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‘This book provides a masterful telling of the power and stories of the unique turtle shell masks made by Torres Strait Islanders held in British museums. Largely unseen by Islanders as they were taken away in the nineteenth century, through evocative words and images, we follow the paths of the author, and other Islanders, who have meeted and greeted these masks far away and come away with the “utmost respect” for their creators and new and lasting connections and relationships.


Guided by family and other Islanders, the author eschews the rhetoric of much contemporary writing on objects in museum collections taken in colonial times, and subtly and powerfully explains not only the individual history of their original collection, but the ongoing connections between the masks and Torres Strait Islanders, bringing them metaphorically out of the museum and situating them with Islander stories and histories that resonate in the present.


These works are more than astounding works of art. They embody ancient wisdom and knowledge still used by Islanders today.’


Dr Gaye Sculthorpe
Curator, Section Head, Oceania
Department of Africa, Oceania and the Americas
The British Museum
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Torres Strait Islands








	CENTRAL ISLANDS







	Auridh


	Awridh, Aureed







	Dhamudh


	Damut, Damud, Damuth, Dalrymple Island







	Gebar


	Two Brothers Island







	Iama


	Yam, Turtle Back Island, Isla de Caribes Muy Grandes







	Koedal


	Kodal, Kedal







	Masig


	Masid, Maseed, Yorke Island







	Mawar


	Mauar, Mowar, Rennel Island







	Mukar


	Mookar, Mukuva, Cap Island, Isla Pequena







	Naghir


	Nagi, Nagir, Nagiri, Mt Ernest Island, Monserrate







	Poruma


	Parema, Paremar, Puruma, Coconut Island







	Sasi


	Sassie, Sassi, Long Island, Vulcan Quemado,







	Tudu


	Tud, Tutu, Toote, Tut, Warrior Island







	Warraber


	Waraber, Sue Island







	Zegai


	Zegey, Zegei, Dungeness Island, Isla de los Perros







	Zuizin


	Halfway Island







	CENTRAL ISLAND REEFS







	Wapa


	Wapar







	Warrior


	N/A (no other known name)







	EASTERN ISLANDS







	Dauar


	Dowar







	Edgor


	Napean Island







	Erub


	Eroob, Darnley Island







	Kerged


	Don Cay







	Mer


	Maer, Murray Island







	Maizab Kaur


	Bramble Cay







	Ugar


	Stephen Island







	Waier


	Wauer







	EASTERN ISLAND REEFS







	Garboi


	Anchor Cay







	Canoe Reef


	N/A







	Aum


	N/A







	Gaidan Kes


	Gaidan Passage







	WESTERN ISLANDS







	Badu


	Badoo, Mulgrave Island







	Kiriri


	Hammond Island







	Mabuyag


	Mabuiag, Marbiak, Jervis Island







	Maururra


	Maway, Marwai, Wednesday Island







	Muri


	Mori, Morilag, Murilag







	Mua


	Moa, Banks Island







	Muralag


	Prince of Wales Island







	Ngurupai


	Nurupai, Horn Island







	Palilag


	Goode Island







	Waibene


	Waiben, Wayben, Thursday Island, TI







	Boigu


	Talbot Island







	Dauan


	Mt Cornwallis Island







	Saibai


	Saybay







	Warul Kawa


	Deliverance Island







	Bedanug


	Bedhan Lag, Tuidin, Thunadha, Possession Island
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Glossary








	Islanders’ Turtle Taxonomy







	akoor


	entrails







	ath


	belly/plastron







	eki


	fat, upper part of turtle







	gnarr


	pelvis







	kut


	heart







	moodoo queeqoo


	neck and head







	myth


	tripe bag







	poggatschee


	bones attached to fore flippers







	pooya


	fore flipper







	seebar


	liver







	sunnasoor


	hind flipper







	toopar


	centre piece










Source: Collected by Barbara Thompson from the Kaurareg people. See David Moore, Aborigines and Islanders at Cape York: An Ethnographic Reconstruction Based on the 1848–1850 Rattlesnake Journals of O.W. Brierly and Information He Obtained from Barbara Thompson, Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, Canberra, 1979.








