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ABSTRACT 
 

 

 

Challenges to a House of Treasures: A Cultural History of the Fiji Museum 
 

 

 

Allison Olivia Ramsay 

 

A writing of the Fiji Museum can provide discourse on cultural identities and heritage in 
the South Pacific. This thesis examines the role, significance and contributions of 
museums in the Pacific Islands through the lens of one of the oldest of them, the Fiji 
Museum. The main focus is on the historical development of this museum from the early 
twentieth to the twenty-first century context but some reference is made to other 
museums/cultural centres in the selected Pacific Islands of Samoa and Vanuatu.  
 
In this historical study, the Fiji Museum is shown as initially an extension of the 
colonialist enterprise. The museum as a cultural practice was transported into Fiji, during 
the era of British colonial rule. The challenges it has faced are charted throughout its 
development in the colonial and postcolonial periods and make this museum a contested 
space. These struggles to preserve, conserve, document, promote and collect the cultural 
heritage of all of Fiji and protect the cultural identities of this set of islands are discussed. 
 
To unravel the complex layers of the cultural history of the Fiji Museum, empirical 
research strategies were employed in proposing an understanding of the fluidity of 
identities that were created, embraced, and contested throughout the history of this 
national institution. 
 
Key words: Fiji Museum, heritage, cultural identity. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

This thesis is a writing of the history of the cultural institution, the Fiji Museum. The aim 

is to provide a discourse on cultural identities and heritage in the Pacific Islands through 

a socio-cultural examination of the role, contributions and significance of the Fiji 

Museum throughout its history 1904 to 2012. The thesis discusses the Fiji national 

museum not merely as a container of history, but as a site of contestation and 

reconciliation. This undertaking discusses the changing role of the Fiji Museum as a 

creator and reflector of national identity and as a contributor to post-colonial nation 

building in Fiji. The Fiji Museum, is one of the oldest museums in the Pacific,1 and is 

employed as a cultural and historical text for this body of work because it reflects Fiji’s 

diverse social and cultural influences, born out of historical and continuing processes of 

contact, colonialism and migration. The museum has a record of both the intangible 

(ritual, custom, oral traditions, knowledge, skills, and social practice) and the tangible 

heritage (material culture) of the Pacific Islands. It is a representation of Fiji’s colonial 

heritage because it was started by Europeans. Therefore, the Fiji Museum epitomises a 

colonial organisation that is not part of the traditional way of life of the Pacific. For 

centuries, indigenous people in this region have archived, transmitted and transformed 

their beliefs and cultural expressions in oral, embodied, material and visual forms in their 

communities but not necessarily in one central space in the form of a museum. Hence, in 

part the importance of the oral and hands on transmission of culture. Western views of 

heritage conservation and preservation are quite different. Negotiating this dialectic, in an 

environment where to the majority of the wider public, traditionally a museum is not 

relevant to their culture, is part of unravelling the history of the Fiji Museum. 

The purpose of this thesis is to argue that Fiji Museum throughout its history has 

played a significant part in safeguarding Fiji's cultural heritage through collecting, 

conserving, processing, studying and displaying cultural objects related to the 

archaeology, history, ethnography and natural history of Fiji and its hinterland. It will be 

asserted that the Fiji Museum has transitioned from a representation of the colonialist 

enterprise to one that supports and celebrates the cultural identities and heritage of Fiji. 

                                                           
1The Pacific here is taken to mean islands of the Pacific and does not include Australia and New Zealand. 
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The argument also will be made that during the post-independence era, the museum 

became a source of empowerment for Fiji by encouraging a greater cross-cultural 

understanding and support for culture and the arts, through the development of education 

programmes which involve, craft and art demonstration and activities, and special school 

and outreach programmes, across Fiji and overseas.  

It is also through writing a history of the Fiji Museum that narratives become 

visible concerning how a national institution of the country, re/negotiates and 

re/en/counters the issues of race in a bid to promote multiculturalism in Fiji. This is 

certainly, a challenge, in a locale where there has been an ongoing struggle as to what 

defines the nation, who belongs to the nation and how to create a sense of ‘common’ 

identity in this multiethnic and multicultural environment. This is exemplified with 

concerns raised in the 1970 and 1990 Constitutions. In the case of the latter, for instance, 

there was a 1995 independent commission that was appointed by the Fiji Parliament to 

review the 1990 Constitution and to recommend constitutional arrangements which 

would among other things promote ‘racial’ harmony and national unity for all 

communities living in Fiji and to meet the needs of Fiji as a multiethnic and multicultural 

society.2 Ethnically divided societies create complex challenges of nation building. How 

tensions are played out within the walls of a national institution will also be explored in 

this study which contends that the Fiji Museum is not only a space where these 

challenges manifest themselves but can also facilitate understanding of the intricacies of 

nationhood and belongingness in Fiji. 

