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Chapter 9 

On the Substance of Surfaces: Situating Materials and Design in Melanesian 

Environments 

Graeme Were 

 

Introduction 

 

Imagine a shiny worktop surface made of the plastic laminate Formica; for many people born 

in the UK in the 1950s and 1960s, it will rekindle fond memories of their parents’ kitchen. 

Then imagine learning how these worktop surfaces had undergone a complete re-branding in 

the 21st century and are now regarded as sleek and desirable, must-have materials for architects 

and product designers for use in contemporary design. How have perceptions of these everyday 

surfaces and materials shifted so dramatically and what are the factors that led this laminate 

surface to be re-imagined in new ways? And, how might we re-imagine laminates beyond their 

function as hard-wearing and hygienic, towards thinking about them as material sites for the 

transformation of memory and the expression of new modes of living? 

 

This chapter will approach these questions through an ethnographic analysis of a woven leaf 

fibre basket recognised for its distinctive surface design. The basket has recently been revived 

and undergone innovation in the Papua New Guinea (PNG) Province of New Ireland, an island 

group lying to the northeast of the PNG mainland and a few degrees south of the equator, and 

so provides a fitting comparative study from which to reflect on surfaces from a Western/non-

Western perspective. I will conduct an anthropological analysis of the basket’s fibrous surface 

– its design, production and consumption by Nalik people in New Ireland – in order to engage 

with the politics of surfaces, and to consider what is at stake materially by pushing beyond 
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boundaries and interfaces (Tolia-Kelly 2013: 154). Here, the surface under scrutiny is a type 

of slightly coarse wrap surrounding a locally-produced basket, a kind of envelope or second 

skin, buffering the outer world and human body from the inner warp and wefts of the basket 

interior design and structure. In investigating the basket’s outer design, I will argue that its 

surface is akin to what Bruno (2014: 3) calls ‘the fabric of the visual’, the very skin of images 

and the space of circulation, as its materiality conjures complex relations to materials, objects, 

persons and environments. I will demonstrate how its surface operates as a material 

configuration between subjects and with objects (as challenged throughout this volume), a 

substance for mediating thought and action, revealing meanings, power relations, motivations 

and values. In framing my approach within the context of Melanesian material culture, this 

chapter intends to contribute to the emerging area of surface studies, alongside others in this 

volume, by providing ethnographic substance to J.J. Gibson’s (1979: 23) proclamation that: 

‘The surface is where most of the action is’. 

 

Surfaces, substances and material relations 

 

As Anusas and Simonetti (this volume) clearly articulate, there has been an upsurge of attention 

relating to surface studies in the humanities and social sciences. These studies have been 

situated in the disciplinary fields of art history, anthropology, architecture and archaeology, 

focusing on the ways in which surfaces take on vital importance in design communication, 

spatial dynamics, crafting activities, scientific thinking and responsive environments. A key 

contribution is by Amato (2013), who traces out a history of surfaces, looking at the way 

different surfaces have impacted on the social world and the transformations this has brought 

about. Of significance, Amato (2013) states how surfaces, through drawing, writing, weaving, 

pottery and metallurgy, have become material and symbolic means of self-making and self-
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definition. Surfaces, he adds, are a ‘wardrobe of being’ (ibid.: xv) transformed through human 

experience into concepts, images, symbols and language. This vitality of surfaces, as a space 

for action and thought, is also alluded to by Bruno (2014). She positions surfaces as the site of 

mediation, projection and transformation, the material configuration between subjects and with 

objects. Drawing on studies in the visual arts, architecture and film, Bruno situates surfaces as 

a form of dwelling in the material world, which both partition and connect.  

 

These theoretical developments in the emerging field of surface studies also reflect recent 

approaches in the anthropology of material culture which seek to collapse distinctions between 

persons and things; nature and culture. A series of key publications to recently challenge 

anthropological understandings of surface and form are by Ingold (2000, 2011, 2012). He 

explores the intimate relation between maker and material in the emergence of surfaces and 

forms as a means to engage more widely with theoretical questions about human thought and 

action. Challenging the conventional notion that crafting follows a template, a prescribed 

process in which craftspersons follow a set of skilled procedures to reach their objective (the 

final form of an object), Ingold argues that forms actually emerge in situ, as a flow of forces 

between maker and material as the basket-maker struggles with the natural resistance of her 

materials in the activity of weaving. 

