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Anthropologist  
Robert Foster ‘rediscovers’  
cultural treasures  
of the Pacific Islands.

Hidden 
in 

Plaın Sight

By Susan Hagen 
Photographs by Adam Fenster

PIECE WORK: Kathryn Leacock, curator of collections  
at the Buffalo Museum of Science, examines  
a carved frigatebird from the P. G. T. Black Collection,  
a 6,200-piece trove purchased by the museum in 1938.
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‘Social Lives’ of Objects
The oldest collection of Pacific Islands artifacts in North America assembled by one person, 
the P. G. T. Black Collection had gone largely undocumented among anthropologists until 
Rochester professor Robert Foster undertook a project to share the objects with a wider 
audience. Foster is studying the more than 6,000 objects at the Buffalo Museum of Science to 
learn what they reveal about early encounters between Pacific Islanders and European trad-
ers, missionaries, officials, and tourists. “They’re not inert,” Foster says of the objects. “They 
have what I call ‘social lives’—and new meanings continually get attached to them.” (Numbers 
in parentheses represent the museum’s catalog IDs.)
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Lime Spatulas  Milne Bay Province, Mutuaga
Also by Mutuaga, the carved spatulas—for spooning a mix of 
crushed betel nuts and lime powder, a stimulant—are rubbed with 
lime powder for white pigment (C8335, 8337, 8339).

Man’s Head  Milne Bay Province, Mutuaga
A carving by Mutuaga, the only late 19th-century carver well 
known to collectors today (C11025).
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p a p u a  n e w  g u i n e a

AdAm Fenster (photogrAphs); steve Boerner For RochesteR Review (mAp)

S O L O M O N  I S L A N D S

Bougainville Island

Santa Cruz Islands

S o l o m o n  S e a

P a c i f i c  O c e a n

Mask New IrelaNd, creator uNkNowN
A tatanua mask—named for the dance in which it’s used—has hair 
made of plant fiber and eyes from snail shell (C8068).

Frigatebird SoloMoN ISlaNdS, creator uNkNowN
Made from painted wood, the ornamental carving depicts the 
famous tropical ocean bird in flight (C11813).

Fishing Net SaNta cruz ISlaNdS, creator uNkNowN
Complete with Black’s original identification tag, the implement is 
lined with thorns to ensnare fish (C8133).

Widow’s Cap Mt. VIctory area, creator uNkNowN
The hat, made from seeds of the plant Job’s tears, would be worn 
with a bodice from which a widow would remove a seed each day 
for a year as a symbol of mourning (C11139).

4_RochRev_July11_Features.indd   31 6/23/11   2:41 PM



32  ROCHESTER REVIEW  July–August 2011 AdAm Fenster (Foster); BuFFAlo museum oF science (BlAck)

R
obert Foster travels across the globe to do field 
research in Papua New Guinea. But one day a few years 
ago, following up on a footnote in a book, the profes-
sor of anthropology and of visual and cultural studies 
drove less than an hour west of Rochester to Buffalo—
and found there one of the largest and oldest collec-
tions of Pacific Islands artifacts anywhere in the world.

That 2006 discovery took place in the halls of the 
Buffalo Museum of Science. Although the museum had a couple dozen objects 
on display, when staff took Foster to the museum’s storeroom, he discovered 
thousands of pieces.

“I was stunned,” Foster says. “It was off the map. Buffalo’s not a place you’d 
expect Pacific Islands objects to be.”

The P. G. T. Black Collection—safely preserved at the museum for the last 
seven decades—contains some 6,200 objects from remote villages and colonial 
outposts across Melanesia, everything from stone axes and toys to fishing tools 
and spears. Although individual items had been displayed, a catalog of the col-
lection had never been published—and the 
trove of cultural treasures had remained 
virtually unknown among scholars.

“The collection provides a window into 
the early encounters between Pacific Is-
landers and traders, missionaries, and col-
lectors,” says Foster, an expert on the effects 
of globalization. “These objects reveal is-
landers’ innovative response to the influx 
of Europeans and 

PROFESSORS & COLLECTORS: 
Robert Foster (above) visits 
the Memorial Art Gallery, 
where items are on loan from 
the Black collection, named 
for the Australian inspector 
for a shipping firm (right) who 
collected the items between 
1886 and 1916.(Continued on page 41)
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new technolo-
gies around the turn of the 20th century.”

“It’s an unusual collection in that it em-
phasizes everyday objects more than exotic 
ritual objects,” Foster says. “I’ve speculat-
ed that in some ways it’s a ‘shadow’ collec-
tion, representing objects that were being 
replaced at the time by what Europeans 
were bringing in.”

P. G. T. Black, the collector, was a branch 
inspector for Burns, Philp & Co., a trading 
and shipping firm based in Sydney, Austra-
lia. He acquired the objects—pieces used 
by Pacific Islanders at the time—between 
1886 and 1916, and in 1938 the Buffalo Mu-
seum of Science bought, sight unseen, the 
40 crates they filled.

There are some structural reasons for 
the collection’s low profile, Foster says. 
Anthropology as a discipline was, until the 
1920s or ’30s, much more institutionally 
associated with museums than it is today, 
and the ties that did remain tended to con-
cern archaeology. The Buffalo Museum of 
Science is independent of all of the area’s 
universities.

Lacking proper documentation, the 
Black collection remained relatively un-
known even among Pacific studies special-
ists. The problem, Foster explains, is that 
without accurate records of where and un-
der what circumstances objects were ac-
quired, scholars have lacked crucial context 
for the objects.

But a lucky break and some timely ad-
vocacy by museum staff and Foster have 
solved the mystery. After tracking down Black’s grandson in Cali-
fornia during the mid-1990s, a former museum curator discovered 
that the family owned three trunks of papers, including material 
from the period when Black was collecting. In 2010, following in-
quiries from Foster, Black’s great-grandson donated the original 
diaries to the museum. From these documents—itineraries, really, 
says Foster—and other material in the Australian archives, Foster 
has been able to piece together some of the missing background 
on the collection.

The National Endowment for the Humanities and the American 
Council of Learned Societies have both awarded Foster fellowships 
to support his project of sharing the riches of the collection with 

a wider audience. His scholarly sleuthing 
will culminate in a book, 

an online catalog, and a 
museum exhibit, Jour-

neys into Papua, that 
opens September 
17 in celebration 
of the museum’s 

150th anniversary.
The collaboration 

is a “match made in heaven,” says 

Kathryn Leacock, curator of 
collections at the museum. “He 
provides the research, we have 
the collection.”

Foster anticipates that the 
insights culled from the collec-
tion will eventually come full 
circle. He’s working with senior 
researchers at the Australian 
Museum, the National Gallery 
of Australia, and the Australian National University on ways to in-
corporate the objects from the Black collection into regional proj-
ects. Such initiatives, he says, will help make the artifacts accessible 
to the communities from which they originated and provide a rich 
set of resources for constructing local histories.

“It’s amazing when you think of these objects that were created 
in New Guinea in the 1890s and then went to Australia, and then 
to Buffalo and then—for those that were part of other exhibitions—
New York or San Francisco or Washington, D.C.,” says Foster.

“They’re not inert. They have what I call ‘social lives’—and new 
meanings continually get attached to them.”r

Additional reporting by Kathleen McGarvey

(Continued from page 32)

DOCUMENTED COLLECTION: 
A museum drawer holds 
examples of earrings and 
other ornaments from 
Central Province, Papua New 
Guinea (above, top), part of a 
collection that also includes 
Black’s meticulously kept 
diaries (above and inset).
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