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1.1 Introduction 

Introduction to Pacific Collections is an outcome of Pacific collections in Scottish Museums: 
Unlocking their knowledge and potential.  
 
This partnership project, supported by the Museums Association Esmée Fairbairn Collections 
Fund, ran from April 2013 to December 2014. The four core partners were National Museums 
Scotland, Perth Museum and Art Gallery, Glasgow Museums and Aberdeen University Museums. 
The project had two key aims: 
 

¶ To carry out a review of Pacific material held by each of the partner institutions, drawing 
out stories both within and between each collection 

¶ To develop and implement a new methodology for collections knowledge transfer 
between a new curator, current collections staff and subject experts  

 
The contents of the Introduction to Pacific Collections are an outcome of the second aim and 
draw on the learning experienced by the project curator. This resource is aimed at anyone 
working with Pacific collections. It is likely that those with no prior specialist knowledge of the 
subject area will find it of most use. The review findings are published separately in Review of 
Pacific Collections in Scottish Museums and provide an overview of Pacific material in the 
partner collections. Both documents can be used as separate resources or in conjunction with 
one another. 
 
In the pages that follow, focussed information on Pacific material culture relates mainly to 
artefacts likely to be found in Scottish museum collections. This was informed by both the 
findings of the collections review at the project partner museums and by visits to a number of 
other Scottish museums with Pacific collections. There is also an introduction to some less 
common material with particularly distinct styles. In order to assist in working with the wealth of 
material from areas not specifically covered in this introduction, this resource aims to 
demonstrate how to approach identification of artefacts and provides information on 
collections care, hazards, and cultural considerations applicable to all Pacific material. There is a 
bibliography of relevant texts and suggestions of online resources and useful networks. 
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1.2 Learning from Objects 
 
Two key methods of learning have been employed throughout the Pacific Collections in Scottish 
Museums: Unlocking their knowledge and potential project. The first approach was learning 
through looking at objects. Collections knowledge can be developed through the study of 
artefacts and focussing on elements such as style, size, construction, and type of material, as 
well as looking in detail at supporting museum documentation. 
 
It may not be possible to spend time in museum stores with a large volume of Pacific material 
but artefacts can be accessed through visits to other museums with permanent displays, by 
attending special exhibitions, and by consulting online collections databases.  The following is a 
list of useful resources: 
 
Museums and Galleries 

- National Museum of Scotland, Edinburgh 
- Kelvingrove Museum and Glasgow Museums Resource Centre, Glasgow 
- British Museum, London 
- Horniman Museum, London 
- Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, Cambridge 
- Musée Quai Branly, Paris  [has material on display and a changing exhibition programme] 

 
Collections online 

- Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa, Wellington, New Zealand: 
http://collections.tepapa.govt.nz/ and http://collections.tepapa.govt.nz/explore (Select 
ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ tŀŎƛŦƛŎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻǊ aņƻǊƛ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴs) 

- British Museum, London, UK: 
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/search.aspx 

- The Bernice P. .ƛǎƘƻǇ aǳǎŜǳƳΣ IƻƴƻƭǳƭǳΣ IŀǿŀƛΩƛΥ 
http://data.bishopmuseum.org/ethnologydb/index.php 

- The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, USA: 
http://www.metmuseum.org/collection/the-collection-online 

- Horniman Museum, London, UK: http://www.horniman.ac.uk/collections 
 
A list of relevant publications can be found in part 4.1 of the Introduction to Pacific Collections. 
Most of these texts can be accessed at the National Museums Scotland Research Library or 
online. 
 

