
RARE POLYNESIAN AUSTRAL ISLANDS STONE CARVED SHALLOW LEAF SHAPED DISH ‘UMETE’
A FINE AND RARE POLYNESIAN AUSTRAL ISLANDS STONE CARVED SHALLOW LEAF SHAPED DISH ‘UMETE’ WITH A RAISED

LUG TO ONE END

TAMANU ‘COLLOPHYLLUM INOPHYLLUM’ WOOD

GLOSSY SMOOTH HONEY COLOURED BROWN PATINA

18TH CENTURY

SIZE: 76CM LONG, 35CM WIDE, 8CM HIGH - 30 INS LONG, 13¼ INS WIDE, 3 INS HIGH 
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LITERATURE

LESS IS KNOWN OF THE AUSTRAL ISLANDS TRADITIONAL CULTURE THAN OF ANY OTHER POLYNESIAN ISLANDS. THE
FATAL DISEASES INTRODUCED BY THE MISSIONARIES SHATTERED LOCAL COMMUNITIES AND REDUCED THE

POPULATION BY ABOUT 90 PER CENT OF THE THEIR FORMER SIZE. BY 1828 THERE WAS NO ONE LEFT ON RURUTU
ISLAND WITH ANY REAL EXPERIENCE OF CARVING ARTEFACTS. THUS THE ‘GOLDEN AGE’ OF AUSTRAL ISLANDS CARVING
WAS VERY SHORT-LIVED. IT HAD BEGAN IN 1820 WHEN THE ISLANDS WERE WELL POPULATED, NOT ALL OF WHOM WERE

ENGAGED IN CARVING, BUT FROM THE EVIDENCE OF PRESENT DAY MUSEUM COLLECTIONS THERE WAS A LARGE
NUMBER OF CRAFTSMEN PRODUCING BEAUTIFULLY CARVED PADDLES, BOWLS AND OTHER ARTEFACTS FOR SALE TO

THE VISITING MERCHANT TRADERS, WHALING VESSELS AND MISSIONARIES. OVER THE NEXT TWO DECADES THE
POPULATION WENT INTO A STUNNING CATACLYSMIC DECLINE WITH NINE OUT OF TEN PEOPLE DYING BETWEEN 1821

AND 1846 WHEN AROUND THIRTY MEN WERE LEFT WHO PRESERVED TRADITIONAL SKILLS AND PRACTICES.

     THE INTRODUCTION OF METAL TOOLS AND NAILS HELPED AND ALLOWED THIS BRIEF, BUT DRAMATIC
EFFLORESCENCE IN AUSTRAL CARVING. THE PROFUSELY ORNAMENTED ARTEFACTS FINDING A READY MARKET

AMONGST THE VISITORS TO THE ISLANDS. BEFORE THE BEGINNING OF THE 19TH CENTURY MUCH WAS LEFT PLAIN WITH
SUBTLE PARTLY CARVED SHAPES AS THE WOOD WAS STONE CARVED. W. ELLIS IN HIS ‘POLYNESIAN RESEARCHES’

(1829II:181) STATES THAT DISHES SUCH AS THIS EXAMPLE WERE USED TO RINSE THE HANDS BEFORE EATING. FOOD
WAS ALSO SERVED AND EATEN FROM WOODEN DISHES OF VARYING SIZES EACH WITH A DISTINCTIVE OVAL SHAPE AND
WITH A RAISED PROJECTION ON THE RIM AT THE WIDER END. SO IT IS PROBABLE THAT THESE DISHES WERE USED FOR

BOTH PURPOSES.

 
PROVENANCE

EX ENGLISH PRIVATE COLLECTION

CF: OLDMAN COLLECTION 1943 PLATE 24, NO. 454 AND ANOTHER SIMILAR SOLD IN DROUOT, PARIS, DECEMBER 9TH 1989
LOT 85

 


