances when one
clan entertains another. The items of decoration may also cost money to hire or buy for
the occasion, thereby interweaving the cash economy with traditional cultural activities.
“\. The Papua New Guinea government has always been aware of the special character
of the country's indigenous cultures and thus many of Papua New Guinea's marvellously
vibrant traditions remain alive today and others have been recently revived. The Ministry
for Culture and Tourism actively promotes knowledge and appreciation of local cultures
and also encourages their documentation by the National Museum and the Institute of
Papua New Guinea Studies.

Dances are performed at cultural shows organized on a regional basis in places such
as Port Moresby, Lae, Mt. Hagen and Goroka. Dancing groups travel to these shows ('Sing
Sings') and compete for prizes watched by large audiences. While they cannot reproduce
the full context of local events, these dances do illustrate the spectacular aesthetics of tribal
costume.

Self-decoration is both important and prominent throughout Papua New Guinea, but
to divide the country by area into particular decorative styles is not possible. The most we
can say is that languages and districts seem to display their own styles in a recognizable
way. For certain regions a particular style element is notable: for example, human hair wigs
are worn, in various forms, in the Highlands from mid-Wahgi through to Enga. Face paint-
ing is often distinctive: the bright yellow, sun-like paint work by Huli men, or the asym-
metrical picking out of the eye by the Trobrianders of Milne Bay Province.

Women's decorations always differ from men'’s and in some places it is only the men
who decorate. Yet this is not true for Mt. Hagen, nor for the coastal Papuan cultures, in
which tableaux of dancers of both sexes and all ages are sometimes used to represent a
whole community.

In certain coastal areas, for example, Kiwai in Western Province, dances are highly
organized historical enactments. And in some places, as in Siassi, Morobe Province, the
people have made a livelihood out of inventing and spreading decorations and dances to
neighbouring areas in return for wealth goods. Some dances such as the Female Spirit
Dance in Mt. Hagen are sacred and performed only for cults, but occasionally, these sacred
dances are 'revived' for public performances.

8



[image: image3.jpg]The items used for decoration are either available in the area or obtained through the
trading network of the dancers: ochres and clays for face paint; orchids and other fibres;
canes, grasses, crotons, leaves, aromatic plants (favoured particularly by coastal people),
and flowers; seeds, especially Job's tears; pigs' tusks, and, most important of all, various
types of shell (pearl, baler, green-snail, cowrie, egg cowrie, dog-whelk) and a profusion of
bird plumes, notably those of the birds of paradise (Princess Stephanie, Epimachus, King
of Saxony, Superb, Prince Rudolph, Raggiana and Lesser), as well as cockatoo, eagle, parrot,
and many others. The natural world is thus literally appropriated for cultural service.

There are often magical ideas associated with decoration: the dancer acquires the
magnificence of the bird and like a bird is lifted into the realm of the spirits. However, the
predominant motivation is the dancers' desire for colour, movement, dazzle, grace, and
sensual appeal. In addition, there is the representation of the grotesque or odd which we
see in Eastern Highlands masks or in the Sepik with its endless repertoire of spirit masks.

Modern items are also incorporated into the multitude of objects worn. While proud
of their own pieces, Papua New Guineans will put these new items into their costumes
when they have to substitute for an old item which is scarce. Beads have proved particu-
larly popular because of their bright colours. Strings are worn as necklaces and in the
Highlands smaller beads are sewn onto backings to make arm and forehead bands. Early
photos of the Highlanders show them wearing fish-tin lids and labels on their hairpieces
simply because of their brightness. In this way they illustrate the flexibility and adaptive-
ness which has enabled them to cope with the growing pressures of contemporary life.

The magnificent selection of photographs in this book demonstrates the wide range of
detail in facial decoration and costume which has developed over centuries in the different
cultural regions of Papua New Guinea. The photographs were taken over a period of seven
years and have been carefully chosen to illustrate the distinctive patterns of decoration in
tribal cultures.
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Ceremonial decorations indicate wealth and position

In many communities in New Guinca
men dominate public life. They lead
the rituals, ensure that the ceremonies
are conducted according to the
traditional rules and pay their costs.
Ceremonies are expensive, and before
the introduction of banknotes and
<oins (which have only been in use for
2 few decades) they used to be paid
for mainly with pigs and jewellery.
Even today these traditional methods
)f payment are often used. The men
have to devote a great deal of effort to
producing the decorations. It is often
difficult to obtain the raw materials
feathers, shells, carth pigments, etc.),
nd many of them are only available
shrough barter. The work is also time-
consuming and requires expertise and
skill. On some occasions women and
arls also wear decorations — provided
by their male relatives or husbands.
Wealth is one of the things that
arn a man respect and the chance
£ political influence within his
community. However he acquires
“hese not by amassing possessions but
by lending valuables to the largest
possible number of people or by
passing them on in a ritual; this places
the recipients under an obligation to
~im, and 50 in a sense makes them
“ependent on him. Some particularly
uable decorative items do not
<long to particular people but are
ularly exchanged between the men.
formal dances they are worn by
he current owner and displayed as
dence of his standing. 4 Mendi walking through the village of
Sangre during a phase of the mok ink,
1968. In this spectacular feast pigs arc
slaughtered and the meat shared out. An
adolescent girl from the host clan, mol
shoni, walks in front. She welcomes the

« Girl from the village of Tente in the Mendi arca of the southern highlands of Papua - parcicipants and dances directly in front
New Guinea, 1973. She is dressed up for the part of the mol shomi and will be dancing  of ¢he rows of men, carrying a digging

with the men in an ink-pomba ceremony. The red, yellow and blue colours are industrial  gick.
sements, the white feathers come from a cockatoo. On her forehead and chest the girl

« wearing pieces of shell