The study being undertaken is pioneering original work because a history of the 

Fiji Museum has not been written in its entirety and, by examining the museum’s 

historical development, through highlighting the significance of its collections, 

exhibitions, research outputs and community engagement, one can chart its adaptations to 

changing social forces in the wider society over time. Thus, writing a history of the Fiji 

Museum demonstrates that museums, like the cultural identities of the Pacific Islands, are 

not static.  

                                                           
2Brij V. Lal, “The Voice of the People: Ethnic Identity and Nation Building in Fiji,” Journal of the Pacific 
Society No.84-85 Vol.22 No.3 (October 1999): 2. 
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 An in-depth exploration into the Fiji Museum’s policies and community activities 

has not been the subject of extensive academic discourse. The work that museums 

undertake outside of their physical spaces is equally important as its exhibits in galleries. 

It is asserted that the community engagement of the Fiji Museum can shed some light on 

how cultural identities and heritage are produced, promoted and maintained within the 

wider society.  

The thesis provides a narrative of the Fiji Museum by emphasising various 

significant points of the museum’s history, attempting to do in a chronological order and 

explores the ruptures arising through its development to achieve the objective of 

analysing this museum’s transitioning role in the wider society from the twentieth century 

into the twenty-first century.  

This study does not apply the lens of anthropology, museum studies or the like. It 

is historical in nature but uses some modes of analysis from the disciplines of Cultural 

Studies and Pacific Studies. Because of their interdisciplinary natures, history is 

manifested in both. For this study, they are applicable and useful because both address 

the importance of identities, permit inter-textual readings and especially in the case of 

Pacific Studies would facilitates and encourages a Pacific perspective of cultural heritage 

and identities. Heritage informs and defines cultural identity and is inseparable from the 

social, economic and environmental wellbeing of place (or space) in the present and in 

the future.3 Pacific heritage is “holistic, embracing all life, both tangible and intangible, 

and is understood through our cultural traditions.”4  

 
Distinctions between cultural and natural, tangible and intangible, and even 
between heritage and non-heritage have indeed little relevance for indigenous 
societies living in tiny, remote islands scattered across the ocean and with such a 
strong spiritual connection to, if not identification with, their environment.5  
 

This thesis seeks to contribute to the historical analysis of cultural institutions in the 

Pacific as a means of widening the scope of research, analysis and writing in this area. 

                                                           
3Anita Smith, “The World Heritage Pacific 2009 Programme,” in World Heritage in a Sea of Islands 
Pacific 2009 Programme, ed. Anita Smith (Paris: UNESCO World Heritage Centre, 2012),  3. 
4 Ibid. 
5Giovanni Boccardi, “The World Heritage Pacific 2009 Programme: addressing the aims of the global 
strategy in the Pacific region,” in World Heritage in a Sea of Islands Pacific 2009 Programme, ed. Anita 
Smith (Paris: UNESCO World Heritage Centre, 2012), 12. 
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The intention is to unravel and analyse more of the complex layers of cultural identities 

and heritage of this locale.  

It must be emphasised that “cultural heritage viewed through a Pacific lens is 

likely to be seen quite differently to ‘cultural heritage’ in a generalised, conventional 

sense.”6 “Pacific Studies is interdisciplinary, accounts for indigenous ways of knowing 

and involves comparative analysis. Pacific Studies . . . cannot be about a single ethnicity, 

a single nation, or a single locality [or a single discipline]; to live up to the Pacific [as a 

region], our work must reflect a commitment to making comparisons within and across 

the region.”7 The combination of History, Cultural and Pacific Studies also facilitates an 

understanding of museums such as the Fiji Museum in relation to the wider culture of 

which they are apart, to demonstrate that there are networks of relationship between 

cultural material, people and the Fiji Museum. 

 This research, which presents an interpretation of the development of museums in 

the Pacific by offering a Fiji experience, examines the Fiji Museum’s history in both the 

colonial and post-independence periods. The thesis argues first, that the Fiji Museum 

exemplifies what James Clifford refers to as a “travelling culture,” that which migrants 

bring with them when they travel.8 Transplanted in the Pacific, museums such as the Fiji 

Museum [and financial institutions of mercantilism] can be viewed as an extension of the 

colonialist enterprise. Institutions such as museums were established during the colonial 

era as a result of people of European descent collecting the artefacts of the cultures they 

observed but which most did not necessarily understand. It is demonstrated that in its 

formative years, the Fiji Museum was predominately associated with colonial whites and 

their efforts concentrated mainly on the tangible heritage of indigenous Fijians. Colman 

C. Wall, the museum’s founder and first curator, was succeeded in the colonial era by 

other white men, some of them colonial administrators: George T. Barker, Georgius 

                                                           
6Knut M. Rio and Edvard Hviding, “Pacific Made: Social Movements between cultural heritage and the 
state,” in Made in Oceania: Social movements, cultural heritage and the state in the Pacific, ed. Edvard 
Hviding and Knut M. Rio (Wantage: Sean Kingston Publishing, 2011), 16. 
7Teresia K. Teaiwa, “For or Before an Asia Pacific Studies Agenda? Specifying Pacific Studies,” in 
Remaking Area Studies: Teaching and Learning Across Asia and the Pacific, ed. Terence Wesley-Smith 
and Jon Goss) Hawaii: UH Press, 2010): 110-124. 
8James Clifford, “Travelling Cultures,” in Cultural Studies, ed.  L. Grossberg et. al. (New York, London: 
Routledge, 1992) , 96-116 . 
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Wright, Ronald. A. Derrick, J. Bruce Palmer, Charles Hunt and Fergus Clunie, 

respectively held the reins of leadership of the museum. 