	Western Islands


	






	agu


	carapace of turtle and platform for keeping carapace







	akuram kuik/pugai-akurar


	rectum







	ata, kapai


	plastron







	bogad-mad


	throat muscles







	dabai


	carapace







	gabu/gabuil


	intestine/s







	gabuilau-kuik


	oviduct







	gar akuar


	      part of small intestine







	ietu


	a barnacle, on turtle







	ini-tiam


	a male turtle







	karar, krar


	turtle shell and mask made from turtle shell







	karar-asi


	flexible turtle shell when heated







	kat/kato


	the neck, pluck, of turtle







	katau-kuik


	lower wall of the turtle pharynx







	kerai


	green turtle fat







	kotama


	duodenum







	kudulu


	upper arm (fore flipper) of turtle







	kunai


	terminal bone







	kur-tama


	large intestine







	lu


	turtle skeleton







	magi-maita


	stomach







	maita-kuik/patal maita


	oesophagus







	mukui/ngar(a)


	turtle pelvis







	mukui-topwai


	fat and peritoneum







	mur/unakar


	heart







	ngara-melou


	thigh







	pui


	flipper







	sabi augau kuik


	cloaca







	sisa


	marginal bones







	suka


	lungs, turtle and dugong







	suna-suro


	hind fins







	terar-gabuil


	intestines that are not eaten







	turu minar


	confused turtle tracks on beach







	waru-kazi


	young turtle







	Eastern Islands


	






	baur


	carved plank or post used in ceremony







	derget


	fat turtle or dugong







	godegode


	turtle shell ear ornament







	godegode leb


	spiral ornament of turtle shell







	kaisu


	turtle shell







	kesur


	tortoise shell turtle, hawksbill







	korkor


	close to fully grown turtle







	korot


	bladder







	luper


	piercer/needle of turtle shell







	mergai


	medium-sized turtle







	nam


	fully grown green turtle







	olai


	zogo (sacred name) for turtle







	saborgorar


	turtle shell fish hook







	seriam/zeiram


	au nei (big name) for ceremonies







	siruar


	green turtle







	ter


	turtle shell bodkin







	uris


	green turtle







	wer sor


	turtle egg










Source: Western and eastern island terms collected during the Cambridge Expedition, taken from Sidney H Ray, ‘Linguistics’, in AC Haddon (ed.), Reports of the Cambridge Anthropological Expedition to Torres Straits, vol. 3, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1907.








	Meriam Mir, Kala Lagaw Ya and Torres Strait Creole Terms







	adi


	small platform used in ceremony for hunting success







	ad’le


	stranger/outsider







	agu


	platform for keeping turtle carapace, turtle carapace







	akul


	clam shell (Bivalve var. sp.)







	ami/ame


	cooking pit or earth oven







	augud/agud


	sacred, related to ancestral spirits







	baidam tulu


	timber from a bloodwood tree







	baug


	small hawksbill turtle







	beizam/baidam


	shark







	bipotaim/bepotaim


	the time before Christianity







	bu/maber


	trumpet shell (Charonia tritonis)







	dari/deri/dhoeri


	feather and cane headdress







	daumer


	Torres Strait pigeon (Ducula spilorrhoa)







	debu/dabor


	king fish/mackerel (Scomberomorini)







	doiom


	rain-making stone







	gabagaba


	wood or stone club







	gapu/gep


	sharksucker, remora (Echeneis naucrates)







	gatau waru


	dry turtle, not good for eating







	gelar


	taboo







	gub/baiu


	waterspout







	idaid


	nautilus shell (Nautilidae)







	irwapap/kursi


	hammerhead shark (Sphyrna sp.)







	kaigas


	shovelnose ray (Rhinobatos typus)







	kaikai


	to eat, or feast







	kamad


	other turtles attaching to a pair of mating turtles







	kapu waru


	good eating turtle







	kara


	three-sided hut built on nigori ceremony ground







	karar


	strong shell of hawksbill turtle







	kasoor


	inferior shell of hawksbill turtle







	kerker


	seasonal time







	kersi


	youth to be initiated in Bomai–Malo ceremony







	kesur


	hawksbill turtle (Eretmochlys imbricata)







	kodal


	crocodile (Crocodylus porosus)







	kolap


	bean of matchbox vine (Entada phaseoloide)