 

Ingold’s approach emphasises the emergence of surface at its moment of inception: i.e. the 

moments in which surface emerges organically in the world as a form of ‘situated learning’ 

(e.g. Lave 1988). This approach limits surfaces to discreet interactions between maker and 

material, and does not consider, as both Barry (2010) and Tolia-Kelly (2013) have cogently 

pointed out, the wider political environments in which surfaces and matter are situated. 

Considering these environments has implications on the way we understand surfaces to 
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emerge; for example, how Formica was reinvented, beyond its physical role as a shiny clean 

buffer and to consider how it projects modernity and transforms memory. Taking inspiration 

from all these approaches, I will argue that surfaces condense a complex array of technical and 

social relations within what Ingold calls a ‘field of forces’, distilling an aggregate of dispersed 

thoughts and actions into forms as they emerge. Surfaces emerge, not just as a collaboration 

between maker and material, but also as an interaction with social, political, and historical 

conditions. As dispersed and connected forces, these also shape the substance of surfaces and 

so enable persons to perform in particular ways. Thus, we could say that surfaces are 

ontologically deep, offering a window into human experience as they emerge. 

 

My approach is congruent with the thinking of other anthropologists who have pointed to the 

wider political relations that influence and shape the emergence of synthetic materials in 

society. For example, O’Connor (2011), has examined how Lycra emerged in American society 

during the Baby-boomer era of the 1950s. Though not explicitly concerned with the the nature 

of surfaces, her approach does shed important light on the technical and social dimensions of 

surfaces, the way in which Lycra came into being through executive brainstorming sessions, 

consumer wear-testing, new factory mass production techniques and intensive marketing 

research campaigns which positioned Lycra as a superior stretch fibre for women. Importantly, 

O’Connor’s observes how Lycra emerged within a niche market that for American women, 

transformed body image as well as their patterns of consumption and wellbeing. Her work 

reflects Bruno’s (2014) insights on surfaces; that is, how surface can be understood as a form 

of dwelling, as productive and empowering spaces caught up in material relations, histories 

and processes of commodification.  

 



 

 

Following O’Connor’s ethnography of Western industrial design processes, I will extend my 

analysis of surfaces in New Ireland to encompass not just those surfaces in the immediacy of 

material relations but also to consider how power, politics, gender and economy are caught up 

in this field of forces acting as dynamic thresholds, boundary conditions and complex 

trajectories distributed across time and space. I will consider these surface conditions and how, 

in PNG, such surfaces act as sites of mediation, linked to modernity, self-fashioning and 

commodification. These linkages are important because what makes surfaces so important to 

Melanesian anthropology – of which this chapter is a contribution – is their relation to processes 

of display and the articulation of power. In her landmark essay on self-decoration in Mount 

Hagen, in Highlands New Guinea, Strathern (1979) argues that acts of self-decoration, in the 

form of ceremonial paint, feathers, grease and other substances during lifecycle events, elicits 

a sense of ancestral power, community well-being and clan cohesion. Surfaces are 

transformative through acts of display; the outcome of which political strength is revealed and 

made visible. She argues how there is more to self-decoration than simply the act of 

concealment: in contrast to western forms of self-decoration which aim to conceal the self 

through cosmetic application, Strathern claims that amongst Hageners, the act of concealment 

is about rendering the inner self visible and thus publicly knowable. The revelatory process not 

only obscures the outer public self, but in making the inner self visible attests to the spiritual 

well-being of the body, gifted by the ancestors and a symbol of the clan political strength and 

its success in ceremonial exchange.  

