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Introduction 
 
The Upper Karawari region of the Sepik River in 
Papua New Guinea (PNG) is home to some of the 
most remote people in the world. Originally residents 
of the caves and jungled foothills of the Central 
Range, they started to move down to the tributaries 
that run south of the Sepik River barely  sixty years 
ago. At the time, there were promises of government 
services, but none of these have yet materialized. 
Even today, few missionaries, and fewer still NGO 
workers or tourists have visited the Konmei, 
Arafundi, Wogupmeri, and Krosmeri Rivers, where these once-nomadic headhunters 
have come to settle.  
 
The entire complex of intersecting tributaries loosely referred to as the ‘Upper 
Karawari’ ranges some 85 kilometres across the southern end of the Sepik 
floodplains. In the centre of this complex live the Inyai, Awim, Ewa and Meakambut 
people, a cluster of tribes on the Upper Karawari and Upper Arafundi Rivers. Of 
them, only the small band of Meakambut people, numbering 52 in all, remain 
nomadic hunter-gatherers, living most of their time in the limestone caves and 
shelves of the foothills behind the Arafundi.   
 
The past is a visible backdrop to all these people. The limestone escarpments on the 
horizon are riddled with caves where they once buried their dead, initiated their 
young men and sheltered from their enemies. Now they enjoy better access to the 
government stations, but still have no schools, no aid posts and no reliable sources 
of cash income to pay for either. Indeed, their last good revenue came from selling 

the old carvings that 
once decorated the 
caves to art collectors 
and opportunists just 
before Independence 
(in sales of antiquities 
that would now be 
illegal).  
 
These carvings now 
form the centrepieces 
of some of he world’s 
best Oceanic art 
collections, including 
an entire Karawari 
yipwon exhibition in the 
Museum de Kulturen of 
Basel Switzerland (see 
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Kaufman 2003), and the celebrated Jolika collection at the De Young Museum in San 
Francisco (see Bigelow 2005). 
 
This book proposes to tell the story of these Upper Karawari-Arafundi people, and 
their engagement with the world art market, both during the colonial era and the 
present. It is a story that brings together archaeology, anthropology and rock art, and 
touches on issues at the fore of all the fields. Most importantly, it describes the efforts 
of a team of indigenous Papua New Guinean fieldworkers, conducting research with 
the assistance of these remote villagers, as part of a campaign to save their forest, 
their livelihood, and their cultural heritage, while introducing them to the cash 
economy.  
 
Background 

 
The Meakambut are one of the last hunter-gathering communities in PNG, and likely 
the sole remaining cave dwellers. Their downriver neighbours along the Arafundi are 
only settlers, described at contact (some sixty years ago) as being “that supposed 
rarity among tropical forest peoples, a group living almost exclusively by hunting and 
gathering” (Roscoe and Telban 2004:1; cf. Bailey et al. 1989).  
 
In 1966, the Meakambut became the last community to be met and recorded by the 
regional administration (Roscoe and Telban Ibid:3; ABN 1963:2, 1966a:8). According 
to Haberland (1966:60), and Telban (1997:26), these headhunting communities were 
always in a state of defensive alertness, aware that neighbours could be enemies at 
any time. The last large-scale fight on record was as recently as 1972 (Foley 
1991:15; Forge 1959b: 1; Telban 1998:148).  
 
But apart fropm a few brief government patrols, few outsiders have explored the 
Upper Arafundi, Kararwari or Krosmeri Rivers. Slovenian anthropologist Borut Telban 
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has worked extensively with the Ambonwari people of nearby Konmei River (1993, 
1997a, 1997b), and produced the only book-length ethnography of the area. He has 
also conducted two scoping trips through the Upper Karawari-Arafundi region with 
anthropologist Paul Roscoe (Roscoe and Telban 2004). Nevertheless, the historic-
ethnographic record is still very sketchy, and our research hopes to fill in the blanks. 
 