 
Learning from People 
 
The second method of learning employed in the project was to engage in knowledge exchange 
with people. This was achieved through working closely with the members of the project team 
from each partner museum and their colleagues. This facilitated the development of knowledge 
not only of Pacific material but also relating to work with broader ethnographic material, 
collections care, the history of collections both at the specific institutions and more widely, 
repatriation cases, working with communities, conducting collections research, and fieldwork.  
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Connecting with relevant networks and individuals was also an effective way to expand 
knowledge of specific material and Pacific history. The following is a list of useful networks: 
 

- Museum Ethnographers Group: http://www.museumethnographersgroup.org.uk/en/ 
- Pacific Arts Association (international and European): http://www.pacificarts.org/ 
- Ethnomuseums mailing list: https://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/cgi-

bin/webadmin?A0=ETHNOMUSEUMS [Visit this link to subscribe to the mailing list. Queries 
can be emailed to the group ] 

- St Andrews Centre for Pacific Studies: http://www.st -andrews.ac.uk/pacificstudies/ 
- Pacific Islands Museums Association: http://www.pima-museum.com/  
- ASAOnet: http://www.asao.org/pacific/ASAOnet.htm  [Visit this link to subscribe to the 

mailing list. Queries can be emailed to the group] 
 
Both the Museum Ethnographers Group and Pacific Arts Association (Europe) have annual 
conferences. 
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1.3 Overview of Pacific Collections in Scotland 
 
The collections held by the four partner museums involved in the Pacific Collections in Scottish 
Museums: Unlocking their knowledge and potential project reflect wider trends in Pacific 
material held elsewhere in Scotland. Overall, the collections date largely from the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries and are representative of the activities of Scots in the Pacific. A high 
proportion of artefacts are from Papua New Guinea with material from Fiji and Vanuatu also 
being prevalent.  The smallest proportion of material was acquired from countries in Micronesia, 
although weapons from Kiribati are common in collections. There are some particularly 
significant Polynesian artefacts collected on early voyages.  
 

Overview of project partner collections 

The University of Aberdeen Museums 

¢ƘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ !ōŜǊŘŜŜƴΩǎ ŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ tŀŎƛŦƛŎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ 
travellers, collectors and alumni from Aberdeen. There are around 3,500 items. Some of the 
earliest objects in the collection were donated by Christopher Nockells, who graduated from 
YƛƴƎǎ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜ ƛƴ мумсΦ IŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ aņƻǊƛ artefacts and other items from Polynesia while in the 
Pacific from 1816-23. Colonial activity is represented by material collected by colonial 
administrators, such as Arthur J L Gordon (Fiji), Sir William MacGregor (Fiji and New Guinea) and 
Lord and Lady Stonehaven (New Guinea and Australia). The MacGregor collection is of particular 
significance and forms the majority of the entire Pacific collection. Missionary activity is 
exemplified by the collections of Reverend Frederick Bowie and his wife Jeannie Mutch who 
were in Vanuatu in 1896-1933. As with some other donors, their collection includes personal 
notebooks and photographs. 

Glasgow Museums 

Glasgow Museums Pacific collection contains just over 3,000 objects from across the region, 
collected from the late 18th century to the present day, including a significant number of rare or 
unique artefacts ƻŦ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǎǘ ƻōƧŜŎǘ ƛǎ ŀ aņƻǊƛ ŦǊŜŜ-standing ancestral 
figure, one of only six acknowledged to exist, brought to Britain after 1780 by Midshipman 
Samuel Folker. Also in the collection are the only known surviving ceremonial turtle posts from 
Dauar Island, part of a large donation from Torres Straits and Papua New Guinea gifted by 
wƻōŜǊǘ .ǊǳŎŜ ƛƴ мууфΦ .ǊǳŎŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ DƭŀǎƎƻǿ ǎƘƛǇΩǎ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊ ŀƴŘ [ƻƴŘƻƴ aƛǎǎƛƻƴŀǊȅ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ 
teacher who lived and worked on Mer Island with his family. In addition to historical artefacts, 

the collection boasts fine examples of contemporary Pacific art including pieces by Tom Deko 
and Chimbu artist Mathias Kauage OBE, both of Papua New Guinea, and Alick Tipoti of Torres 
Strait Islands. 

