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Preface

In his introduction to Gunnar Landtman’s book The Kiwai Papuans of British 
New Guinea (Landtman 1927: ix), Alfred Cort Haddon wrote: ‘Many years ago 
my friend, Dr Gunnar Landtman, came to see me at Cambridge, and as soon as 
we had greeted one another, he said, “I will go anywhere in the world you like 
to send me”, which was rather a startling method of opening a discussion on a 
suitable field for ethnographical research’. Landtman’s own perspective on this 
important meeting was a little more poetic when he wrote:

One Sunday morning in January 1910 the many Gothic towers and tops 
of Cambridge offered an unusual sight by being covered with snow 
that had fallen during the night. This shining apparition disappeared 
during the day; the melting drops of snow were already glistening in 
the grass and the twitter of larks and chaffinches, the busying of the 
starlings conjured up the early feelings of spring, which in England can 
make itself known already during this early month. I shall remember 
this day particularly because it was then that, during a walk out from 
this venerable town of learning in the company of Doctor A.C. Haddon, 
the first plans were made for my exploration expedition to New Guinea 
(Landtman 1913b: 1. Translated from the Swedish by Pirjo Varjola).

These opening remarks, both poetic and prosaic, were to land Landtman on the 
southwest coast of Papua in 1910 where he was to remain, apart from various 
trips to the Torres Strait, until 1912.

This meeting was to be rewarding for both parties. Haddon would find Landtman 
a willing and productive researcher who would document the life and culture 
of the Kiwai of the southwest coast of Papua. This would fill in many gaps in 
Haddon’s own work in the region. For Landtman, Haddon became a valuable 
mentor and guide who would introduce the young Finnish scholar into the 
wider world of British ethnology. 

In those two years in Papua Landtman managed to cross the Torres Strait, visit 
many of the islands in the Fly estuary, travel overland and by canoe through 
the vast wetlands of the Aramia River floodplains and venture briefly as far as 
Goaribari Island in the Gulf District. In addition to his notes and manuscript 
that he eventually published, he recorded nearly 500 legends and stories, 
actually over 900 counting variants (Landtman 1917). This collection has been 
called ‘probably the most extensive collection of Melanesian mythology ever 
published’ (Wagner 1996: 288). Landtman also obtained a collection of over 1300 
artefacts for the National Museum of Finland (Suomen Kansallismuseo) (NMF VK 
4902)(Landtman 1933) and made a duplicate collection of nearly 700 objects for 



Gunnar.Landtman.in.Papua:.1910.to.1912

x

the then Cambridge Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology [now the Cambridge 
Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology] and took 572 photographs, also 
held by the National Museum of Finland (Landtman VKK 248). In addition, he 
made 38 phonograph recordings of Kiwai and Bine songs and dances (Landtman 
VK 4919). These rare photographs and phonograph recordings can now be seen 
to be objects of material culture in their own right.

Figure 1. Gunnar Landtman in Papua outfitted in style from the Army and 
Navy Stores, London, one of the main clothing suppliers to colonial officials 
and their families (VKK 248: 556)
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While many of those photographs have been published in the more than 20 
books and papers Landtman wrote on the Kiwai Papuans, the quality of the 
images has always been poor. Landtman used the same photographs in many 
of the publications. In his review of Landtman’s catalogue of the artefacts now 
held in the National Museum of Finland, Albert Lewis of the Field Museum of 
Natural History in Chicago stated: ‘Unfortunately, these so called plates [the 
half tone reproductions of the field photographs and the museum artefacts] 
are rather small. Two, and sometimes even three, may be placed on one page, 
making it impossible to see much detail’. Lewis complained that the photographs 
in the catalogue were the same as the ones in the main text published earlier 
(Landtman 1927) and: ‘It is to be regretted that the illustrations, particularly the 
plates, could not have been reproduced on a larger scale’ (Lewis 1934). These 
criticisms were rather churlish considering the limited resources available to 
Landtman to publish the catalogue at that time. Now, with digital technology 
and high resolution scanning, the images can be enhanced and reprinted.