 

Much like Hageners who adorn their skins with paints and grease to express clan power, my 

approach will explore how Nalik women are transforming surfaces of baskets in order to re-

define social worlds and fashion themselves in particular ways. The transformation of surfaces 

in the Pacific is highly significant to empowerment and display, as Thomas’s (1999) study of 



 

 

the introduction of trade cloth to the region testifies. In his analysis of a poncho-like garment 

that emerged with cloth’s circulation by missionaries and colonial authorities, Thomas argues 

how cloth could be understood as a kind of technology for effecting new forms of thinking and 

being in the region. Cloth – as the fabric of the visual – brought with it the capacity to be 

transformed into new forms of clothing (e.g. cutting, stitching, sewing etc.) and was aligned, 

through material and visual connections, to colonial power relations through its exposure 

alongside other objects of power, such as guns, ships and government outposts. While not 

dealing explicitly with an analysis of surface, Thomas (1999) nevertheless demonstrates how 

forms of self-fashioning – such as techniques of wrapping of the body – require situating within 

wider social, religious and political environments beyond their physical transformation and re-

working. 

 

Drawing on the insights of Thomas (1999) and Strathern (1979) as well as surface studies 

theorists (e.g. Amato 2013; Bruno 2014), my approach will thus consider how surfaces should 

be taken seriously beyond surface-depth analyses (as surface evidence of emotional states or 

habits) – much as Hollander (1993) has argued in her important analysis of clothing. An 

anthropological analysis of surface, I contend, develops an appreciation of materiality in terms 

of shifting geographies, socio-technical schema and the very fabric of image-ness which is 

critical in order to fully grasp the operational logic of surfaces in Melanesian society. In order 

to do so, this chapter begins by giving a brief outline of some of the relevant transformations 

that have taken place in the Nalik area of New Ireland before moving on to consider the political 

and social environments in which surfaces are situated and the types of agency surfaces enable.  

 

Nalik people, materials and change  

 



 

 

The Nalik people are a matrilineal group of over 5000 Austronesian speakers who live in the 

northern part of New Ireland, Papua New Guinea along coastal settlements on the east and west 

coast of the island. They are organised around an exogamous clan-based system through which 

marriage alliances, exchange alliances and land are structured. Northern New Ireland is 

arguably most famous for the practice of malanggan, a complex set of funerary rites that take 

place to honour the dead. These rites involve elaborate feasting ceremonies that may commence 

several years after death and continue over several months. The term malanggan refers not 

only to the feasting ceremonies; but also to the carved wooden and fibre effigies that are 

displayed, fleetingly, during the mortuary feasts (Küchler 2002; Lewis 1969). Naliks continue 

to practice malanggan even though the region has undergone rapid change over the last century.  

 

One of the most salient changes in the region has been the influx of new materials, which has 

made a huge and highly visible impact on the material culture of the region, bringing with them 

new possibilities for design and, as Amato (2013) states, redefining environments and lives. 

Before colonialism and missionisation widened the availability of materials in the region, a 

multitude of different types of leaves, lianas, roots, barks and flowers had been used to adorn 

the body, often denoting rank and status in society, and establishing metaphors and symbols. 

Local textiles were produced for clothing and coverings, using a variety of locally available 

plant fibres, sometimes dyed using pigments extracted from plants or soil. Plant fibres, 

transformed into coarse, smooth, white, impermeable or shiny surfaces through processes of 

weaving, stitching, tacking or thatching offered protection from the sun, the rain as well as 

malevolent spirits, and thus were considered vital to the maintenance of the social body as well 

as the articulation of status and rank (e.g. Were 2013; Strathern 1979).   

 



 

 

With the establishment of Christian missions, the types of materials experienced by local 

people changed dramatically. The arrival of Methodist missionaries on the island in 1875 (and 

Catholic missionaries some years later) heralded the onset of widespread availability and 

adopting of trade cloth and second-hand clothing for utilitarian as well as ritual purposes. As I 

have demonstrated elsewhere (Were 2005), new materials such as trade cloth were adopted in 

a highly strategic manner according to colour, texture, pattern and so forth. For instance, items 

of clothing as well as ritual objects, such as wooden sculptures, incorporated tangible signs of 

western contact through the incorporation of red or chequered trade cloth, in discernible 

patterns and designs. As Thomas (1999) has argued, trade cloth became a vehicle for new ways 

of thinking and being, and was incorporated into the material culture in often innovative ways 

to express links to new forms of power. In New Ireland, the introduction of trade cloth impacted 

on the local production of barkcloth, so much so that until recently, barkcloth production in 

New Ireland was considered to have ceased entirely. 

