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The Pacific Ocean covers nearly one third of the Earth’s surface.
Vast and luminous, its blue expanse is so immense that it might
be imagined to embrace all the continents of the globe. Scattered
across its waters, constellations of islands form the living fabric
of Oceania.

Research across disciplines, including archaeology, traces
human presence in Oceania to at least 65,000 years ago. In the
millennia that followed, successive waves of migration allowed
various ethnic groups in Oceania to gradually adapt to the varied
environments of the islands and establish ways of life sustained
across generations. An existence deeply entwined with nature,
together with a keen sensibility toward an animate world, has
nourished rich spiritual traditions and given rise to distinctive
ritual practices.

This exhibition sets out from the vast Pacific and journeys into
vibrant island societies. It then explores Oceanic conceptions of
time, space, and the cosmos, finally culminating in a celebration
of the brilliance of bodily adornment. We invite you to follow
a route through works from across Oceania, tracing the passage
of time borne by canoe and current, and encountering a quiet
reverence for the material world amid the open sea.
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ACROSS THE SEA
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The Trial Trip
Harry Moore Dauncey
1890-1900
Gulf Province, Papua New Guinea
Inv. 70.2012.11.2.3
Musée du quai Branly - Jacques Chirac, Paris
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Oceania is vast, Oceania is expanding, Oceania is hospitable and generous, Oceania is
humanity rising from the depths of brine and regions of fire deeper still, Oceania is us.
We are the sea, we are the ocean ...

——Epeli Hau‘ofa, Tongan and Fijian writer and anthropologist. Our Sea of Islands.
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View from Dinner Island, SW.
Augustine Dyer
C.1884
Inv. PA000176.36
Musée du quai Branly - Jacques Chirac, Paris
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Around 65,000 years ago, the earliest populations reached the
islands of Oceania from Africa. 3,500 years before present,
Austronesian groups arrived by canoe. Navigating by celestial
paths, shifting tides, and the patterns of the air, these voyagers
conjured land from the horizon. Guided by the flight of birds and
the faint taste of plankton, they felt the pulse of the fish vibrating
through the deep. Such ancient wisdom forged an enduring bond
between human life and the restless vitality of a world in motion.
Across generations, voyaging and migration brought new forms
of life to the region and laid the foundations of its cultures. In
oral traditions, sea and land are often understood in relation to
one another, with humans situated between them. Culture heroes
are said to fish up islands from the ocean, establishing places of
settlement.

Today, communities in Oceania are renewing these forms of
knowledge. Drawing on established practices, they explore new
approaches to address the challenges posed by climate change.
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Canoe Stern, Taurapa

New Zealand

Late 18th to early 19th century

Wood

Inv.71.1881.25.3

Gift of Frédéric Théodore Lix, artist, 1881
Musée du quai Branly — Jacques Chirac, Paris
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This stern element was originally lashed to the rear of a single-hulled war
canoe, or waka taua in Maori. The two openwork spirals at the top represent
Ranginui (Sky Father) and Papattaanuku (Earth Mother), the ancestral origin
of Maori creation narratives. The two long, parallel ridges rising at the center
symbolize the life force (mauri), understood as essential to maintaining balance
in the world. At their base is a stylized anthropomorphic figure representing a
protective deity of the crew. Together, these motifs connected the warriors on

board the waka to their ancestors and to the Maori account of the creation of
the world.
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Dugoui Canoe Prow Sculpiure, Dogai

SaibaiIsland, Torres Strait, Australia

19th century

Wood, cassowary feathers, pigments

Inv. 70.2001.38.1

Musée du quai Branly - Jacques Chirac, Paris
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This female spirit sculpture named Dogai is affixed to the bow of a canoe
and is believed to bring good luck to traveling vessels and fishermen.

Dogai possesses shape-shifting abilities; at times she plays mischievous
pranks on humans, and can pose a danger to humans.
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Weather Charm, Hos
Yap Island, Federated States of Micronesia
20th century
Wood, lime, ray spines, seeds, pigments, plant fibers
Inv. 70.2015.67.3
Musée du quai Branly — Jacques Chirac, Paris
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Accomplished navigators, Oceanic communities also drew on the powers of
supernatural entities to protect against potential dangers, including storms and
malevolent spirits believed capable of overturning canoes.
On Yap, as in the neighboring Caroline Islands, weather charms (Hos) were
activated by sailors before departure, through the sounding of a conch shell to
invoke spirits and the recitation of chants intended to ward off adverse conditions.
Once imbued with this presence, the Hos charm was taken on board and placed in
a receptacle between the hull and the outrigger. After a successful return, it was
carefully stored in canoe houses.