National Museums Scotland 

There are around 5,000 objects from the Pacific in the World Cultures collection of National 
Museums Scotland. The collection had its beginnings in the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, 
the University of Edinburgh Natural History Museum and the Royal Society of Edinburgh. It 
contains early voyage material including objects from the journeys of Captain James Cook (1772-
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79) and Captain Beechey (1825-28). Since the founding of the Royal Museum in 1854, Pacific 
material has been actively collected through links with Scottish soldiers, missionaries, traders, 
explorers and emigrants. The collection encompasses domestic material, clothing and personal 
ornament, textiles (including an extensive collection of barkcloth), weapons, tools, model boats 
and musical instruments. Particular objects are associated with important individuals, such as 
Tahitian artefacts from the late 19th century brought to Scotland by Princess Titaua of Tahiti 
after her marriage to George Darsie of Fife. The museum continues to acquire both historical 
and contemporary material. 

Perth Museum and Art Gallery 

The World Cultures collection of Perth Museum and Art Gallery has its origins with the Perth 
Literary and Antiquarian Society and was substantially amassed in the nineteenth century. There 
are around 450 artefacts from the Pacific collected by surgeons, sea captains, travellers and 
entrepreneurs from Perth. These individuals collected wherever they travelled and sent items 
back to their home town for study and display. One of the key collectors was surgeon David 
Ramsay, who was active in the Pacific throughout the 1820s and 30s. He acquired nearly 40 
objects including many items from New Zealand, as well as artefacts from Fiji and the Society 
LǎƭŀƴŘǎΦ hŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ƴƻǘŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ wŀƳǎŀȅ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǊŜ ŀ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ aņƻǊƛ ŦŜŀǘƘŜǊ Ŏƭƻŀƪ ŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ 
in ƪņƪņǇǁ όƴƛƎƘǘ ǇŀǊǊƻǘύ ŦŜŀǘƘŜǊǎ, and a ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ¢ŀƘƛǘƛŀƴ ƳƻǳǊƴŜǊΩǎ ŎƻǎǘǳƳŜΦ 
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1.4 Materials used in the Pacific region 
 
The following is an overview of a selection of materials found in Pacific artefacts: 
 
Coconut 
Coconut is used across the Pacific although is comparatively less prevalent in artefacts from 
Papua New Guinea, West Papua, and New Zealand. 
 
Coconut fibre has a distinctive orange or copper colour. It is often found in the form of cordage 
used as a binding or a suspension cord and may comprise two sections twisted together or three 
or more sections braided. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fibres from different parts of the coconut are used as a raw material. It is not uncommon to see 
ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŎƻƛǊΩ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ƳǳǎŜǳƳ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŎƻŎƻƴǳǘ ŦƛōǊŜΦ  Specifically, coir is the 
raw material found between the hard internal shell and the outer coat of a coconut.  
 

 
 
 

Section of coconut husk from 
Kiribati, National Museums 
Scotland (A.1917.51) 

Coconut fibre binding on 
ceremonial adze, Cook Islands, 
National Museums Scotland 
(A.1956.1028) 

Detail of braided coconut fibre 
twine, Fiji, Perth Museum & Art 
Gallery (1977.1376) 
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Coconut shell has a distinctive in appearance. It is rich brown in colour flecked with lighter 
brown and is often worked to have a smooth finish. Shells can be split in two to make cups for 
domestic use as well as more formal occasions such as kava drinking ceremonies. Cups may be 
plain or carved depending on the provenance and use, but the material is still recognisable.  

 
 
 
 
 
Coconut shell is also used for spoons which again range from completely plain to highly 
decorative examples. Coconuts can be fashioned into a water carrier either with the eyes of the 
coconut cut out to make holes or a small top segment removed. 
 