 

With the social, political and ritual transformations taking place in the early twentieth century, 

marked by the uptake of western goods and materials, the post-World War Two era has equally 

seen a pattern of events that have led to further transformations. Since the 1950s, the region 

has been swept with revival activities known as kastom (Lindstrom 1993; Jolly 1992; Keesing 

1982 and many others). Kastom is a set of practices deemed to emanate from the ancestral past. 

These activities are considered to be invented, revised or idealised, and are generally deployed 

in specific contexts such as at times of death, marriage or birth. Kastom activities may be 

scrutinised, contested and their enactment may be deemed overtly political, and may – as is the 

case of New Ireland – be construed, until recently at least, as antithetical to mission life. 

 



 

 

Kastom activities have created a new public space for supporting the revival of traditional 

crafting activities and have fostered a new political economy of materials through the renewed 

production of plant materials using practices that are deemed ‘from the past’. This 

transformation is not unique to New Ireland; Bolton (1997), for example, has described how 

ni-Vanuatu women have revitalised traditional practices such as mat-making and basketry as a 

means to strengthen their relation to peles (locality/ island community). Similarly, in the Nalik 

region, kastom activities are orchestrated at lifecycle events led by chiefly men maimai, and 

increasingly, during visits from political dignitaries or at church opening ceremonies. I have 

previously described how the Baha’i faithful have become known as the key arbiters of kastom 

in some Nalik communities (Were 2010). Senior men and women – members of the faith – 

commit readily to organising performances of ancestral dances (singsing), the construction of 

special platforms and enclosures at mortuary feasting (malanggan), and the enactment of 

calendrical rites to bring or hold off rain. The outcome of investing resources and energy into 

enacting kastom is that it brings status to the organising clans, revitalises community life and 

so strengthens Nalik identity (which Naliks consider to be under threat of loss). Thus, there is 

a perceived status in reviving objects, images or performances deemed to emanate from the 

ancestral past. 

 

Basket, design, and innovation 

 

So far, I have presented a snapshot of some of the changes in New Ireland society relevant to 

my discussion of surfaces. Now I turn to baskets in order to situate this study of surfaces within 

a social, historical and political context.  

 



 

 

As functional items, baskets are one of the most salient and abundant products of Nalik 

everyday life used as containers. Even after significant social transformations have taken place 

in New Ireland, baskets have endured as readily available and disposable. They are generally 

constructed from the young green leaflets of the coconut palm – abundant in the region after 

the German colonial administration established copra plantations – and plaited using a simple 

diagonal warp and weft technique. There are some designed for placing rubbish in, those for 

transporting root crops from the garden, as well as cooked or uncooked food. 

 

Baskets also function as accessories for carrying personal possessions and are instrumental in 

modes of self-presentation. As permeable surfaces, baskets enable persons to reveal or conceal 

(such as open-weave or tight-weave) themselves in certain ways and thus act in similar manner 

to skin in Mount Hagen (Strathern 1979). Indeed, the surfaces of baskets are ‘where the action 

is’ because their distinctive qualities and functions, together with their recognisable form 

express relations to land, place (peles) and kinship. Basket designs – achieved through slight 

variations in the weave of the basket, using an open or closed weave technique, by alternating 

single or split leaf warps and wefts, as well as changing the form of the basket – are scrutinised 

by Naliks and denote the function of the basket but are also central to expressing the cultural 

identity of the wearer (the wearer’s relation to the peles of the donor). Thus, a basket’s surface 

structure is a visible and highly tangible articulation of a wearer’s identity and a visual 

connection to their external relations.  