In 1987 archaeologists Paul Gorecki and Rhys Jones identified a series of ten rock 
shelters in the high limestone escarpments behind the Upper Arafundi village of 
Awim. They describe these caves as being covered with panels of stencilled and 
painted images (Gorecki and Jones 1987), in one case noting “more than 60 metres 
of cave wall or roof are decorated with continuous panels of art” (Ibid:2). It is no 
wonder that, “[i]n the opinion of Gorecki, who has had extensive experience of 
archaeological work in Papua New Guinea, these constitute the greatest example of 
rock art in the whole of Melanesia” (Ibid:3).  
 
TO SEPIK RIVER 

 
    TO ENGA PROVINCE, CENTRAL RANGE 

 
 
These Awim caves contain stencils of hands, feet, seashells, animal paws, even 
graphic designs. Until recently, these were the only known cave images in the area. 
But since our team of indigenous ethnographers, led by myself, an American 
anthropologist, started working in the area almost a year ago, it has become clear 
that they are only a fraction of the total cave art complex. We now know that the 
several language groups that range from the Upper Karawari to the Upper Arafundi 
River area share this stone painting tradition, and that there are more than 250 caves 
running across 85 kilometres of mountain walls. 
 
Our company, Nancy Sullivan Ltd, is an ethnographic consulting company based in 
Madang, Papua New Guinea, dedicated to anthropological research by and for 
Papua New Guineans. The company has been in existence for ten years, and relies 
on former students of mine from the local Divine Word University to conduct a range 
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government, NGO and private social research in PNG. Since receiving a John Simon 
Guggenheim grant in 2007, we have sent a series of teams into the Upper Karawari-
Arafundi region to find and record these caves, and to collect the stories associated 
with them into a broad ethnography of the area. Thanks to the Guggenheim, and to 

Conservation and Research grants from the National 
Geographic Society, we’ve accomplished quite a lot 
of this so far. But when we started, we had no idea of 
the scope of the project before us.  
 
So much is yet to be recorded, and yet can tentatively 
say that these caves constitute the largest rock art 
complex in the southern hemisphere. We cannot 
know heir antiquity for certain (although we are 
currently trying to date them by new methods), but 
the interesting feature of the complex, for us, as 
ethnographers, is that it represents a continuous 
cultural phenomenon, not something that stopped in 
prehistory and was discovered of late. Here, unlike 
anywhere else in the world, we can actually sit down 
with the living descendants of these cave artists, 

many of whom continue to stencil the rock ledges today. Whereas we have to 
surmise the meaning of images in Lascaux, or Altamira, we can ask their makers in 
the Upper Karawari caves. 
 
The ethnographic context 
 
The people of the Upper Karawari-Arafundi Rivers consist of three main tribes-- the 
Inyai, the Awim and the Yimas, all of whom formerly occupied the hills behind their 
current locations. These mobile communities formed loose villages that, until 
recently, occupied the rainforest tablelands around the Upper Arafundi and its 
tributaries. They occupied these rock shelters and caves in seasonal rotation with 
hunting shelters, and would spend longer periods of time in the caves for ceremonial 
and mortuary purposes.  

 
Local government 
patrols first made 
contact with this area 
peoples in the 
nineteen sixties.  At 
that time, the 
population density 
was as low as one 
person per 5 km2.  

The area has never been extensively patrolled, and the first record of exploration 
comes from the MacGregor Gold Prospecting Expedition which passed through in 
1928. They were followed by several reconnaissance trips carried out by Catholic 
missionaries as well as Australian military officers during WWII. Missionary influence 
ended what is said to have been incessant inter-tribal warfare, and headhunting was 
eradicated by the late 1960s (Haberland 1966:44) 
 
Some documentary evidence of the region can be found in the Angoram and Amboin 
Patrol post reports and census data of the pre-Independence period. We find from 
these, for example, that the Upper Arafundi settlements were seen to be dispersed 
and the people always on the move from one garden to the next (ABN 1962:7, 
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1963:10). Their houses were more of the highlands variety, it is recorded, built on the 
ground rather than stilts (ABN 1967a:4).  