The shell of a coconut is sometimes seen split into sections to make arm ornaments (as in 
Vanuatu) and cut into shapes to decorate larger items (such as on ŀ ¢ŀƘƛǘƛŀƴ ƳƻǳǊƴŜǊΩǎ 
costume). Young or immature coconuts are much smaller and are used in a variety of ways such 
as for carved figures in the Gulf of Papua New Guinea and for practical purposes as a stopper on 
the end of a quiver from Tahiti. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Coconut shell cup, Fiji, National Museums 
Scotland (A.1900.481) 

Carved coconut shell arm 
ornaments, south Vanuatu, 19th 
century, National Museums 
Scotland (A.1895.413.42) 

Quiver and arrows with stopper of an 
immature coconut, Tahiti, Society Islands, 18th 
or early 19th century, Perth Museum & Art 
Gallery (1978.173) 
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Sennit 
This term refers to a type of cordage formed by plaiting strands of dried fibre or grass. The raw 
material does not necessarily have to be coconut.  
 
Barkcloth 
Barkcloth is a soft felt-like material made from the beaten bark of a tree, usually paper 
mulberry. At one time it was made across the Pacific however the increased availability of 
cotton cloth impacted on production in the 19th century. The term tapa is often used 
interchangeably with the word barkcloth but there are many local names specific to different 
cultural areas. Barkcloth continues to be made in some areas today and is used in work by 
contemporary Pacific artists and fashion designers. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Barkcloth (kapa) from the Hawaiian Islands, 
National Museums Scotland (A.UC.391) 

Barkcloth from Tahiti, Society 
Islands, 18th century, National 
Museums Scotland (A.UC.442) 

Barkcloth (masi), Fiji, late 19th 
century, Perth Museum & Art 
Gallery, (1978.2376) 
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Pearl shell 
Pearl shell is used for decorative inlay as well as in dress and adornment. For the latter they can 
be cut or used whole as in breast ornaments. White lip oyster shell is used for elaborate inlay in 
the western Solomon Islands, in canoe models and bowls from Manihiki in the Cook Islands, and 
in artefacts from Palau in Micronesia. Gold lip oyster shell has a soft gold colour and is often 
seen worked into a crescent shape in Papua New Guinea and West Papua where it is used as a 
shell valuable in local exchange systems. This is called kina in Papua New Guinea, which has 
been the name for modern currency in the country since 1975. Gold lip shell is also used for 
breast ornaments in the Torres Strait Islands and the Solomon Islands. Black lip oyster shell has a 
dark edge and is more commonly found in artefacts from the Society Islands and surrounding 
areas. 
 

 
 
       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Detail of pearl shell neck 
ornament on cord of braided 
coconut fibre and human hair, 
Kiribati, Perth Museum & Art 
Gallery (1977.1712) 

Detail of pearl shell inlay on shield, 
Solomon Islands, National 
Museums Scotland (A.1948.425) 

Canoe model with pearl shell 
inlay, Manihiki, Cook Islands, 
National Museums Scotland 
(A.1902.73) 
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Haliotis shell 
Also termed abalone, the inside of this shell has a distinct blue-tinged iridescent appearance. It 
is used in a number of Mņori artefacts as inlay for eyes in wood carving, hei tiki figures, and 
other examples of taonga (Mņori treasures). Haliotis is also used in composite Mņori fish hooks, 
particularly as lining for a curved piece of wood which forms the body of the hook. The reflective 
nature of the shell means it acts as an effective lure. The MņƻǊƛ ǘŜǊƳ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ haliotis shell is 
paua. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
Photo: hei tiki, Aberdeen 
 
 
 

Gold lip shell with attachment of 
spondylus shell discs (pink coloured 
shell commonly seen on Melanesian 
artefacts), Papua New Guinea, 19th 
century, National Museums Scotland 
(A.1882.91.77) 

Black lip shell breast ornament, 
Society Islands, 18th or early 19th 
century, Perth Museum & art Gallery 
(1977.1417) 

Fish hook with haliotis (abalone; paua) 
shell, New Zealand, collected mid-19th 
century, National Museums Scotland, 
(V.2007.300) 

Hei tiki pendant of greenstone with eyes inlaid with 
haliotis shell (abalone; paua), New Zealand, 19th century, 
University of Aberdeen Museums (ABDUA: 4034) 
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