	kopat


	ceremony for first turtle of season, Mer







	kosker


	woman







	kowsooi


	pandanus leaves (Pandanus)







	krar


	turtle shell mask, animal elements







	kriskris


	cuckoo bird (Chrysococcyx lucidus)







	kuki/koki


	north-west monsoon season







	kwod/kod


	ceremonial ground, western and central islands







	lamar


	spirit of a deceased person







	le op


	turtle shell face mask, face of person







	lewer


	yam







	markai


	spirit of deceased person; foreigner







	markai gul


	foreigner’s ship







	mekit seriam


	replica dance object







	mergie


	young green turtle







	muri/mari


	spirits







	nam


	fully grown green turtle (Chelonia mydas)







	nam zogo


	sacred objects for ceremonies related to turtle







	nagai


	season of north-east winds, doldrums







	nigori


	ceremony for turtle hunting success







	olai


	large hawksbill turtle







	on


	green turtle without shell







	paiwa/lewer pas


	scented basil plant (Ocimum canam)







	pastaim


	time after introduction of Christianity







	poud


	peace







	put


	armlets, worn by Kwoiam







	sager


	south-easterly winds, trade season







	sam


	cassowary (Casuarius unappendiculatus)







	sarup


	shipwrecked, rejected by the sea







	seuriseuri


	star-headed stone club







	surlal, surwal, soolah


	turtle breeding season







	tapim


	stingray (Dasyatis pastnaca)







	torre/toolik


	iron, iron tools







	umai


	dog (Canis canis)







	unawa


	hawksbill turtle (Eretmochelys imbricata)







	urugi


	flowering plant (Uvaria sp.)







	uzi/uzu


	stonefish (Synanceia)







	waumer/womer


	frigatebird (Fregata ariel)







	wap/wapo


	harpoon for hunting turtle and dugong







	waru


	green turtle (Chelonia mydas)







	warup


	hourglass drum







	warup le


	drummers







	Wasikor


	hourglass drum associated with Malo–Bomai







	wes


	croton (Codiaeum variegatum)







	wetpur dogaira


	large turtle shell mask used in harvest ceremonies







	zogo


	sacred, related to ancestral spirits







	zogo le


	the men who perform sacred ceremonies on Mer







	zogo meta


	sacred house







	zogo mir


	sacred words







	zugubul


	ancestral spirits













PROLOGUE


Meeting Masks


THE EXPERIENCE OF Badu artist Alick Tipoti upon encountering the turtle shell masks of the Torres Strait in the British Museum in London could not have been more different from my own. Two years after my research trip to view the Museum’s collection, I visited Alick to hear about his encounter with the material. I had already had conversations about the old turtle shell artefacts with several other Torres Strait artists and was curious about the sensitivities and questions they brought to their ongoing engagements with the masks and how the collections influenced contemporary artistic work.


When I visited Alick at his home in Cairns in January 2014, we walked through his carport, which had been fitted out as a workspace with different workstations. A large table to the left held stacks of completed and half-started linocuts; some were small, A4 or A3 size, and others much larger. To the right hung a 2-metre dugong made of ‘ghost nets’—the discarded fishing nets that drift on ocean currents entangling and strangling sea life. Bits of ghost net littered the concrete floor.


Behind his house in the back corner of the yard stood a large shed, open on two sides. This was where Alick worked on larger projects. Among the half-started works, I glimpsed a three-dimensional fibreglass mask, perched on an A-frame carpenter’s workhorse. I recognised it instantly because of the resemblance to my favourite turtle shell mask: a kaigas (shovelnose ray) mask that had been taken from Mabuyag in the mid-1880s by Samuel McFarlane of the London Missionary Society. Fleetingly, I imagined Alick and me having some kind of psychic connection. But where I had chosen to treat the mask as historical evidence, Alick was looking to replicate its form in fibreglass. The malfunction of a vital electrical tool meant its making was on hold and so it sat on its support incomplete—yet to me, completely stunning. Unstained and unadorned, it waited defiantly.