The double human figure, shown back to back and associated with benevolent water
spirits, expresses a capacity to guard in all directions, while the stingray spines

concentrate the object's supernatural power.
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ON THE ISLANDS
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Two Mwai Masks. Village of Korongo, Sepik Valley,
latmul people
Christian Coiffier
1972
Inv. PF0176053
Musée du quai Branly - Jacques Chirac, Paris
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Musée du quai Branly - Jacques Chirac, Paris
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War Canoe Used for Headhunting
Comte Rudolf Festetics de Tolna
1895

Inv. 70.2001.19.1.1
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Dancers Wearing Leaf Girdles
Toshio Asaeda
1932-1934
Gift of Charles Templeton Crocker
Inv. PP0002283

Across the southwestern Pacific, the islands of Melanesia lie like stars
upon a vast canvas of sapphire. The term Melanesia derives from
the Greek melas and nesos, meaning "black islands." As a regional
designation, it was first conceived in the eighteenth century and formally
applied by French navigators in the nineteenth.

Yet the depth of this region far predates its name. Finely crafted canoes
move between islands, not only supporting settlement but also facilitating
the circulation of goods and ideas, shaping cultural forms characterized
by openness and exchange. Social organization takes varied forms:
hereditary chieftainships, ranked hierarchies, and systems led by
accomplished "Big Men," whose authority is earned through merit.

Here, humans do not stand above the world, but live among animals,
plants, natural forces, ancestors, and deities, as participants in a shared
order. The visible and spiritual realms are interwoven; though no longer
present in bodily form, ancestors remain embedded within the life of
the community, attending to and participating in the lives of the living.
Works of art and ceremonial acts alike give tangible form to these
relationships, building a bridge between the seen and the unseen.
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Shield
Asmat region, Papua Province, Indonesia
Mid-20th century
Wood, plant fibers, pigments, shells
Inv. 72.1966.1.3
Musée du quai Branly - Jacques Chirac, Paris

HRAEPTIT S E N (Asmat) FHDW, BRI, BEZ -S4 QIEEA 4. 5
—AN BN TR R, HAEQAH S E L % (Fumeripits ) 8000128 p
Py, MM EIER IR, A B RO . M B e — A
REEE & Mg 5EREARE R, RETEFNTGERIERHH, IR
oIy, 5 ) FHYEVE T ASEIR I AZS . TERR LA S, X0
HAESIEBL, EESAEEINE , 4S5, B e B0 SR esoms & LS e 4 .

H RS SCIRE B SR A IR, DI ORIEIR BRI AR E AT, TR X —
AR AR UG, SRR E BRSO, Rk, I EIX G
MZATAER, R ETTEIN T2, %418l B 1E A E T &t E S M. AT,
JE R AITESGR RS2 . AT E . e, A&, a1
& F 20 4 50 AERORBEER RS .

In Asmat cosmology, trees, carving, and the creation of life are closely intertwined. The
first man is said to have been carved from a tree trunk and brought to life through the
rhythm of drumming by the ancestral culture hero Fumeripits. Local belief also holds
that the creation of life presupposes acts of killing. Fumeripits is also described as a great
headhunter. He is said to have battled a giant crocodile for five days before finally killing
and dismembering it on the sixth day, casting its remains in all directions. The crocodile's
scattered body parts became human beings of different skin tones. The motifs on shields
reflect this cosmology: they depict creatures such as flying foxes, cuscuses, and mantises
shown consuming fruit or gnawing at human heads.