 Secondly, the thesis demonstrates that after Fiji gained independence from Britain 

on October 10, 1970, the immediate focus remained on iTaukei (indigenous Fijian) 

culture and Fiji’s tangible heritage. However, under the leadership of directors such as 

Clunie, Gladys Fullman (now Stephens), Kate Vusoniwailala, Tarisi Vunidilo and Sagale 

Buadromo, respectively, there was an important directional shift not only of female 

dominance in the management of the museum but also a diversification of the races from 

predominately white. Fullman is Rotuman, Vusoniwailala is European, Vunidilo and 

Buadromo are indigenous Fijians.  

Thirdly, a presentation of the shift to embracing and promoting both intangible 

and tangible cultural heritage, the museum’s quest to raise its community profile and 

interaction and, recognition of the need to highlight the histories and cultural expressions 

of other migrant groups in Fiji is provided. Further, the investigation examines the impact 

of four coups on the growth of the museum. The thesis ends with an analysis of its 

progress into the twenty-first century with brief references to the work and challenges 

faced at the Levuka Museum, on Ovalau Island, which is an extension of the Fiji 

Museum and also makes mention of two other Pacific Islands museums, the Museum of 

Samoa, in Apia, Samoa and the Vanuatu Cultural Centre (VCC) in Port Vila, Vanuatu in 

deference to Teresia K. Teaiwa’s injunction that in a Pacific context the “work must 

reflect a commitment to making comparisons within and across the region.”9 In this way, 

further discussion on the roles and contributions of Pacific Island museums can be 

enhanced. These two museums were chosen for the reason that they are on opposite ends 

of the scale. The Museum of Samoa has not been extensively researched and much is not 

known about its operations. The VCC, which incorporates the national museum and a 

series of projects namely the Oral Traditions Project, the National Film and Sound Unit, 

the Women’s Culture Project, the Vanuatu Cultural and Historical Sites Survey, the 

Juvenile Justice Project, and the Traditional Marine Tenure Project, and National 

                                                           
9Teaiwa, 117. 
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Museum is recognised in the Pacific as one of the region’s most successful cultural 

institutions and is known for its programme.10  

This chapter sets the context for the examination of a historical evolution of the 

Fiji Museum. The museum functions as the cultural text of this study in emphasising how 

within this institution, it has contributed to the development and promotion of cultural 

heritage in the Pacific. This discussion begins by first providing a literature survey, 

methodology, and outline for the thesis.  

 

Literature Survey 

The subject of museums has been explored by a number of distinguished scholars across 

the world. The concept of the museum has changed over time. Peter Davis asserts that the 

term is now used to include a wide range of heritage projects and community initiatives 

that bear little similarity to the original concept of an institution established to collect, 

conserve and exhibit material culture. Davis adds that the term museum includes 

intangible heritage, as well as the natural and historic built environment. He suggests that 

museums mirror the beliefs of the society in which they have developed and can 

influence that society’s view of itself.11 

Davis highlights the relevance of concepts such as nation and cultural identity in 

relation to museums. He argues that museums that guard cultural icons are also 

recognised as symbols of power and as aides to the creation of national identity. 

Additionally, he highlights how objects and museums are important to defining cultural 

identity.12 Sheila Watson opines that museums as living institutions are constantly 

changing and regularly revisiting their purpose. She points out that museums are no 
                                                           
10An understanding of the history of some of the programmes and the history of the VCC can be found in 
sources such as Stuart Bedford, Matthew Spriggs and Ralph Regenvanu, “The Australian National 
University–Vanuatu Cultural Centre Archaeology Project, 1994-97: Aims and Results,” Oceania, Vol. 70, 
No. 1, Fieldwork, Fieldworkers Developments in Vanuatu Research (Sep., 1999): 16-24. 
Haidy Geismar and Christopher Tilley, “Negotiating Materiality: International and Local Museum 
Practices at the Vanuatu Cultural Centre and National Museum,” Oceania, Vol. 73, No. 3 (Mar., 2003): 70-
188. 
Lissant Bolton, “The Vanuatu Cultural Centre and Its Own Community,” Journal of Museum Ethnography, 
No. 6, MEG Conference "Museum Ethnography and Communities" (October 1994): 67-78. 
Lissant Bolton, “A Place Contains Many Places: Museums and the Use of Objects to Represent Place in 
Melanesia,” in Archaeology and Anthropology (Australia: ANU, 1997), 18-34. 
11 Peter Davis, “Place Exploration: Museums, identity, community,” in Museums and their Communities, 
ed. Sheila Watson (New York: Routledge, 2007), 53-57. 
12 Ibid. 



