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EYES 

 
A PAPUA NEW GUINEA MIDDLE SEPIK RIVER IATMUL AREA CARVED WOOD ANCESTOR PORTRAIT HEAD WITH INLAID SHELL

EYES MADE TO REPLACE A REVERED DISINTEGRATING LOST OR BROKEN OVER-MODELLED ANCESTRAL SKULL

EARLY 20TH CENTURY

SIZE: 20CM HIGH, 14.5CM WIDE, 10CM DEEP - 8 INS HIGH, 5¾ INS WIDE, 4 INS DEEP

 
LITERATURE

THE FIRST EUROPEAN TRAVELLED UP THE SEPIK RIVER LATE IN 19TH CENTURY, 1886, WHEN THE PROTECTORATE WAS
BEING ESTABLISHED AND NEW GUINEA WAS CALLED KAISER WILHELMSLAND. PLACED UNDER THE TUTELAGE OF THE

EMPEROR THE ‘NEU GUINEA COMPAGNIE’ MANAGED EVERY ASPECT OF THE COUNTRY, THE PLANTATIONS, ALL
GEOGRAPHIC, NATURALIST AND ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH, THE ADMINISTRATION, PUBLIC HEALTH, COMMUNICATIONS
BY BOAT, AND THE VERY LUCRATIVE TRADE IN THE HUNTING OF BIRDS OF PARADISE AND THE EXPORTATION OF THEIR

FEATHERS.

     THE IATMUL ARE NOW THE MOST WELL KNOWN AND LARGEST COMMUNITY LIVING IN THE SEPIK REGION, NUMBERING
AROUND SIXTEEN THOUSAND PEOPLE. THE MAJORITY OF THEIR VILLAGES ARE ON THE BANKS OF THE RIVER SEPIK. ALL

HAVE A DANCE GROUND AT THE CENTRE AND CEREMONIAL HOUSES LOOKING OVER THE CENTRAL DANCE AREA AT



EACH END. ALL DWELLING HOUSES ARE RAISED ON STILTS  TO AVOID THE SEASONAL FLOODS OF THE RIVER WHEN
CANOES BECOME THE ONLY MEANS OF TRAVEL. 

     WARFARE WAS CONDUCTED ON A SMALL SCALE AND WAS USUALLY LIMITED TO AMBUSHES AND WELL PLANNED RAIDS
OF ENEMY VILLAGES WHERE TROPHY HEADS WOULD BE TAKEN. MEN WERE ACCORDED STATUS, PRESTIGE AND POWER

THROUGH HEADHUNTING, AND ONLY AFTER TAKING AN ENEMY’S HEAD WOULD A MAN BE ENTITLED TO WEAR ON
CEREMONIAL OCCASIONS THE DISTINCTIVE FACE PAINT, OR PARTICULAR RITUAL INSIGNIA SUCH AS THE HOMICIDE

APRONS. HOWEVER, THE OVER-MODELLED SKULLS KNOWN AS ‘MIDJANGU’ OR ‘KAIK’ WERE THOSE OF IDENTIFIABLE
ANCESTORS RATHER THAN OF THOSE TAKEN IN HEADHUNTING RAIDS. THE TECHNIQUE OF OVER-MODELLING ENABLED
THE CREATION OF PORTRAITS OF THE DEAD WHICH WERE MASTERPIECES OF ARTISTIC EXPRESSION. MOSTLY KEPT BY

FAMILIES OF THE DECEASED, THEY WERE ALSO DISPLAYED IN THE CEREMONIAL HOUSE ON PAINTED RACKS OR IN
SWAYING BASKETS SUSPENDED FROM THE ROOF OF THE UPPER CHAMBER. SOMETIMES THEY WERE PLACED AT
SPECIFICALLY CONSTRUCTED OPENINGS IN THE FACADE WHERE THEY WOULD GAZE DOWN ON EVENTS ON THE

PERFORMANCE GROUND AND KEEP WATCH AGAINST ENEMY HEADHUNTING PARTIES.

     AS A MEMORIAL TO AN ANCESTOR, AN OVER-MODELLED SKULL WAS AN IMPORTANT CEREMONIAL OBJECT AND WHEN
IT SUFFERED DAMAGE OR BECAME TOO FRAGILE FOR DISPLAY, A REPLACEMENT WOULD BE CARVED. THE DESIGN OF

THE WOOD HEADS WOULD ALWAYS ACCENTUATE THE NOSE AS IT WAS CONSIDERED AN ATTRACTIVE FACIAL FEATURE IN
MEN, A SIGN OF ‘TSHVIA’, AN ASSERTIVE PERSONALITY.

 

 
PROVENANCE

EX COLLECTION K.J. HEWITT

EX JOHN GILTSOFF

EX COLLECTION SANNE NIES, ACQUIRED FROM J. GILTSOFF

EX KEVIN CONRU ACQUIRED FROM ABOVE

 