Headhunting was understood as a means of transferring energy and vital force, ensuring
the survival and continuity of the group. Within this context, shields provided not only
physical protection but also embodied protective supernatural forces. In the past, the
making of such shields was preceded by rituals that formed part of preparations for
headhunting expeditions, often undertaken to avenge ancestors commemorated by the
shields. Before departure, shields were displayed beside the ceremonial longhouse.
Through all-night singing and dancing, ancestors were invoked and participants were
prepared for battle. The custom of headhunting was abolished in the late 1950s.
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Canoe Prow Figure, Nguzunguzu
New Georgia Islands, Solomon Islands
19th century
Wood, pigments, mother-of-pearl
Inv. 72.1978.2.1
Musée du quai Branly - Jacques Chirac, Paris
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The prognathous face and eyes inlaid with mother-of-pearl are the defining features
of these prow figures, which were fixed along the waterline of large war canoes in the
western Solomon Islands.Their vigilant gaze was believed to perceive spirits invisible
to the human eye, as malevolent forces at sea could hinder a canoe's progress and
endanger its crew. The emphasis placed on sensory organs endowed these protective
beings with a crucial role during expeditions.

Each prow figure existed independently from the canoe and constituted a valued
possession, closely associated with its owner. A leader wishing to organize a
headhunting raid with more canoes than he possessed could obtain them from allied
chiefs. He would then attach his own prow figures to these "neutral" vessels, thereby
placing the expedition under the protection of his tutelary spirits.
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East Sepik Province, Papua New Guinea

19th century

Wood, pigments

Inv.711912.1.7

Musée du quai Branly — Jacques Chirac, Paris
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Mask, Tsubwan
Pentecost Island, Vanuatu
Late 19th to early 20th century
Wood
Inv. 71.1934.186.229
Musée du quai Branly — Jacques Chirac, Paris
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This mask is an important ritual object within the annual yam cultivation cycle on
Pentecost Island in northern Vanuatu. The most renowned sequence of the ritual is
the "land diving", also known as "Naghol" or "the death jump," a form of traditional
bungee-like practice.

During the ceremony, a wooden tower approximately 30 metres high is constructed,
from which men leap head first with flexible vines tied to their ankles. A successful
land dive is believed to imbue the land with power and regenerate its vitality, thereby
ensuring a bountiful yam harvest.

Tsubwan masks appear near the jumping platform, where they are used in a deterrent
manner to drive away women and children, clearing the site for the diving ritual.
During the subsequent harvest celebrations, these masks reappear, often in pairs—
one with a black face and the other with a white face.The masked performers then

dance to the accompaniment of bamboo flutes and conch shells, taking part in the
ceremonial festivities.
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Malagan Ceremonial Sculpture

New Ireland, Bismarck Archipelago, Papua New Guinea
Late 19th to early 20th century

Wood, pigments, turbo operculum

Inv. 711912.1.6

Musée du quai Branly — Jacques Chirac, Paris
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The Malagan ceremony is a vital tradition on New Ireland, Papua New Guinea. It brings
the extended period of mourning to a close by redistributing the life force and wealth of the
deceased. Malagan carvings bear the unique stories of the clan and the life narrative of the
deceased, thereby awakening and sustaining collective memory.
Upon the conclusion of the funeral rites, these carvings are typically destroyed to ensure a
final farewell to the spirit of the deceased. However, the vital force contained within, known
as noma, does not vanish; rather, it is transmitted to the next generation through memory.
Thus, Malagan carvings are far more than mere artworks; they are a spiritual heritage that
carries community memory, passed down from generation to generation.




B BL AT R

ERIEH/IAL, RERKTE
At T

AL Bt

MRS 71.1939.127.20
STREARIEYDIE

W FCH (Mwai ) T H g [ € 7EHETE
FRE |, AR — i 5316
i B T8 R AR, AR R SR e 4
BEWG, BN FCOY I H A O B, (R B IR
TERTE A G B SR L o, R QY
HLSeh R o iR A 18 R 58 BURAF S 5
AL CRUAEIE AR BA4E, Al B
JECTAURN I, W AL L
ReDEC MRS, EATFRE
A, IR AT LB A L B T |
BT /R H A 3201
Mwai masks are mounted on a conical rattan
support inserted into a large costume of
leaves and feathers that fully conceals the
dancer. The figures often appear in pairs,
representing either a brother and sister or
two brothers—mythical ancestors of the
clan. They are worn by young boys whose
initiation, a rite of passage into adulthood,
has not yet been completed. Hidden beneath
the costume, a flute allows them to give
voice to the ancestor. These young boys
have lived alone outside the village for
several months, and this public appearance
is also an opportunity for them to display

their attractiveness to the girls watching the
dance and build connection with each other.
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Mask, Mwai

East Sepik Province, Papua New Guinea
Second half of the 19th century

Wood, pigments

Inv. 71.1939.127.20

Musée du quai Branly — Jacques Chirac, Paris
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The raw material for this stone axe was quarried
on Ouen Island in the south of Grande Terre. The
rough stone was then transported to the Loyalty
Islands, where it was processed and shaped by
the locals. After being pecked and polished, the
stone was mounted on a wooden handle and
secured with cords of red-dyed flying fox hair.
The finished axe was transported back to the
north of Grande Terre by canoe to be exchanged
for shell bracelets, becoming a prestigious ritual
object used during major ceremonies, especially
during the public speeches of chiefs.