7 
 

longer measured by their internal possessions such as collections, conserving and 

exhibiting material culture, endowments, staff members and facilities but also by the 

benefits they provide to individuals and the communities that they seek to serve. She 

shares Davis’s perception that this also includes intangible heritage and the natural and 

historic built environment.13 Watson’s arguments can be applied to an analysis of the 

evolution of the Fiji Museum over the past two centuries. 

Museums are now also categorised as heritage sites. Heritage sites such as 

traditional display-based museums that have as their primary mandate a portrayal of the 

past by one means or another do not exist as a single coherent entity. An important 

component of many heritage sites is the sense of the creation of a place of ‘the past.’ 

However, they are visitor attractions too. Thus, the space making up a heritage site will, 

in addition to those devices that help to create a ‘past,’ also include a variety of elements 

that are necessary to provide a visit and a landscape that is safe and amenable for 

visitors.14 The opinion can usefully be applied to the historical place and role of the Fiji 

Museum in Fiji’s society. 

Museums are significant to us as individuals and as members of a community, and 

even as a statement of nationhood. Museums have assumed cultural significance because 

they have formed collections of objects in which history and attitudes are reflected. On 

the other hand, their emphasis on objects rather than meanings has meant their role in 

preserving cultural identity has been rather limited because of a lack of focus on 

intangible heritage. Christina Kreps notes this as she makes available an inquiry into 

cross-cultural perspectives on the museum, curating and cultural heritage preservation.15  

Guido Carlo Pigliaso argues that, in Oceania, concepts such as heritage and 

ownership of property have different connotations from those in the industrialised world. 

According to Pigliaso, Pacific Island legislators have recognised that Western definitions 

                                                           
13 Sheila Watson, “Museums and their Communities,” in Museums and their Communities, ed. Sheila 
Watson (New York: Routledge, 2007), 1, 3. 
14Catherine E. Garden,  “The Heritagescape: Looking at heritage sites,” in Heritage Studies: Methods and 
Approaches ed. Marie Louise Stig Sovensen and John Carman  (London and New York: Routledge, 2009), 
277. 
15Christina F. Kreps, Liberating Culture: Cross Cultural Perspectives on Museums, Curation and Heritage 
Preservation (New York: Routledge, 2003), 10-69. 
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of cultural heritage and property have a different meaning in the Pacific. Hence, it is 

important that the cultural context be acknowledged in non-Western countries.16  

Kreps finds that the museum concept and work of a curatorial nature are not new 

phenomena in the Pacific; rather, they are extensions of long-standing traditions. Kreps’s 

views are useful to understand the context of the development of museums in the Pacific. 

She states that since the 1970s, indigenous museums and cultural centres have been at the 

centre of cultural revitalisation and heritage preservation movements. Further, in many 

cases, Kreps argues that these cultural centres, in spite of their dilemmas and 

contestations, which can include overcoming shortages in funding, staff and other 

resources, in this region are fusing elements of local traditional forms, with the Western 

idea of the museum aiming to serve individual communities, contemporary needs and 

purposes. Particularly in cases where museums and cultural centres were formed either 

by local communities or with the help of outsiders, they have provided a venue for 

promoting a renewed sense of cultural identity, in addition to strengthening and restoring 

indigenous cultures.17 

Kreps demonstrates how indigenous communities are using museums and cultural 

centres to reclaim and preserve their cultural heritage. In her opinion, most of these 

institutions established by local communities have promoted a renewed sense of cultural 

identity. She outlines indigenous models of museum curation and concepts of cultural 

heritage preservation through providing examples of Indonesia and indigenous models of 

museum and curation in the Pacific territories such as Papua New Guinea and the Cook 

Islands.18 

Using examples such as training workshops and public programmes to 

demonstrate a cooperative approach to heritage management in the Pacific, Meredith 

Blake discusses the individual and regional efforts of Pacific museums and cultural 

centres in four territories. The entities, she says, work locally in their communities and 

through their regional organisation, the Pacific Islands Museums Association (PIMA), to 

accomplish several goals, ranging from protecting and promoting traditional art forms 
                                                           
16Guido Carlo Pigliaso, “Are the grassroots growing? Intangible cultural heritage law making in Fiji and 
Oceania,” in Made in Oceania: Social movements, cultural heritage and the state in the Pacific, ed. Edvard 
Hviding and Knut M. Rio (Wantage: Sean Kingston Publishing, 2011), 326. 
17Kreps, 60, 64, 67, 69. 
18 Ibid., 1-69. 
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and cultures to preserving the region’s material culture and heritage sites. What is of use 

to this research is her inclusion of one of the initiatives run by the Fiji Museum, the 

Outreach Prisoner Education Programme. Here, she notes that education officers 

conducted Traditional Arts and Exhibition & Cultural classes in the prison at Suva, Fiji's 

capital. She argues that this example of public outreach from the Fiji Museum is a perfect 

case study of modern Pacific museums evolving to respond to and accommodate the 

transformations of their society in an effort to remain relevant. She adds to the literature 

on museums in the Pacific by bringing forth the community projects of other museums 

such as the VCC; Peace and Unity in Carving Project and the Tongan Ancestral Remains 

Repatriation Programme conducted by the Bishop Museum, Hawaii and the National 

Museum of Tonga.19 These projects undertaken by museums in the Pacific are of a 

particular interest to this study. One discusses some of them in the chapter(s) that follow, 

to take into account the view that a museum’s role in promoting and preserving cultural 

heritage and identities adapts to suit the needs of the community it serves. 