Alick chuckled that he wasn’t able to do anything more until he could get his tool fixed: ‘When I think about what our ancestors had to make these things, I realise that the work that I do is so much less than what people used to do with much less than I have now.’ We talked more about the sculpture and how in the coming months it would be entered into a national art competition. With a mischievous smile, he told me how he had also sent a sketch of the work to the British Museum—he wanted to see if they would be interested in buying the ‘twenty-first century brother’ of the kaigas mask acquired by the Museum in 1886. Through careful staining and texturing, he said, his mask will look just like turtle shell.


Working primarily with the shell of the hawksbill turtle (Eretmochelys imbricata), Islanders produced highly sophisticated sculptural works. The figures in the form of le op (human faces) or krar (a combination of human and animal forms) are recognised as unique to the Torres Strait and remain as physical reminders of an Islander–turtle relationship that is thousands of years old.1 In engaging with the masks kept in the British Museum, Alick and I had followed the same path, both having sought and been granted approval to view and handle the masks by the Museum and by Torres Strait Islander representatives for the relevant traditional owners. Alick had packed a suit. He said he wanted to be dressed formally when he met the masks. I was more concerned about being warm and properly prepared. I had with me my measuring tape, three sharpened pencils, an eraser, a 10-centimetre photographic reference scale and a camera.


When I arrived at the Museum, I saw that several of the masks had been placed on tables in the centre and around the edge of the research lab and some remained in their boxes on trolleys. I recalled the advice I’d been given by a cousin: ‘tell them [the masks] who you are’, she said, ‘and why you are there’. Self-consciously I muttered a brief greeting, mindful about the ‘me’ I was revealing to the curator. I had approached the visit with less of the modern ‘native’ looking at ‘our old things’ and more of the earnest research student. Over the course of eight days, I studied every le op and krar and any other objects that included turtle shell. I stared intently, paced around them, and held each up to the light. I photographed them from different angles. I measured, sketched and filled out my data sheets. Before I left, I quietly thanked the le op and krar and said goodbye.


In describing his own encounter, Alick explained how he rode the slow lift to the research lab with some anxiety. He wondered if he should have been more specific with the Museum curators; maybe he should have told them that his connections were to the western islands of the Torres Strait. Getting out of the lift and walking into the research room, he shivered. The masks, he said, were all there and he hadn’t been forewarned. The le op masks collected from the eastern islands were intermingled with the krar masks taken from the western islands. He had not readied himself to talk to such a crowd. They were akin to a room full of old people, ancestors even—some he knew he had connections with but was a stranger to others.


There was one important mask that was not among those in the research lab. Alick’s description of meeting this mask is for me the most evocative. The mask is a 219-centimetre three-dimensional turtle shell replica of his totem, the kodal (crocodile). The size and fragility of the kodal krar makes moving it out of storage an unwieldly and risky exercise. Removing one of the sides of the storage box while it remains on its shelf is the best way to safeguard it from damage, and ready it for viewing. Once this was done, Alick asked the curator which bay the krar was stored in, before asking her to remain at the front of the room. He would go down to meet the kodal on his own. Lowering himself to the floor, Alick ‘became’ a crocodile. Moving on all fours, he made his way down the central aisle of the storeroom and into the bay where this kodal now lived. Alick introduced himself. I held my breath and visualised Alick’s suit-clad greeting of the kodal, delighting in his unabashed performance of respect and recognition. His actions reconnected the kodal krar with the Torres Strait of the twenty-first century—and, for a brief moment, the British Museum stores in the heart of London became an Islander cultural space.


Inspired by our meetings of these turtle shell masks in the British Museum, this book brings the old masks into the present, situates them in the broad cultural and ecological spaces of the past, and reanimates them with our histories of their meaning and purpose.





INTRODUCTION


Unmasking History


TORRES STRAIT HISTORY is positioned alongside broader histories of Australia’s colonial past, as well as Pacific histories that acknowledge our cultural belonging in Oceania.1 The Torres Strait was apprehended by Britain’s colonial remit in the early 1800s and remained so until the introduction of Christianity in 1871. In 1879, Queensland’s colonial government annexed the islands of the Torres Strait and imposed foreign religious practices and governance on Islanders. We were variously inscribed as ‘murderous savages’, ‘passive natives’ or became absent altogether in historical accounts. From the 1880s to the 1960s, official histories of Australia ignored and suppressed the life stories of Torres Strait Islanders and Aboriginal peoples, privileging the experiences and accounts of Anglo-Australians.2