The production and circulation of this stone axe
reflect the ceremonial exchange network between
Grande Terre and the Loyalty Islands, known as
the "Path of Wealth" (Chemin des Richesses).

Ceremonial Axe

New Caledonia

Before 1850

Plant fibers, nephrite, wood, cord of bat hair
Inv.71.1941.21.2D

Musée du quai Branly - Jacques Chirac, Paris
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Chapter Three

THROUGH TIME
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Kia whakatomuri te haere whakamua.

I walk backwards into the future with my eyes
fixed on my past.

——New Zealand Maori proverb
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Whereas Melanesia is marked by diversity and difference,

Polynesia is distinguished by a high degree of cultural coherence,
binding together communities dispersed across vast distances.
A long history of ocean voyaging has shaped both the social
structures and the collective imagination of Polynesian societies.
The canoe (vaka) serves not only to connect islands, but also to
bridge the sacred and human realms, occupying a central place in
many origin narratives.

At the heart of Polynesian culture lies mana, an impersonal and
potent spiritual force. Those who possess mana are endowed with
power, authority, and prestige. Polynesians understand that gods,
humans, and all elements of the natural world are unique, each
possessing its own distinct mana. To hold mana, however, is also
to be bound by specific protocols and prohibitions—this is fapu.
The mana—tapu belief system both expresses the divine source
of mana and regulates its use, thereby sustaining social order and
preserving cultural continuity.
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Necklace, Lei Niho Palaoa
Hawaiian Islands, USA
Before 1840
Human hair, walrus ivory, plant fibers
Inv. 71.1885.15.3
Gift of Adolphe Lesson (1805-1888)
Musée du quai Branly-Jacques Chirac, Paris
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The lei niho palaoa necklace was an exclusive adornment for Hawaiian
nobility. The hook-shaped pendant of the necklace is often carved from
sperm whale teeth, and occasionally made from materials such as walrus
ivory. Finely braided human hair, together with sperm whale and walrus
ivory, are precious materials closely associated with sacred power. In
Polynesian culture, the head is inherently tapu (sacred), and hair carries

and transmits this sacredness. Hair used in Polynesian artifacts may come
from relatives, ancestors, or even enemies. Incorporating it into body
adornments signifies the transfer of mana from the original owner of the
hair to the wearer of the necklace. The hook-shaped pendant resembles a
fishhook, symbolizing abundance, and is closely linked to the cosmogonic
myth of the hero Maui who fished up the islands. Thus, every element of
the necklace embodies the wearer's noble status and blood connection to
the gods.
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Pendant, Heifiki
New Zealand
18th to mid-19th century
Pounamu, plant fibers
Inv. 72.1946.2.3
Gift of Charles Foley (1861-1956)
Musée du quai Branly-Jacques Chirac, Paris
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In Maori tradition, the Heitiki pendant is linked to ancestral lineages and imbued
with spiritual powers including mana and mauri. Mana symbolizes authority
and prestige, while mauri represents life force. These pendants were cherished
as precious personal adornments and family heirlooms, passed down through
generations within communities.
The pendant is crafted from pounamu sourced from the South Island of New
Zealand. This stone is hard, dense, and has a lustrous, smooth texture, which has
led to its association with protective and guardian symbolism. In some traditional
interpretations, the Heitiki is also linked to fertility. Typically depicted as a highly
stylized human form, it is believed to relate to ancestral figures or the mythical
being Tiki. This Heitiki pendant features a form that combines human and avian
features.
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Club, Toiokia Vonoiabua
Fiji Islands
Late 18th to early 19th century
Wood, sperm whale ivory
Inv. 72.84.269
Collected during the first voyage of J. S. C. Dumont
d’Urville aboard L'Astrolabe (1826-1829), exploration
of Fijiin1827
Musée du quai Branly — Jacques Chirac, Paris
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Weapons from the Fiji Islands were rich in variety, unique in form, and exquisite in
craftsmanship. Clubs of this type (totokia) were intended for use in close combat. Here, the
ring of projecting spikes is inspired by the fruit of the pandanus. The delicate craftsmanship of
sperm whale ivory inlays, the fine woodcarving, the lightness of its design, together with the
now-missing ivory tip, all suggest that it once belonged to a member of the Fijian elite.