 
Our research is most indebted to the work of 
Slovenian anthropologist, Borut Telban, whose 
ethnography of the lower Arafundi people in 
Ambonwari, a well as brief surveys of the 
Upper Arafundi villages of  Awim, Imanmeri, 
Meakambut, and Wamblamas, represents the 
most comprehensive ethnographic record of 
the area to date. Prior to Telban, E. Haberland 
produced a brief ethnography (1966) of the Arafundi people based 

on a total of five days spent in five Upper Arafundi villages during 1961 and 1963. His 
assessment of the region’s material culture was poor, and he lamented that "It is 
difficult to collect artefacts that were more than quickly thrown-together bast pieces, 
little sharpened sticks, or simple baulks of timber" (Haberland Op cit:45). 
 
Male initiation was customary across the Arafundi and Karawari communities. A 
contemporary resurgence in the practice has drawn Arafundi men to the few 
Karawari villages that still conduct the full initiation ceremony. But prior to 
Independence in 1974, each clan and/or village would initiate their own young men, 
secluding them, to begin with, for about a week. Awim and Meakambut, foe 
examples, would house their initiates in rock shelters to instruct them in clan 
esoterica and skills like flute playing or sago bark painting. This is where the youths 
also had their penes bled by having cane reeds shoved into the urethra. The initiates  
would then cover their palms with the blood and press handprints along the cave 
walls (Sullivan 1998).  
 
The bark paintings that decorate the men’s houses are also associated with male 
initiation (Haberland Op cit:44). They are made from sago trunk leaves, roughly 130 
by 40 centimeters, which are flattened and cleaned before being bound by rattan 
loops to vertical sticks and directly to the 
house walls. Using charcoal, lime, and 
brown and white clays, they are elaborate 
spiral and animal motifs, some more 
anthropomorphic than others, and each 
connected with the maker’s clan (Ibid:43-
44, Table 13).  It is assumed that the 
designs function as mneumonic devices 
for clan stories, as is the case for so 
many Sepik carvings and paintings. Much 
like the rock stencils and prints, these are 
non-transportable works and remain 
important features of the area’s cultural 
heritage. 
 
Elsewhere on mainland PNG and it’s 
islands caves and rock shelters have 
been dated back to 40.000 BP. But while 
the geological formations of the Karawari 
caves are not as ancient as this, and not 
conductive for the formation of 
archaeological deposits or middens, they are unique amongst PNG cave sites for 
being covered with major rock art friezes, mainly painted and stencilled (see Gorecki 
and Jones 1987 for the earliest report).  
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A book 
 
Our proposed book is the story of these caves and our work with these communities. 
It differs from a conventional ethnography because it involves Papua New Guinean 
researchers. But it also has classically appealing elements, like remote nomadic 
people, echoes of human history, and the contrast of a blue-chip Oceanic art market. 
In one sense, this is a story of global connections; but perhaps more importantly it is 
a story of local relationships, including the benevolence of riverside communities 
when they heard the Meakambut were coming out of the bush---they collected pots, 
pans, steel axes and bushknives to help their country cousins establish their first 
village.  This was more generosity than any government or donor agency had ever 
shown them. 
 
It is also the story of a team of PNG ethnographers and their local assistants who 
spent a year trekking to and recording more than two hundred caves; and how they 
struggled to pitch the idea of conservation to communities where the only source of 
income is selling tree bark to Indonesians for $1 a kilo. It is about eccentric 
archaeologists, benefactors, photographers and filmmakers descending upon these 
villagers and their caves, causing infinite confusion about their motives, their 
rewards, and even their eating habits in these Upper Karawari villages.  
 

As the principal author, I 
will be writing the majority 
of the book, and editing 
contributions in the form of 
first-person essays from 
my fellow team members. 
To bring readers as close 
to the field as possible, we 
will also excerpt from 
transcribed interviews 
some of the Babel-like 
communication that really 
goes on in the field. Some 
instances are almost 
cinematic. When the 
nomadic Meakambut came 
to meet our team for the 

first time, for example, we were accompanied by visiting archaeologists and a 
philanthropic Spanish art patron, who wanted nothing more than to make ‘first 
contact’ with a remote New Guinea tribe.  
 