PIMA exists to fulfil a mandate to work with museums, cultural centres and 

cultural institutions to preserve, celebrate and nurture the cultural and natural heritage 

and resources of the people of the Pacific. Jodi Bacchiochi argues that as Pacific 

identities have changed and will continue to change, the PIMA must become stronger to 

protect the cultural and natural heritage of the Pacific Islands. However, it must also be 

sensitive to changes less it becomes irrelevant. The avenue that Bacchiochi suggests is 

through the cultural institutions, museums and cultural centres.20 PIMA, which the Fiji 

Museum was instrumental in starting and where its headquarters were located in its 

formative years, continues to play a key role in the cultural heritage management and 

preservation of cultural identities in the Pacific Islands. 

In an overview of the cultural centres in Oceania published in 1980, Bengt 

Danielsson contends that “the only well-established . . . museum is that in Suva, Fiji . . .” 

Danielsson wrote at the time that “Vanuatu boasts of a ‘cultural centre,’ in reality it is a 

library of general literature, containing also a small collection of artefacts, filling several 
                                                           
19 Meredith Blake, “Navigating our Pacific heritage: Museums preserving traditions, mediating 
development and building local, regional and international relationships,” (INTERCOM. 2006): 1-13. 
20Jodi Bacchiochi, “The Role of PIMA in the Pacific,” in Cultural Interpretation of Heritage Sites in the 
Pacific, ed. Dirk H. R. Spennemann and Neal Putt (Suva: Pacific Islands Museum Association, 2001), 15-
16.  
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glass cases.”21 However, the VCC has evolved within the last three decades. Rio and 

Hviding demonstrate the fluid nature of museums and their evolution. For them, viewed 

through a Pacific lens, cultural heritage is likely to be seen quite differently from ‘cultural 

heritage’ in the generalised, conventional sense. They consider the VCC and National 

Museum as the “most successful example of the tendency to turn a colonialist concept of 

cultural heritage in the favour of living practice and national development.” Since the 

country’s independence in 1980, this entity has been able to carry out its work 

ideologically unhindered by political turbulence. They laud the approach of Vanuatu in 

supporting and recording cultural events, which transfers knowledge between people and 

between generations.22 

Lissant Bolton maintains that the VCC differs in its approach in that it documents 

knowledge and practice with the objective of local cultural preservation, transformation 

and innovation. This is facilitated through the VCC’s field worker project.23 Addressing a 

similar issue, Katerina Teaiwa states that “educational and public institutions such as 

national museums and galleries which provide a service in researching, disseminating and 

promoting cultural knowledge best facilitate the heritage potential.” 24 Recognising that 

the work of entities such as PIMA is important, Teaiwa argues that organisations such as 

the Vanuatu Cultural Centre and the Fiji Museum are leading the way forward for the 

heritage agenda.25 The article “Solomon Islands Cultural Policy: A Brief History of 

Practice,” raises concerns about the persistent problem of the flow of antiquities and 

efforts to repatriate material culture already taken out of Solomon Islands.26 Meanwhile, 

another valuable text South Pacific Museums: Experiments in Culture offers a collection 

of articles on key museums in Pacific Islands such as New Caledonia, Australia, New 

Zealand, and Vanuatu through considering museums as experiments in culture. While 

                                                           
21 Bengt Danielsson, “Cultural Centres in Oceania,” Pacific Perspective: Pacific Cultures: Past, Present 
and Future 9:1 (1980): 14. 
22 Rio and Hviding, 16. 
23Lissant Bolton, “Describing Knowledge and practice in Vanuatu,” in Made in Oceania: Social 
movements, cultural heritage and the state in the Pacific, ed. Edvard Hviding and Knut M. Rio (Wangate: 
Sean Kingston Publishing, 2011), 302. 
24 Katerina Teaiwa “On sinking, swimming, floating, flying and dancing: the potential of cultural industries 
in the Pacific Islands,” Pacific Economic Bulletin Vol. 22.2 (2007): 148. 
25 Ibid. 
26 Lawrence Foana'ota and Geoffrey White, “Solomon Islands cultural policy? A brief history of practice,” 
in Made in Oceania: Social movements, cultural heritage and the state in the Pacific, ed. Knut M. Rio and 
Edward Hviding (Wantage: Sean Kingston Publishing, 2011), 273-300. 