This war club was collected by the French explorer Dumont d’Urville during his first visit to
Fiji. It was formerly incorporated into the collections of the Musée de la Marine atthe Louvre
and is among the earliest Oceanic artifacts to enter French national collections. Owing to their

fine craftsmanship and portability, such weapons were often used by local communities to
trade with foreign navigators for objects of Western origin.
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Barkcloth, Tapa
Cooklslands
19th century

Inner bark of paper mulberry, dye
Inv. 72.53.291
Musée du quai Branly — Jacques Chirac, Paris
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Barkcloth textiles hold a particularly important place in the Pacific. Still practiced on
a daily basis by women in Polynesia, including Fiji, Tonga and Samoa, the art of tapa
is today actively revitalized in other regions, notably in eastern Polynesia. Historical
pieces attest to women's expertise in the making of textiles. These tapa were once
worn exclusively by men and women of very high rank. As protective wrappings
made from plant material that connects to the land, tapa continues to be employed in
domestic and ritual contexts, or to drape objects that are to be protected or sanctified.
Take Fiji as an example: newborns, newlyweds, tribal chiefs and the deceased are all
wrapped in tapa cloth during ceremonial rituals. Valuable goods and essential items of

exchange, tapa has undergone significant transformations and reflects a diversity of
influences, technical innovations, and raw materials.
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ADORNED ON THE BODY
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The brilliance of mother-of-pearl, the translucency of
tortoiseshell, the whiteness of dolphin teeth, the softness of shell,
the luster of feathers... These materials, brought together, create
rich visual layers. The movements of the wearer’s body further
highlight these ingenuities.

The finesse of fiber weaving, the precision of carving and
polishing, speak to patience and concentration while offering
strong visual appeal. Oceanic ornaments combine plant, mineral,
and animal materials to convey collective values in a non-verbal
form, marking an individual’s place within the group. The use
of rare and precious materials not only signifies prestige and
status, but also embodies mana—a supernatural force possessed
exclusively by those of high status.

These finely crafted and symbolically charged works carry both
past and present identities across Oceania. Each object tells a
story: every individual is a composite of relationships, shaped by
a web of connections that define their existence.
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Pendani, Tema
Vanikoro Island, Santa Cruz Islands, Solomon Islands
Late 19th or early 20th century
Giant clam, spondylus shell, tortoiseshell, glass beads,
plant fibers
Inv. 7119091418
Gift of Mme Robin
Musée du quai Branly — Jacques Chirac, Paris
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The term tema, meaning "moon," refers to the radiant disc of carved and
finely polished tridacna shell upon which is set a tortoiseshell plaque incised
with stylized bonito-fish motifs, known as the "flower." This ornament was
regarded as a creation of the supernatural beings known as Dukna, whom
people believed to be perpetually adorned in such finery. By covering
the body with ornaments of tortoiseshell, tridacna shell, mother-of-pearl,
and red feathers, men were able, for the duration of a ritual, to assume
the appearance of these powerful and immortal spirits. This pectoral was
worn in daily life by men of high status. As a treasured heirloom imbued
with ancestral history, it was sometimes buried together with the deceased.
Today, it is reserved for nela ceremonial dances and cultural festivals.
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As the exhibition draws to a close, we return to where the voyage
first began.

Canoes borne by wind and current, ceremonial objects shaped
through long intimacy with the sea, and sacred sculptures that
bear the forces of nature reveal that a marine world is not separate
from the land, but a shared and life-sustaining ground of culture.
Adornment drawn from nature and worn upon the body, ways
of orienting oneself by stars and their courses, lives sustained
through fishing and voyaging—all taking form through the sea’s
generative embrace.

The exhibition ends here, but the passage does not. What it
asks is how such ocean—shaped ways of living and imagining
might continue to be held, and how we, in turn, might remain
answerable to the seas that cradle life, culture, and the future of
this blue planet.