But there are other reasons for re-printing the photographs. While much of the 
old way of life in the Fly estuary and the Daru coast has changed, cultural themes 
endure even in the face of modernisation. The past decades have seen enormous 
changes to lifestyles in the Fly River region. The last men’s house (darimo) and 
the last communal longhouse (moto) are now only memories of the old people. 
Even the large double-outrigger canoe, the motomoto, is rapidly being replaced 
by fiberglass outboard motorboats (locally known as ‘banana boats’ by their 
shape). However, aspects of ritual, dance and ceremony do remain. While the 
old shark-mouthed, traditional drums (warupa) have been replaced by more 
cylindrical, overpainted wooden drums (buruburu), the dugong harpoon 
(wapo), dance headdresses (dori) and even old time dances and songs have not 
been replaced as there are no modern substitutes for these cultural identifiers. 
Women continue to make fine pandanus mats (hawa) for the floors and strong 
coconut leaf baskets (sito) for domestic use. Kiwai village houses are still made 
from mangrove timbers, black palm flooring and nipa palm walls and roofs. Iron 
sheeting may be a practical way of collecting much needed drinking water but 
the volatile nature of the wind and rain along the coast means that houses made 
from bush materials can be readily ‘broken down’ and rebuilt further inland on 
new sites. This is a process as old as the Kiwai stories of population movements 
and migrations.

Most Kiwai men are still predominantly subsistence fishermen but the 
overharvesting of dugong and turtle in the face of general rural poverty is a 
significant ecological and cultural problem. Dugong and turtle were formerly 
foods for celebrations and church festivals, now the meat is more often sold at 
the local markets. The seas and reefs off the southwestern coast of Papua are rich 
in marine life: along the coast fishermen can catch mullet, barramundi, prawns 
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and crabs. On the coral reefs, rock lobsters, many pelagic fish and mackerel are 
common and in the rivers and swamps inland are crocodiles, wild pigs, Rusa deer 
and wallaby. Access to these resources requires permission from the landowners 
and money for motor fuel. While the rich sea life could provide work and 
incomes for coastal villagers, the lack of markets and poor transportation and 
infrastructure will always handicap the marginalised subsistence fishermen. 
Consequently, women must still labour in the swamps to extract the starch from 
the wild sago palms (Metroxylon sp).

Standards of health and education are low. In an attempt to find paid 
employment young men and women leave the region and move to the towns 
and cities. There is no welfare system in Papua New Guinea and often the urban 
poor are even more disenfranchised than the rural poor who still have access to 
some gardening land and fishing grounds. Crime and poverty are major social 
problems in Daru. The village was once safe from the problems facing urban life 
in Papua New Guinea but now even the villages are beset by alcohol, drugs and 
domestic violence. Change has come rapidly for the Kiwai. In the face of that 
upheaval it is good to reflect on the past.

In Landtman and Haddon’s time, the life of coastal Papuan peoples was seen to 
be static and viewed in terms of the traditional past rather than the negotiated 
present. British ethnology, at the turn of the 20th Century, was strongly 
influenced by the scholarly, but largely theoretical, diachronic modes of analysis 
undertaken by E  B. Tylor and J. G. Frazer. Although Tylor had formulated one 
of the most significant definitions of culture: the complex whole that includes 
beliefs, arts, morals, laws, customs and habits acquired by humankind as 
members of society, their ideas assumed a Victorian idea of linear progress from 
savagery to reason. The many small, fragmented Papuan societies were seen as 
culturally ‘primitive’ and most European settlers at that time had only superficial 
understanding of the peoples who lived around them. Even government patrol 
officers had a poor understanding of the complex social, cultural, spiritual and 
political environment of ‘native’ communities. 