11 
 

useful to gather an understanding of Pacific museums, it is silent on the oldest museum in 

the Pacific Islands, the Fiji Museum, therefore, underscoring the need for a thesis of this 

kind on the history of the Fiji Museum.27  

Against this regional background, the focus shifts to the Fiji Museum for which 

there is a paucity of academic literature. Some of the museum’s history is documented in 

sources such as the Fiji Times, the museum’s annual reports and publications such as 

Domodomo. What has been written specifically about the museum’s history is not 

extensive and primarily written by some members of staff, particularly curators or 

directors. Therefore, there is a need for an objective view in documenting the museum’s 

development. In 1957, a brief history by Ronald Albert Derrick provides valuable 

historical background. The Fiji Museum in which to preserve examples of Fijian 

craftsmanship and material culture was first mooted in 1904. He highlights the role of the 

Fijian Society formed in 1908 to assist in the formation and care of a museum. He traces 

the early beginnings of the museum's development, outlining its location changes such as 

the old Town Hall to the Carnegie Library, before its present headquarters at Thurston 

Gardens28 This writing gives a needed chronological background but it is not 

comprehensive and it is dated. Further examination of the Fiji Museum during the post-

independence era is warranted. 

Meanwhile, a former director Charles Hunt offers a glimpse of a post-

independence Fiji Museum. He also briefly outlines the history of the museum's 

development, mentioning his predecessor, Palmer, who was appointed in 1963, who 

served in this capacity for a decade before his death in 1974, as the person who attempted 

to modify the profile of the museum. This involved changing the museum from a store 

for the remnants of a neglected culture and as a centre for presentation of lectures to one 

that would play a more social role and engage the community. These changes under 

Palmer, Hunt notes, included appointing an Education Officer to visit schools, initiating a 

number of education and craft programmes, establishing a reputation for the Fiji Museum 

                                                           
27Chris Healy and Andrea Witcomb, South Pacific Museums: Experiments in Culture (Victoria: Monash 
University ePress, 2006). 
28 Ronald Albert Derrick, “The Fiji Museum,” Transactions of the Fiji Society for 1955–57 Vol. 6 No. 3 
1957 (Suva: Fiji Society, 1959), 153–157. 
Thurston Gardens was also the site of the first village in Suva that was bought by the colonial 
administrators. 
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as a research centre and conducting archaeological work in the Sigatoka Valley.29 

Another source gives an idea of the Fiji Museum in the post-independence period stating 

that, “Fiji’s savage and turbulent past is fairly well documented” in the museum, which 

features a host of displays and exhibits, chronicling the days of tribal warfare such as war 

clubs and ivory necklaces, cannibalism and the advent of Christian missionaries. The 

writer notes several of the displays such as the replica of a double canoe, war clubs, masi 

(bark cloth) and describes the relevance of each display.30 

Clunie offers a series of short chapters introducing photographs of sequentially 

numbered artefacts and a numbered catalogue of the Fiji Museum. Clunie points out that 

the museum’s collection was leaning too heavily on the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, towards which, in his opinion, knowledge and museum holdings were biased. 

He explores several thematic categories, namely pots and prehistory, canoes, agriculture 

and fishing, the Vitian Household, Dance and Music, Dance and Adornment, Ritual and 

Religion, War, Cannibalism and the Bark cloth. The fifty-two page catalogue provides 

extensive detail of items, origins, what they were used for, where they came from, and 

who presented the items to the Fiji Museum.31 Using data categorised into four case 

studies, namely clubs, canoes/boats, turtle nets and houses, Alan Tippett argues that Fiji 

offers opportunity for the study of how culture changes based on context. Tippett 

analyses artefacts in their cultural contexts and to learn more about what they signified to 

the people who made and used them. He offers a study of material culture in relation to 

functional typology. His perspective recognises that the process is not just a matter of 

determining the time and place where objects belonged but also tracing their “movements 

through space, and changes through time.”32 He illustrates this in several ways; by, for 

                                                           
29 Charles Hunt, “The Fiji Museum,” South Pacific Bulletin Fourth Quarter (1975): 28-31. 
30 N/A. Discover Fiji Vol. III. Suva: New South Pacific Ltd., Jan. 1985. 
31Fergus Clunie, Yalo i Viti Shades of Viti: A Fiji Museum Catalogue (Suva: Fiji Museum, 1986).  
Prior to Clunie’s publication, there was another catalogue of the Fiji Museum which highlights a small 
number of objects, which are of interest because of their craftsmanship and historical significance., though 
not as extensive as Clunie’s by Sara J. Wolf, Highlights of the Collection of the Fiji Museum: A 
Photographic Collection (Suva: Fiji Museum, 1980). 
Another useful catalogue which features photographs and information about old Fijian artefacts in Australia 
can be found in Rod Edwins, Fijian Artefacts: Tasmanian Museum and Art Gallery Collection (Tasmanian 
Museum and Art Gallery, 1982). 
32Alan Richard Tippett,  Fijian Material Culture: A Study of Cultural Conctext,  Function and Change 
(Honolulu: Bishop Museum Press, 1968), 13. 
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example, highlighting the Tongan influence in Fiji’s material culture, such as the war 

clubs and in the house building.33  

Some appreciation of the function of the Fiji Museum is gleaned from Andrew 

Crosby, based on his fieldwork in Fiji between 1990 and 1994. Crosby states that the Fiji 

Museum’s purpose is that it carries statutory responsibility for preserving and 

maintaining archaeological objects and monuments. Under the Preservation of Objects of 

Archaeological and Paleontological Interest Act (PAOPI), the museum is authorised to 

declare sites to be national monuments and acquire those monuments where appropriate. 