Looking to convey the idea of the incompleteness of Australia’s history, in 1968 anthropologist WEH Stanner described the exclusion of Aboriginal people from the national narrative as the ‘great Australian silence’.3 This was despite the fact, as historian Anna Haebich wrote, that early colonists had ‘left a lively archive of accounts of both amicable and violent encounters, exploitative and humanitarian relations, and public debates about Aborigines’ fate in newspapers, personal memoirs and professional histories’.4 ‘Ironically’, Haebich continued, the ‘silence’ was a phenomenon created by twentieth-century academic historians who overlooked the intertwined past reflected in colonial archives, ‘in favour of histories of nation and nation building’.5 They presented instead ‘a vision of a united and uniform White Australia where whiteness bestowed citizenship, status, power and privilege’.6


The ‘mainstream version of Australian history’, wrote Worimi historian John Maynard, ‘deliberately left out Aboriginal Australians, except as token or marginal players’.7 This exclusion has had far-reaching consequences for how Indigenous peoples of Australia were and are viewed nationally and internationally and, more importantly, for how we came to view ourselves. We had been ‘disappeared’ from the national narrative, our own histories violently intruded on in the process of colonisation and for ‘the first two-thirds of the twentieth century’ denied by its machinery.8 Maori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s view of imperialism and colonialism is pertinent here—she calls it ‘a process of systematic fragmentation’ that ‘brought complete disorder to colonised people’. These processes disconnected us from our histories, landscapes, languages, social relations and our own ‘ways of thinking, feeling and interacting with the world’.9


Stanner’s candid assessment of our absence from national history provided the much-needed jolt for the revision of this history throughout the 1970s. The early work of historian Henry Reynolds, who wrote from ‘the other side of the frontier’, heralded a seismic shift in the way many Australian historians engaged with Aboriginal stories of resistance and survival.10 Following Reynolds, the work of Ann McGrath, Peter Read and Debbie Rose, among others of the 1980s, broadened the character of Aboriginal historical narratives.11 Their explorations of Aboriginal oral histories, the complexities of regional variations in spheres such as labour and mission life, and notions of belonging, place and connections to Country wrenched Aboriginal-centred views of history out of the shadows. In addition, the burgeoning fields of Indigenous life-writing in autobiographies, family biographies and memoirs provided an important avenue for Aboriginal people to speak about their own experiences, and the searching scholarship of Aboriginal historians and writers soon followed.12


The scholarly documentation of Torres Strait Islanders’ histories is sparse by comparison. The region’s remoteness from the intellectual pulse of metropolitan centres, alongside the uptake of Christianity and decades of government paternalism, provide a partial explanation. Early accounts written by various people who had visited the region on navy survey vessels and as missionaries had invariably constructed us as the ‘savage’ other, ‘violent’ and ‘stupid’, our dark souls in need of white salvation.13 Islander scholar and educator Martin Nakata argues that it was not until after 1987 that scholarly works offered politicised readings of the position of Islanders, thereby allowing for ‘some reconsideration of Islander agency and perspectives’.14


To present an Islander perspective of this history, I bring together turtle shell masks, the accounts of early visitors, later multidisciplinary scholarly work and Islanders’ own recollections to construct various narratives about Islanders’ engagement with turtle and turtle shell. Using this approach, I provide historically and culturally grounded descriptions of the masks and their purpose and significance to Islanders. One of the most useful and—for many Islanders—most disquieting sources came out of the 1898 University of Cambridge anthropological expedition to the region, led by zoologist-turned-ethnologist Alfred Cort Haddon. Haddon and his team of multidisciplinary colleagues believed they had arrived ‘just in time to record the memory of a vanished past’.15 The findings of what became known as the ‘Cambridge Expedition’ were disseminated through exhibitions, journal publications and public lectures; between 1901 and 1935, the results of the Expedition were formally published in the six-volume Reports of the Cambridge Anthropological Expedition to Torres Straits. Despite criticism of the Expedition for being, among other things, too brief and too closely associated with missionaries and government officials, the published and unpublished works of the Expedition remain the only comprehensive attempt to document the lives of Islanders and the characteristics of Islander society in the late nineteenth century.16