Papuan societies had never been the static backward groups that colonial officers, 
settlers, traders and missionaries liked to believe. They had always existed 
between the ebb and flow of population migrations and local movements, warfare, 
marriage and trade contacts and ceremonial exchange systems (Schieffelin and 
Crittenden 1991: 27). Local cultures grow, expand, contract, create and reinvent 
(Fitzpatrick 1991: 336). Melanesia is a diverse, exciting and often challenging 
part of the world: there are over 750 Papuan (non-Austronesian) languages and 
400 Austronesian languages still spoken there. This constitutes about 25 per 
cent of the world’s 4000 languages (Knauft 1999: 1). Haddon and Landtman 
would no doubt be surprised to see the resilience of Melanesian societies today.
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Haddon’s approach to ethnographic fieldwork was ‘the saving of vanished 
knowledge’ (Barham, Rowland and Hitchcock 2004: 59). Now this concept may 
be reinterpreted as the conservation and management of archaeological sites, 
ethnographic collections and historical photographs. Landtman’s photographs 
may now be as strange and foreign to the Kiwai as they are to us. However, 
the Fly estuary and southwest coast of Papua is still full of legends and stories 
and many of the places depicted in Landtman’s photographs continue to be the 
subjects of those stories that are told even today (Landtman 1917; Lawrence 
1994). 

The aims of this book are both personal and professional. Using the remaining 
correspondence to family, friends, colleagues and contacts it is possible to 
describe something of Landtman’s personal journey of discovery in Papua. 
The Landtman collection of Kiwai material culture is the largest and best 
documented collection in the world. His collections are worthy of further study. 
By reproducing some of his photographs we can see the Kiwai as he saw them 
for the photographs are a reflection of the photographer’s eye as much as the 
subject, and at a time of great change in the region, they show the natural grace 
and humanity of the people. This has not changed. The purpose of this book 
is to re-examine the diverse Landtman collections in light of broader research 
undertaken in the Torres Strait and south Fly in recent years. New approaches 
are needed that re-contextualise the Landtman and Haddon collections, perhaps 
the most innovative being the place of small-scale societies in the political 
ecology of borderlands (Hitchcock 2004).

The authors of this book have had a long history of contact with the Landtman 
collections. David Lawrence first began studying the Landtman material as a 
doctoral student researching customary exchange across the Torres Strait 
(Lawrence 1994). He was given a scholarship to study the Landtman collections 
by the Finnish Ministry of Education in 1986 and 1987. This enabled him to 
study the Kiwai collections in the National Museum of Finland. He was also 
fortunate to be able to spend two years of fieldwork in the Fly estuary region 
where he visited nearly all the communities described by Gunnar Landtman. 
Lawrence’s family connections with Melanesia are strong for he grew up 
in Papua New Guinea and his great-grandfather was one of the main labour 
recruiters based in Daru at the time of Landtman’s fieldwork. He continues to 
work in Melanesia. Piro Varjola was Senior Curator of the Foreign Ethnographic 
Collections at the National Museum of Finland and her team made the first, 
more comprehensive exhibition from the Landtman collection in 1987. This 
exhibition was then transferred to the Craft Museum of Finland (Suomen 
kotiteollisuusmuseo) in Jyväkylä where it was displayed between 1987 and 1988. 
It was then displayed in the Castle of Hämeenlinna until 1989. Pirjo Varjola 
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was the Director of the Museum of Cultures (Kulttuurien museo) in Helsinki 
where a second, major exhibition of the Landtman material was created in 2001 
(Lahdentausta, Parpola, Vainonen and Varjola 2001). 

This book is designed to appeal to those who are keen to understand the 
dynamic nature of Kiwai culture. Despite poverty and neglect the Kiwai are a 
strong and vibrant people. They have a long tradition of work in the marine 
industries of the Torres Strait but their geographical position on the northern 
shores of Torres Strait mean that their health, welfare and standard of living 
are topics that should be better known and examined by the general Australian 
population. Regrettably their current social, economic and political problems 
are marginal to both Papua New Guinea and Australia. Landtman’s research is 
still a foundation stone for understanding the position of the Kiwai today. 

The Landtman collections may appear strange and exotic when viewed on 
display in the national museum of a prosperous Nordic society but for those 
Kiwai who have never seen the material, they can link the present with the past. 
This book seeks to be a bridge between these two worlds.