This Act and how it is applied by the Fiji Museum will be discussed further in chapters 

five and six. Concurrently, he notes the limitations of the museum’s authority. It lacks the 

authority to prohibit the disturbance of archaeological sites that have not been declared 

monuments. Neither can it oblige the owner to enter into a preservation agreement. 

According to him, the museum instead focuses on maintaining a register of sites and on 

the custodial care of portable components of heritage: objects, archives and oral histories. 

He states as well the role of the field officers of the Fiji Museum in educating people 

about archaeology and of the museum’s value in the preservation of sites.34  

Another angle to the discussion of the Fiji Museum is brought forth by Jotika 

Singh, concerning the identification, protection and management of sites in Fiji. Singh 

examines the cultural history of Fiji and the issue of interpretation of heritage sites and 

landscapes within the broader context of heritage protection and management in Fiji.35 

The literature reviewed is essential to this study because the selected texts provide some 

knowledge of the functions of museums in the Pacific, their roles, and their potential in 

promoting and preserving cultural heritage and identities in this region. 

 

Methodology 

For the mapping of this thesis, a qualitative method was deemed the most appropriate 

means of tracking the historical evolution of the Fiji Museum as a national institution. 

                                                           
33Ibid., 103, 178. 
34Andrew Crosby, “Archaeology and Vanua Development in Fiji,” in Museums and their Communities, ed. 
Sheila Watson (New York: Routledge, 2007), 539-545. 
35Jotika Singh, “Heritage Interpretation in Fiji,” in Cultural Interpretation of Heritage Sites in the Pacific, 
eds. Dirk H.R. Spennemann and Neal Pitt (Suva: PIMA, 2000), 138-143. 
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Various primary and secondary sources for document analysis included books, 

pamphlets, annual reports, newspaper articles, letters and the records held at repositories, 

mainly the research library of the Fiji Museum and the National Archives of Fiji. A 

similar exercise was carried out at the library of the Levuka Community Centre on 

Ovalau Island, the Museum of Samoa in Apia, Samoa and the library of the VCC in 

Numbatu, Port Vila, Vanuatu. One acknowledges that there is a Fiji Girmit Centre for 

Multi-Cultural Studies in Lautoka, which opened in 1981, but it does not fall within the 

scope of this study because it is not a national entity. 

Oral history was another major tool used to gather information on the Fiji 

Museum.  Oral history is the study of the recent past by means of the life histories or the 

personal recollections where the informants speak of their own experiences.  Prior to this 

study, this researcher was not acquainted with any current or former staff of the Fiji 

Museum.  Fortunately, a recommendation was made; the participants consented and were 

very willing to assist with the provision of information for this research. A range of open-

ended questions were asked.36 The majority of the interviews were conducted at the Fiji 

Museum’s headquarters at Thurston Gardens, Suva. The interviews were private, 

involving only the researcher and the interviewee.  Oral testimonies of the past and 

personal experiences and viewpoints of present and former staff are essential since they 

offer perspectives that written sources alone cannot bring to the fore.  

For this study, twenty-five interviews were conducted between November 2012 

and June 2013. Thirteen interviews of key former and current personnel included the 

current director of the Fiji Museum and two former directors (one of whom is currently 

PIMA’s Secretary General); the remainder were from the following departments: 

Historical Archaeology, Pre-Historical Archaeology, Collections, Marketing, 

Conservation and Education. One interview also conducted at the Fiji Museum was that 

of the Admin/Finance Officer for PIMA. For the other interviews conducted, five 

interviewees were staff from the National Trust of Fiji. One was its director and two 

rangers attached to the Sigatoka Sand Dunes National Park. Interviews were held at the 

National Trust’s base in Suva and at the Sand Dunes. At the Levuka Community Centre, 

which is also under the National Trust, two rangers were interviewed at that location. One 

                                                           
36 See Appendix A. 
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heritage advisor from the Department of Culture and Heritage was also interviewed in 

Levuka. One interviewee was the manager of the Pacific Heritage Hub and PIMA 

chairman. That interview was conducted at that University of the South Pacific’s (USP) 

Laucala Campus based office. The other interviewee was the director of the Department 

of Culture and Heritage. To gather information about the operations at the Museum of 

Samoa, two of the three members of staff, the Principal and Senior Museum Officer, 

were interviewed at the museum’s headquarters in Apia, Samoa. At the VCC, the 

museum guide was interviewed at that location. The twenty-sixth interview was 

conducted with the director of the Barbados Museum and Historical Society. The oral 

method is important to this thesis because it adds a human voice to the reconstruction and 

aids in an analysis of the past.  