The Cambridge Reports and associated journals hold the contributions of many named Islanders. In sifting through their content with the goal of unlocking Islanders’ histories of turtle shell masks, I remained mindful of Nakata’s argument that the Expedition’s intent of building scientific knowledge had skewed the collection, interpretation and translation of Islanders’ stories in favour of Haddon’s intellectual schema.17 As my interest rests on how the stories recounted by Haddon relate to turtle use, turtle shell mask-making and the associated ceremonies, they are read in concert with the work of linguists and cultural knowledge-holders Ephraim and Dimple Bani, Islanders’ stories collected in Margaret Lawrie’s Myths and Legends of Torres Strait and the masks themselves. In addition, in their combined use of ethnohistorical sources, such as the Cambridge Reports and Islander oral histories, the site interpretation work of archaeologists has been especially helpful in deciphering the historicity of tangible connections between people, events and place.18


Finally, Islanders’ perception of place is imperative for locating this history. We were not separated from our home islands through forced removal. Rather, our islands were turned into reserves for containment and surveillance by colonial governments and became overlaid with the ideas of markai or ad’le (outsiders). Despite their presence and rules about ownership, we remained physically connected to our ancestral places, and thus more able to continue the cultural and maritime practices of long ago.19 Across the land and seascapes of the Torres Strait, places are culturally defined, ‘blanketed with history and imbued with names, myths and legends’.20 Noting the spatial dimension of Torres Strait cultural history, geographer Bernard Neitschmann wrote:




events in the historical and mythical past occurred at places, not simply at specific dates … In travelling about their islands, waters and reefs, Torres Strait people pass through their history, which is linked to land and sea environments.21





The stories reworked and retold here demonstrate the geography of history—how places are named, owned and evidence continuity with ancestors.


Telling an Islander-Oriented History


As with place, how Islanders conceptualise time is important to the telling of this history. The seasons of koki, sager and naiger are the foundational measures of temporality. Their cyclic rhythm actuated and organised Islanders’ relations with the environment. Wind direction and force, the breeding cycles of animals, the migration patterns of birds and the flowering and fruiting of plant foods signalled the right timing for cultural practices, as well as the passing of time. While there is some variation in the region’s climatic conditions, koki is the time of the north-west monsoon, when some garden foods were harvested and others planted, and fish were plentiful. Sager brings strong south-easterly winds and rough seas. It was the time to travel for trade and ceremonies. Naiger brings calm seas and turtles return to breed and nest.22 With the arrival of ad’le or markai, kerker (seasonal time) was overlaid with chronological time.


For Islanders, chronological time can be divided into two periods: the long period before Christianity was introduced in 1871 and the time thereafter, referred to respectively as bipotaim and pastaim.23 While kerker continues to frame Islanders’ ongoing engagements with their natural world, the stories related to the activities and beliefs of bipotaim reveal the most about the significance of turtle shell masks and masking. The stories of bipotaim reach back to mythic time and recall historical events when humans became animals and animals human, and when Islanders believed and shared natural and supernatural explanations of the world they saw and lived in.


The stories Islanders once told, sang and danced continue to reveal our past and are vital elements of my telling of this history. Across the Torres Strait, myths, stories, ceremony, places and objects are principal keepers of Islander history. By the early twentieth century, the large turtle shell masks that connected Islanders to the seas, to the living and the deceased, that held the stories of their making and their uses in ceremony, were all but gone. These important keepers of history had been taken, traded or destroyed.


In drawing out the relationships between stories and history, I follow Maynard’s assertion that at ‘the heart, core and soul of history are the stories’.24 Similarly, Nerida Blair wrote:




History is story. It is told by people. It is story written by people. It is story filtered through different lenses and perceptions. It is accompanied by different baggage. History is about finding the voices from many different perspectives and identifying the layers.25




Stories connect us with a deeper sense of our past, our belonging to place and to each other. Stories about the lives of mythical culture heroes and ancestors orient Islanders to bipotaim. These oral histories of events, places and the actions of culture heroes facilitate Islanders’ connections to place and to generations long gone. Germane to my use of Torres Strait stories is Tongan anthropologist Okusitano Māhina’s view of oceanic mythology as ‘a system of knowledge where people organize themselves in relation to nature and the environment’.26 Turtle shell mask-making and the use of things made from turtle prior to the depredations of colonialism were embedded in Islanders’ broader relationships with their natural world. In treating the masks as historical evidence, I am aligning myself with Māhina’s view that ‘material artifacts and languages can be effective sources of history, capable of holding vital information about the past of a group of people’.27 Using Islanders’ myths and stories, and the turtle shell masks themselves, I reanimate the masks with their Islander histories of meaning and purpose.