 

New types of baskets are always appearing in New Ireland and in 2009, I noticed how a type 

of basket had begun to appear in local communities, worn by young and middle-aged women 

like a local fashion accessory. This basket was known by the Nalik term as aruaai. It was made 

from woven coconut leaves, wrapped in locally produced barkcloth (kapiak), sometimes 



 

 

decorated with tassels of coloured wool, and on occasions, with hand drawn designs 

emblazoning the surface. The baskets were used for carrying personal possessions such as 

mobile phones, purses and quantities of betelnut and worn on the hip or on abdomens, the latter 

making some Nalik women joke how this hid any early signs of pregnancy. Much like the 

string bag (bilum) from the Papua New Guinea Highlands region (Mackenzie 1991), the basket 

made a visual reference to the procreative capacity of women through its womb-like form.  

 

The design of these baskets were based on a type of Nalik garden basket also known as aruaai. 

Such garden baskets are still made and used, utilising the leaves of the coconut palm which are 

abundant in New Ireland. They are produced using two young coconut palms which are heated 

gently over a fire and cut down into sections of eight leaflets. Each leaf section is cut in half 

along the lateral midrib and plaited, using a diagonal warp and weft technique to form an 

openwork surface. This process is carried out for each of the two leaves. Then, the two sections 

are woven together to make a basket shape, a lattice surface. The basket’s handles are made 

either from the run-off warp and wefts of the plaited leaflets of the coconut palm or sometimes, 

a rope made by stripping the inner bark of a liana is used, noted for its strength. The basket is 

worn by women to their gardens, suspended from the forehead and over their backs as they 

worked. Root crops such as taro can then be easily passed over the shoulder and into the basket 

for carrying.1  

 

There is, however, one important difference that distinguishes the garden basket from the 

fashion basket worn today by Nalik women. That is, the fashion basket is finished using a 

barkcloth material which is wrapped around the outside of the coconut leaf plaits and secured 

to make a handle. This barkcloth forms a slightly coarse fibrous surface that envelopes the body 



 

 

of the basket and so interacts with the body (the wearer) as the basket is worn on the chest or 

side, but also forms an outward surface facing the social world beyond.2  

 

This basket is central to my discussion of surfaces because the design of this particular basket 

intentionally focuses attention on its surface – ‘to where the action is’ – as the wrap conceals 

the warp and weft structures, thus obscuring any visual reference to peles. Instead, personalised 

hand-drawn designs and pieces of coloured wool are attached to its surface, making it 

individual, distinctive and eye-catching, and highly visible to others. Also, the basket is worn 

in new ways: wearing the basket on the front or on the hip distinguishes the aruaai from the 

functional garden basket, which is worn over the back. Thus, the incorporation of the surface 

allows the basket to transcend its classification from an ordinary functional throwaway basket 

to one that is individualised and sought-after. 

 

Emerging surfaces 

 

Surfaces emerge through a field of forces that extend beyond the maker/material interaction to 

push beyond boundaries and interfaces distributed in time and space. In the case of the basket, 

its surface attracts a series of processes, involving surface visualisation, surface removal and 

subsequent surface extraction of a newly exposed inner surface (of the breadfruit tree). As a 

site of action, the surface is also determined by natural and cultural forces that influence the 

way the surface appears in the finished basket. These conditions lead to the emergence of the 

basket’s distinctive surface and the desired effect for its public display. As Ashby and Johnson 

(2002) state, design involves not only a material’s compliance to shaping, joining and finishing 

(the biophysical properties), but it also depends on environmental conditions and constrains 

such as cultural, legal and economic constraints that may influence this.  



 

 

 

Basket-making first involves locating a breadfruit tree, the inner bark of which is processed to 

make the basket’s surface. These trees are known to be quite scarce and grow in the forested 

slopes of the interior of the island and a long way from the inhabited coastal areas.3 Women 

generally locate saplings rather than the branches of mature trees which were used in the past 

when breadfruit trees were cultivated. These saplings grow when seeds from the fruit are eaten 

by flying foxes and birds and then carried across the island. In general, basket-makers can only 

cut down saplings on plots of land belonging to their matriclan, and this further limits the trees 

available for use. 

