
NEW CALEDONIAN KANAK SPIRIT FIGURE
A FINE NEW CALEDONIAN KANAK SPIRIT FIGURE

THE WOOD CARVED WITH STONE TOOLS EVIDENCED BY PARALLEL INDENTATIONS ALONG THE SURFACE 

APPLICATIONS OF CANDLENUT OIL MIXED WITH RED OCHRE TOGETHER WITH A LONG PERIOD OF RITUAL HANDLING HAS
PRODUCED A WARM GLOSSY RICH RED BROWN SILKY PATINA

SMALL LONGITUDINAL CRACK TO BACK OF THE HEAD

EARLY 19TH CENTURY

 

SIZE: 30.5CM HIGH - 12 INS HIGH / 35CM HIGH - 13¾ INS HIGH (WITH BASE)
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LITERATURE

NAMED NEW CALEDONIA BY CAPTAIN COOK IN 1774 THE ISLANDS FROM THE EARLY 19TH CENTURY ONWARDS BECAME A
THEATRE OF MISSIONARY COMPETITION BETWEEN OPPOSING CHRISTIAN FAITHS. THIS EVANGELICAL ZEAL HAD

PROFOUND REPERCUSSIONS ENTAILING THE DISAPPEARANCE OF MANY CUSTOMS AS WELL AS THE IMPOVERISHMENT
AND TRANSFORMATION OF CULTURE AND ART. THE COLONISATION AND ANNEXATION OF NEW CALEDONIA BY FRANCE IN

1853 COMPLETED THE PROCESS.

     THESE MAGICAL STANDING STATUETTES COMMEMORATE AN ANCESTRAL SPIRIT WHICH PROVIDED PROTECTION TO
THEIR OWNERS, AND WERE SOMETIMES USED TO CONFER FERTILITY UPON A COUPLE. THEY WERE AMONGST THE FIRST

OBJECTS TO BE BROUGHT BACK BY 18TH CENTURY MARINERS AND MERCHANT TRADERS, AS CAN BE SEEN BY THEIR
EARLY PRESENCE IN EUROPEAN COLLECTIONS. COMMANDER AUGUST BERARD, A GOVERNMENT OFFICIAL IN CHARGE
OF THE PROTECTION OF RELIGIOUS MISSIONS AND WHALING STATIONS FROM 1842 - 1846 COLLECTED A SPIRIT FIGURE
IN 1845 THAT CAN BE VIEWED IN THE MONTPELLIER MUSEUM OF NATURAL HISTORY WHICH IS GREATLY COMPARABLE TO

THIS FINE EXAMPLE.

     IN 1841 ON OUVEA ISLAND THE SANDALWOOD TRADER CAPTAIN CHEYNE RECORDED ‘ONE DAY ON THE SHORE, I
OBSERVED THE KING HAVING TWO WOODEN FIGURES IN FRONT OF HIM, REPRESENTING A MALE AND A FEMALE ABOUT 9

INCHES IN LENGTH, TO WHOM HE SEEMED TO ADDRESS DEVOTIONS’. IN 1864 THE MISSIONARY R.P. MONTROUZIER
NOTED THAT THESE FIGURES WERE OFTEN HIDDEN IN SPECIAL ENCLOSURES IN THE FOREST, ‘THE WIZARD GOES

SECRETLY TO THE PLACE IN THE FOREST WHERE THE LITTLE HUT IS AND THE RUDE HUMAN FIGURE. HE PUTS MATERIAL
IN THE MOUTH AND CLOSES IT AS IF TO SWALLOW IT’. THE FIGURINES WERE OFTEN KEPT CAREFULLY WRAPPED IN

FABRIC AND BINDINGS OF TAPA CLOTH AND FLYING FOX FUR, AS WERE THE HANDLES OF MANY KANAK CLUBS, AND THIS
CEREMONIAL WRAPPING WAS THOUGHT TO PRESERVE THE SPIRIT FIGURES MAGICAL POWER. OVER SIXTY OF THESE

SMALL ANTHROPOMORPHIC SCULPTURES EXIST IN MUSEUM AND PRIVATE COLLECTIONS, ALL OF A SIMILAR FORM AND
POSTURE, BUT OF A VARYING QUALITY OF CRAFTSMANSHIP SUGGESTING THAT THEY WERE MADE BY DOMESTIC

CARVERS ACCORDING TO NEED. THIS KANAK FIGURE WITH ITS ANIMATED POSTURE AND INTENSE EXPRESSION IS A
PARTICULARLY FINE EXAMPLE.

 
PROVENANCE

COLLECTED IN THE FIELD BY EMILE DEMARET PARIS. GENERAL INSPECTOR OF THE COLONIES IN 1930’S

ACQUIRED BY CHRISTINE VALLUET, PARIS

EX ENGLISH PRIVATE COLLECTION

CF: MUSÉE D'HISTOIRE NATURELLE DE MONTPELLIER (INV. NO. 1088) COLLECTED BY A. BERARD 1845



MUSÉE GUIMET D'HISTOIRE NATURELLE LYON (INV. NO. 2282)

MUSÉE DES BEAUX ARTS ANGOULÉME (INV. NO. 34.1518)

CHÂTEAU-MUSÉE BOULOGNE-SUR-MER (INV. NO. 988.3.179)

ALL THE ABOVE HAVE SIMILAR EXAMPLES
 