As the Spaniard pumps the hand of our Meakambut friend, he explains to the Chilean 
archaeologist, in Spanish, how pleased he is to meet the man and his people, as he 
has travelled thousands of miles to be with them. The Chilean translates this to 
English for me, who in turn translates it to Pidgin for another villager, who then 
speaks in Mekambut language. By this time, however, the Spaniard is opening boxes 
of costume jewelry to bequeath to these nomadic people, which elicits snickers of 
disgust from one of the Chilean archaeologists who prefers to tell us all in English 
how patronizing this is—‘like a Hollywood move.’ Still, an older Mekambut gent likes 
a pair of  gold clip earrings enough o try one in his septum.  
 
All fieldwork is made up of this kind of Babel, really. We set off sparks of 
miscommunication all the time, even when a fieldworker speaks the local language 
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and the host community has absorbed him into 
their fold. It is part of the job. The intersection of 
so many motives, and so many partial 
collaborations, can be a disaster of huge social 
and political proportions. But sometimes it is 
not. We believe that this is one of those 
idiosyncratically positive instances, where good 
timing, good intentions and hard work might 
actually be mutually rewarding for everyone 
involved.  
 
The overall narrative of the book should run 

chronologically from the first timer I was made aware of Karawari art in the Oceanic 
art market, to the many treks throughout these mountain ledges, and culminating in a 
short-term fellowship for one of our team leaders, Josh Meraveka, at the Jolika 
Collection at the De Young Museum in San Francisco this November. It’s a full circle, 
with plenty of diversions. 
 
Readers will follow a few key characters-- like Fidelis, an Awim Village sorcerer who 
clears our way to several caves by performing small purification ceremonies; and 
Lawrence, a relative of my kids from nearby Yimas, who does everything he can to 
sabotage the project—even inviting a Malaysian timber concession into the area, 
until he suddenly sees the better opportunity, and becomes our staunchest 
supporter.  
 
Then there is Antonio, the eccentric 
Spaniard and bon vivant; Edmundo, the 
Easter Island archaeologist who brings 
his team, including his Polynesian wife 
and son (who, not surprisingly, drives 
the village girls crazy).  There is 
Sandra, the narcissistic village wife 
whose wholly fictitious gossip incites a 
couple of bushknife-wielding dramas 
between team members and village 
men. But the central character is always 
the Upper Karawari region in general, 
and how it comes to accept and assimilate our project’s ambitions into its own.  
 
We think that the nature of this project, its participants, subject communities, and 
politics, make an excellent story for a general readership. It is compelling because it 
is complex, layered, and sometimes unsettling, but this is the nature of anthropology. 
If we wish to convey our findings to a general public, it does no service to 
anthropology to simplify the storyline. In a discipline dedicated to diversity and 
exceptions to the rule, our best stories are the difficult ones, the ones that we share 
amongst ourselves at symposia and pubs. These are the stories of cultural 
persistence, of how deeply we commit to our culture’s assumptions, and how hard it 
is (not to mention laughable) to see that what we consider natural is really learned 
behavior.  
 
This project represents an important intersection of ethnographic and archaeological 
data. Rarely do experts have the chance to learn from a contemporary population the 
methods and meanings of historic material, whatever its antiquity. Here we have 
cave inhabitants in the Meakambut, and their recently resettled neighbours, 
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representing one of the longest continuing cultural traditions for the South Pacific, if 
not the world. 
 
My own adopted children come from the lower Karawari village of Yimas, and I have 
spent twenty years coming and 
going from the area. When I visited 
the Jolika collection in 2005, the first 
thing that struck me was how little 
the Karawari people know about the 
circulation of their artefacts today, 
and what they mean for their own 
patrimony, not to mention 
humankind’s. Too little is known 
about the region, and the peoples’ 
origins; and what little historical 
material exists is now threatened by 
environmental and social erosion.  
 
The need 
 
Our research company calls itself ‘anthropology for development’, and that is what 
we have been conducting for more than a decade now. We are primarily committed 
to making cultural particulars of PNG benefit the subject communities. This project 
presents a classic case of government neglect, which over time has left the region 
desperate for any kind of development, however short-sighted it may seen. 
Conspiracy theorists might go so far as to say this has been the plan by provincial 
and national players with an interest in large-scale logging, because over the last few 
years people in the Upper Karawari have become resigned about losing their forest 
in order to gain education and health services. 
 