 

The basket’s surface emerges through a process of visualisation, which determines a sapling’s 

suitability for harvesting. This involves female makers carefully examining the surface of a 

sapling and determining its appearance, after processing, as the processed surface of the 

completed basket. For example, during a visit in 2009, I commissioned women to make two 

baskets for a museum in Queensland. I joined a small group of women in an expedition into 

the forested interior where mature breadfruit trees were known to grow. Nalik women told me 

it can take several hours to find only one sapling suitable for harvesting. The women checked 

the size of the sapling to determine the size of the surface they would extract. They also 

examined the sapling for any shoots or smaller branches which may lead to knots and could 

cause the surface to tear or disfigure in some way. Once the women had located a suitable 

breadfruit sapling for processing, generally measuring around two metres in height, they cut it 

down using a bush knife and carried it back to the hamlet, before they stripped off the small 

branches.   

 



 

 

Surfaces matter: they link techniques, beliefs and practices to enable the successful extraction 

of workable material for the basket (Amato 2013). These specialist skills and knowledge are 

restricted to certain groups of women in the community. According to women, searing the bark 

made the surface whiter, which was preferable to Nalik women. Once the sapling had been 

felled, it was brought back to the village hamlet and left to season for a few days. This allowed 

the milky sap to exude.4  Then, women seared the outer bark of the sapling over a small fire of 

dried coconut leaves. The outer bark was burnt until black. The next step involved stripping 

the outer seared bark from the sapling using a knife. Starting at one end, the bark was removed 

by cutting and scraping to reveal an inner white bark. According to Nalik women, it was 

considered taboo to step over the sapling as this would make the basket’s surface liable to tear. 

Taking a blunt flat-ended implement (such as the back of a knife or a piece of wood), the 

exposed inner bark of the sapling was then beaten from the widest end. This was done very 

slowly, gradually working around the circumference of the sapling and along its length. 

Women sometimes stood in the shallows of the sea to perform this task. The beating of the 

wood was a laborious process and could take several hours as the inner bark had to be worked 

very slowly so that it did not tear. Once the entire sapling trunk had been beaten it could be 

pulled away from the trunk much like a sock. The oily fibrous material revealed through the 

sequence of searing, stripping and beating was then rinsed in the sea and hung to dry in the sun 

to bleach it. The rectangular strip of material was about a metre or so in length by twenty 

centimetres in width. Some Nalik basket-makers would spit the chewed, interior flesh of a 

coconut onto the fibrous bark to enhance the bleaching effect. The entire process took just over 

one week from start to finish with the preparation and stripping taking several hours to 

complete (and so was the most labour intensive). After the material had been left in the sun for 

several days for drying and bleaching, the barkcloth was ready to wrap around the woven 

basket. 
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The final technical process involved wrapping the barkcloth about the prepared structure of the 

basket. The length of barkcloth was wrapped around the basket to form a surface and secured 

to make a strap. The surface was distinctive for many reasons. First, Nalik women said that the 

surface was soft (when compared to other locally produced materials). Although slightly coarse 

when first processed, after use the barkcloth surface became softer and thus more comfortable 

to wear over time. This was especially important when carrying heavy loads. Second, the 

surface was strong and hard wearing – it stood up to everyday use and the carrying of loads – 

and so the hard work invested made its production practical. As Peekel (1984) had observed, 

in the original design of the garden basket, barkcloth had been used to carry heavy loads of 

root crops. Finally, a barkcloth surface was attractive to Nalik women because it turns white 

when it is bleached and dried thoroughly, making it particularly compliant to decoration. To 

heighten its visual effect, women sometimes tied short threads of coloured wool to the surface 

to give the basket an eye-catching and decorative effect. Occasionally, hand-drawn designs 

were applied to the surface using a coloured pen. These designs included slogans, symbols and 

nicknames of people.  