In writing this history, I was inspired by Greg Dening’s desire to tell a history of Oceania in a double-visioned way, from both sides of the beach, and how this gives the world a different place from which to engage with the history of Te Enata (the Marquesas Islands).28 He sees it as giving back to Te Enata ‘something of their own identity in how they named themselves and their islands. But more importantly, how they structured their identity in the opposition of native (enata) and stranger (haoe)’.29 Like the long caravan of students and others who have looked to Dening’s words for direction and reassurance, I too have found my way onto his expansive beach to grapple with the history I wish to tell. My interest is less in ad’le or markai ‘biographies’ of the masks after they left our beaches, and more in the histories of the masks in their place of origin, and the men, women, animals, places and stories connected to their meaning and use.


In searching for this history, many Islanders stand beside me on Dening’s beach. Linguists, scholars and artists, young and old, male and female—we are all inspired and humbled by the beauty and power of the objects, and curious as to what we might learn about who we have become. Unlike Dening, we are bringing an insider view to this history. Important to this view is the work of contemporary visual artists. As powerful physical interpretations of Islanders’ cultural practices and belief systems, the works of artists such as Ken Thaiday Snr, Alick Tipoti, Segar Passi, Ricardo Idagi and George Nona are considered for the ways they connect the past with the present and bring to life the stories by which we know our ancient past.


In my research for this history, I employed archival research, fieldwork, site visits and object analysis informed through the recollections and actions of Islanders past and present. Islanders who are artists, school students, linguists, hunters, curators, scientists, teachers, academics, cultural knowledge-holders, elders and family have all contributed to this history.


Exhibiting and Performing Islander History


Further informing this work were two creative projects that engaged the broader public with some of this history in visual and performative contexts.


The first event was the ‘Islanders and Turtle’ exhibit in the Stuffed, Stitched and Studied exhibition at the Macleay Musem, which I curated in 2014–15.30 In presenting the public with a way into this little-known history, a particular le op turtle shell mask from Erub (Darnley Island) was the stimulus. When planning this exhibition component, I recognised that understanding the le op was impossible without some knowledge of turtle hunting and the histories of Islanders’ enduring connections with the broader marine environment, as encapsulated in stories about people and places and in the spiritual lives of those from the past and those in the present. In a very abbreviated way, the exhibition told a story about turtle that brought together: turtle shell masks; Islanders’ knowledge, traditions and artistry in mask-making; and Islanders’ knowledge of and interactions with their marine environment. In the exhibition catalogue, I related Islanders’ use of turtle as both meat and material. It was important for me to make the viewers aware of the various uses of turtle by Islanders, particularly the hunting and consumption of green turtle, and to frame the practice as one of historical and cultural longevity. The exhibit was curated to also draw attention to current challenges—in particular, the impact of environmental changes on human and turtle populations in the Torres Strait region.


The exhibit was presented in two sections. The first included museum specimens and Islanders’ hunting materials, which were arranged on a large flat cabinet under perspex boxes, and two turtle shell masks that were hung on an adjacent wall. The second included taxidermy specimens from the Macleay Museum collection, comprising an ancient green turtle alongside a tiny hatchling, a juvenile hawksbill turtle and a suckerfish (gep/gapu) or sharksucker, and a jar of hawksbill hatchlings suspended in ethanol. The labels for all specimens and objects were presented in English, Meriam Mir and Kala Lagaw Ya.


Although it was not possible to include detailed information on Islander taxonomic practices in the exhibition text, the mere naming of the two different turtle species in Islander languages recognised Islander knowledge and ways of knowing turtle. The inclusion of the suckerfish was likewise important for showing historical hunting practices and the connections between animal species. This connection is also recognised on turtle shell masks, where chevron or crescent-shaped etchings that are packed with lime reflect the sucker-pads of the suckerfish.31
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