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Starting with the Law of the tumbuan

Masked Dances in West New Britain (Papua New Guinea)
As an Appropriation of One’s Own Cultural Self

Holger Jebens

Abstract. - This paper documents and analyses the renewed

manufacture and performance of dance masks, locally known
as valuku or tumbuan, in various villages along the northeast

 coast of West New Britain (Papua New Guinea). Talking
about the tumbuan, praising, and performing them again can
be interpreted not only as a corroboration but also as a

 new appropriation of what had become alien in the wake of
colonisation and missionisation. As the tumbuan prove to be
endowed with an emblematic character, they represent an in
digenous objectification of traditional culture as a whole, which
- sometimes in a more theoretical, sometimes a more practical

form - may also have an intracultural dimension, for example,

when directed against the inhabitants of neighbouring villages
to whom competence in making good masks is denied. At the
same time the return of the tumbuan testifies to the importance

of theatricality, entertainment, and emotionality - aspects that
so far do not seem to have received sufficient attention in the

research literature on indigenous objectifications of traditional
culture in the Pacific. [Papua New Guinea, West New Britain,
masked dances, objectifications of traditional culture, kastom,
emotions ]
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I

In the last week of August 1996, my first field
 trip to Koimumu, a village on the northeast coast
of West New Britain (Papua New Guinea), was
already coming to an end. 1 1 was sitting at the desk
in my house when a number of young men came
and asked me to go with them immediately to the
beach, where the village leaders, the so-called Big
Men, were making dance masks for my farewell
ceremony being held the following day and wanted
me to take photographs. On the way I asked
what sort of dance masks were involved, receiving
the answer from my companions that they were
“too little” to know, though the Big Men would
certainly be able to tell me.

The dance masks, known in the local language
as valuku and in the lingua franca, the neo-Mela
nesian Tok Pisin (TP), as tumbuan or tubuan, had
not actually been a topic of my research in the
foregoing months. Instead, in general my interest
had been directed rather to the indigenous view
of the processes of change that had been shaped
by colonisation and missionisation, as well as
the relationship between cultural self-images and
images of the “other.” My interview partners had
repeatedly complained that the traditional culture

1 In 1996 and 1997 I lived in Koimumu (West New Britain
Province, Papua New Guinea) in the context of two station
ary fieldwork trips and thus also visited the neighbouring
villages of Vavua, Makasili, and Kerapi.