 

The surface shapes the identity of the basket by the qualities and meanings it affords. The fact 

that the basket could be designed in individualised ways created an emotional attachment to 

the product, a key aspect of what Norman (1988) regards as successful design. The surface’s 

scarcity and the hard work involved in its production (compared to other coconut leaf baskets) 

also increases its symbolic value because, as it is hard to find and involves labour, the basket 

appears to Naliks as new and desirable. Furthermore, the fact that the material is harvested 

from the land, which itself carries the names of ancestors, shapes the identity of the basket as 



 

 

specifically local. People regard the basket as ‘from New Ireland’ which can be modified in 

personalised ways. 

 

The positioning of kapiak and shifting geographies 

 

Much anthropological literature on the experience of modernity in Melanesia has examined the 

transformation of Melanesian society from corporate and clan-based structures to 

individualised agency (e.g. LiPuma 1998; Sykes 2007). In New Ireland, this individualised 

agency is expressed through the private accumulation of wealth, property and resources, and 

stands in marked contrast to traditional clan-based structures. I argue that it is Nalik women’s 

control over the production of basket, their fashioning of the surface as modern and innovative, 

that have enabled women to assert this form of individualised agency in the community.  

 

Women produce baskets for sale, displaying them at roadside stalls or market places. Basket-

makers also receive commissions from friends or acquaintances. Money earnt from sale allows 

women to purchase store goods for themselves and their families and so take control of finances 

in their households. A key reason that Nalik women are able to assert this individualised agency 

over the commodification of baskets and thus be resourceful is because the basket has remained 

outside of the male-controlled realm of kastom and crucially, is not classified as kastom. In 

maintaining the production of baskets outside the domain of kastom and the everyday (as a 

garden basket) has ensured that women are free to produce the baskets for sale and thus secure 

some financial reward for their hard work. By holding on to the means of production – through 

access to specialist knowledge – the basket has become an important resource for women to 

exert their agency in the community and therefore enact transformations; thereby translating 

their control over production of cloth into political authority, as Weiner (1989) has famously 



 

 

asserted, though in new ways. Surface is central to understanding this transformation and the 

positioning of this surface, as a visible sign of female agency, to other available surfaces in 

Nalik society. 

 

The basket’s surface helps fill a niche in Nalik society because it creates a space whereby a 

new form of basket is designed which can compete with other types of fashion baskets available 

for purchase from Asian-run trade stores in the provincial town of Kavieng, a day’s round trip 

on public transport. These baskets, made from colourful cotton and synthetic fibres, are 

expensive to buy and are generally of low quality. Moreover, people are always complaining 

about the quality of imported (foreign) products sold in the shops in Kavieng (and so is linked 

to place and belonging). The use of kapiak surface in the design of the basket has transformed 

the identity of an ordinary basket by making it fashionable and desirable, thereby creating a 

niche for women to market their wares. This emphasises what Shove et al. (2007: 94-116 XX) 

identify as the co-productive nature of materials and objects: that is, the performance of the 

object is made visible through the use of certain materials; and the performance of materials 

informs its use as an object. As a basket in the marketplace, it offers Nalik women the 

opportunity to buy a locally-produced alternative to shop-bought baskets, conspicuously 

designed in New Ireland style using local plant resources harvested from the land and to reflect 

individual style and taste, and so present themselves in ways that assert their local identity. The 

fact that it is not mass-produced, but made to order, creates a personal attachment between 

maker and buyer, and so enables it to compete against imported ready-made baskets. Thus, by 

putting the surface of objects under scrutiny, to reveal as Bruno (2014: 3) states, ‘the surface 

condition, the textural manifestation, and the support of a work as well as the way in which it 

is sited’ is to understand how the materiality of the surface is constituted with subjects, and 

between objects and environments.  
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Conclusion 

 