Our project hopes to prove this wrong. We want to create options for these people 
that will allow them to remain stewards of their cave art, and educated hunters, 
farmers and entrepreneurs in their own land. By establishing base camps in the area, 
we have begun to interest the villagers in a kind of scientific tourism at their caves, 
which may forestall their capitulation to large scale resource extraction for the time 
being.  
 
Papua New Guinea compels even the most wealthy subsistence communities to 
work for cash because both education and health services are not free.  Families 

who otherwise live off the land need to make at least 
K100 (about $40) per year to put one child through 
primary school, and pay somewhere between 50 
cents and $10 for clinic visits.  When our fieldworkers 
first contacted the most remote of these cave 
owners, the Meakambut, they agreed to give us their 
stories, and put their caves on record, if we could 
help send one or two kids through school.  
 
Our involvement in these communities has 

enveloped us in networks of obligation that will never really be finished. We believe 
that this is the way anthropology must be conducted in PNG today, with indigenous 
participants becoming embedded in the lives of their subjects over the long haul. 
Only in this way can we find the most meaningful data, and instantiate programs that 
will really survive over time. Anthropology for development means creating 
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sustainable alternatives, and not allowing tractors to rust in a field somewhere, only 
to be replaced by new tractors when another donor agency drafts a new solution.   
 
The particulars of anthropology cannot be forfeited in he field of development. What 
makes one community different from the next is what will allow one project to flourish 
here and flop elsewhere. Nonetheless, the world is replete with intelligent 
popularizers today. Everyone from economists to ornithologists to rock stars offers 
‘anthropological’ wisdom to a general public, sometimes culled from dubious field 
notes. A vacuum we as anthropologists created, for fear of being misunderstood, or 
worse, politicized, has now been filled by popularizers who seem better at aphorisms 
than methodological accuracy. It is time for anthropologists must take back their field 
with accessible and informative stories---ones that neither simplify the subject matter 
nor reaffirm truths we already know. The field is rich in exceptional cases, in 
idiosyncratic situations that defy our assumptions all the time. We need to make this 
clear without fear of being misquoted, and the only way to do so is by writing a better 
book. 
 
The very reason dedicated anthropologists teach Anthro 101 to sometimes 
disinterested freshmen is because they are convinced that this kind of information 
must be injected into the public discourse. There is so much to learn from finely-
grained descriptions of culture, and of Melanesian cultures (I would argue) in 
particular. Because I chose to work in development and remain in the field, my 
teaching experience has been a little different. I teach eager  Papua New Guineans 
about anthropology, and about what social sciences are saying about them, and what 
the world continues to learn from this mecca of cultural diversity that is PNG. 
University students in PNG are never bored (and this is no reflection of a teacher’s 
skill, believe me). For young people guaranteed to work in ‘development’ somehow, 
every morsel of data is ammunition in the fight against hidebound foreign aid workers 
who continue to impress European models on the Melanesian culture, and speak 
patronizingly about the cultural evolution of the country. Those university students 
lucky enough to have an ethnography written about their home community can 
sometimes be heard defiantly explaining the concepts of ‘incremental exchange’ and 
the obligations of a ‘mother’s brother’ to kindly Europeans busily charting their 
‘poverty’ measures.  
 

This book can provide the Karawari 
people with a durable record of their 
history, and the terra firma to stand up 
to destructive development schemes. 
Even as our work  will assist in 
establishing provenance for the Jolika 
and other Oceanic art collections, we 
hope t it can redirect attention to the 
living carvers, painters, and their 
cultural futures. Oceanic art can and 
should no longer ignore the 
ethnographic context, or diminish it in 
the face of aesthetic values. When the 
living descendants of tradition face 
global economic forces as powerful as 

multinational logging interests, they have nowhere else to turn but back to their old 
chums in the art world. By every precept of reciprocity, it is now time for Oceanic art 
to give back to its resource communities. Some of this can be accomplished through 
the telling of this story. 
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