This analysis of surfaces – articulated through the emergence of a distinctive wrap for a basket 

has served to demonstrate how surfaces create the conditions for the circulation of objects, the 

mediation of ideas and the formation of social worlds, and so operate as the actual fabric of 

images through the material conditions they conjure. Re-appearing as something novel and 

desirable, the identities of surfaces are constantly shifting as they extend connections to the 

social, political and technical dimensions of New Ireland life – a field of forces beyond the 

maker/material interrelation. I have shown how for a surface like kapiak to emerge and be 

successful, it has to navigate the external world for it to thrive. Such an understanding is 

developed by placing surfaces beyond the vicinity of maker/material relations: to consider their 

substance and competing materials and products, cultural, economic and political forces, 

technical knowledge and availability of natural resources. In this way, surfaces can be 

understood as sites of mediation and projection – for creating contexts anew and thereby re-

making local worlds – and so allows women to exert new forms of personhood and agency in 

the world, through articulation and material and symbolic means of self-making (Strathern 

1979; Amato 2013).  

 

Much like the other papers in this volume, this case study also emphasises how surfaces are 

transformative in Melanesia. I have traced how the emergence of colonial relations and 

modernity led to a new economy in materials in the form of cloth, metals, plastics and 

synthetics; and how ‘old’ materials are reframed as new and desirable surfaces as they are 

placed in relation to existing ideas of performance (i.e. kastom) and product. Shifting material 

identities and forms of agency are central to understanding this process. In this respect, we 



 

 

could say that the continual positioning and foregrounding of surfaces as a form of articulation 

in Melanesia provides an important mechanism for innovation and change in a region. As we 

have seen in Nalik society, self-fashioning quite often involves the process of reimagining and 

reclaiming ‘old’ materials (which are transformed into surfaces), much in the same way that 

architects and product designers have reframed the identity of Formica as something sleek and 

contemporary. Transforming surfaces into something fashionable and desirable involves 

thought and effort, overcoming natural and cultural forces and the reshaping of memory. Thus, 

this serves to demonstrate how surfaces are continually coming into existence around us, as 

new materials are selected and used in design.  

 

To emphasise this process of continual change and conclude, I return to New Ireland: during 

my visits from 2012 onwards, the use of kapiak as a surface has slowed (possibly because of a 

lack of natural resources as outlined above). Its production has been superseded by the 

introduction of another new plant material, mulai, now used in the manufacture of the aruaai. 

This type of barkcloth – once used in the production of headpieces for malanggan masks before 

trade cloth replaced its use – is sourced from trees inside the forest. Mulai resembles kapiak 

but as Nalik women told me, it has the superior benefits of producing smoother, softer and 

whiter surfaces. As the crafting endeavours of my Nalik colleagues demonstrate, this further 

transformation demonstrates how surfaces are continually shifting in the changing 

environment; surfaces, that possess the qualities of strength and aesthetics, but also can be 

worked in ways to evoke place, difference and identity and empower women. 

Notes

1 The German priest and ethnobotanist, Father Gerhard Peekel, entered a description of the 

basket in his 1920s survey of New Ireland plants after spending nearly fifty years in New 
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Guinea from the early 1900s onwards (Peekel 1984), thus suggesting that these baskets have 

endured for decades in New Ireland. 

2 This material, as I later found out, was called by the tok pisin term kapiak, and was 

extracted from the breadfruit tree (Artocarpus altilis) which grows in the interior forests of 

New Ireland. Kapiak is used to refer to both the breadfruit tree and the processed barkcloth 

material extracted from it and Peekel’s (1984) survey makes explicit reference to the material 

(as he was no doubt interested in it for economic botany reasons) after noticing kapiak used 

then for making the basket wall, handle and fastenings of the basket. 

3 This is not an easy task, however: mature breadfruit trees from which the kapiak is 

harvested do not grow abundantly like they once did; as Peekel (1984) observed in the 1920s, 

branches rather than saplings were used for kapiak. Indeed, on the neighbouring island of 

Lihir – located off the east coast of New Ireland – Kabariu (2013) describes how breadfruit 

feasting ceremonies once took place on the islands to celebrate harvesting of the breadfruit. 

He notes how the seeds were planted and mature trees were managed, however, due to 

wholesale felling of breadfruit trees for canoe-making and timber, mature trees are now 

scarce.  

4 This sap was described in Peekel’s (1984) ethnobotanical survey and was used, according to 

Naliks, as a type of glue. 
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