Part of the research also included visiting sites that the Fiji Museum is involved 

with such as the Sigatoka Sand Dunes National Park in Nadroga, the Naililili Church in 

Rewa, the Bilo Battery site in Lami, and the Levuka Museum in Levuka, Ovalau Island in 

order to gauge some understanding of the Fiji Museum’s role in cultural heritage 

management in the community. This field work was undertaken between November 2012 

and May 2013. The research included numerous visits to the Fiji Museum between the 

aforementioned period as well, in addition to visits to the Museum of Samoa, the Levuka 

Museum and the Vanuatu Cultural Centre in February, May and June 2013 respectively, 

to examine the permanent exhibits, which are the public face of the museum, that is, the 

objects, labels, photographs that for the most part change very little, and are as yet 

unchallenged as more-or-less permanent representations of the heritage and identities of 

these countries that a museum communicates to its visiting public. 

Some challenges were encountered in completing this study on a history of the 

Fiji Museum. These included difficulties deciphering handwritten documents, a delay in 

accessing the Fiji Museum’s records after 2003 because due to financial constraints they 

have yet to be published and made available to the public. A lack of available documents 

on the Museum of Samoa located at its headquarters also proved challenging. Regarding 

using the oral interview technique, it is acknowledged that some facts by interviewees 

may be forgotten. However, the utilisation of an empirical approach affords a measure of 
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interplay between people, objects and texts that can provide checks and balances in 

research. This can facilitate the corroboration of information collected.  

The presentation of the methodology used for this research has attempted to 

identify the various aspects of the investigation, particularly relating to a review of the 

primary and secondary sources for the thesis.  

 

How the Thesis is Organised 

Chapter one introduces the reader to the subject of museums in the Pacific by providing 

the objectives, the literature survey, methodology, and outline of this study.  The 

literature surveyed was selected as reference material for this thesis. The texts selected 

offer perspectives about the function of museums in the Pacific Islands, specifically Fiji, 

which is the primary focus of this research. These seminal works have provided a basis 

for this thesis on the historical development of the Fiji Museum. 

The second chapter is the theoretical framework applied to this study, which 

covers theories of cultural identities, national identities and museums. Emphasis is placed 

on the role of history in constructing cultural identity and how identities are negotiated 

and contested in the Pacific and, in entities such as museums. 

 “The Nation’s Treasure House” is the title of the third chapter. It gives the origins 

of the Fiji Museum during Fiji’s colonial period, primarily concentrating on its creation 

in 1904 to the year of Fiji’s independence in 1970. It discusses the role of the 

predecessors of the Fiji Museum – the Fijian Society and the Fiji Society – in the 

development of the museum. Chapter three argues that during its formative years, 

membership of the two societies was comprised of the local white elite who sought to 

develop a museum and concentrated on acquiring the cultural material of indigenous 

Fijians and to a lesser extent, the other Pacific Islands. The chapter shows how in the 

initial stages indigenous cultural objects were identified as the main symbols of Fiji’s 

cultural heritage. It highlights significant phases such as the introduction of legislation to 

regulate the activities of the museum and concludes with the museum’s recognition, just 

before the country’s independence, of the need to enhance its community engagement. 

This is in addition to the necessity contestations surrounding embracing the history and 

cultural material of all ethnic groups resident in Fiji. 
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 The fourth chapter, “Destabilising the Ivory Tower,” primarily highlights the 

1971 to 1993 phase of the museum’s development but has some reference to future years. 

Among several areas examined are the Fiji Museum’s first initiative to focus on Fiji’s 

intangible heritage through embarking on the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) oral history project, the expansion efforts of the 

museum, the impact of the 1987 coups and its realisation of its shortcomings that 

hindered its development 

 In chapter five, “Community Engagement and Embracing Intangible Cultural 

Heritage” the pivotal 1994 to 1999 period when policy was shaped to take the Fiji 

Museum in a new direction is the main focus. During this era, the museum as a living 

institution sought to transform itself by becoming a dynamic institution with community 

engagement and participation at the core. Some of the programmes initiated are 

discussed. So too is the concept of the museum as a centre of controversy since a major 

point in the museum’s history concerned the opening of an Indo-Fijian gallery and its 

significance to national discourse. 

 Chapter six, “The Fiji Museum in the Twenty-First Century” argues that the 

improvement shown during the 1994 to 1999 period was affected by the 2000 and 2006 

coups. The sixth chapter also outlines the challenges that impact the progress of this over 

– 100 – year – old institution and provides some suggestions and vision of the staff for its 

improvement in the future. Some references are made to museums/cultural centres in 

Samoa and Vanuatu. Their inclusion offers a regional viewpoint and further grounds the 

discussion on a cultural history of the Fiji Museum. 

 The seventh chapter is the conclusion. It summarises and knits together the main 

points in the thesis. By mapping the early development of the Fiji Museum, it is argued 

that the Fiji Museum as a living institution has changed and revisited its purpose in 

colonial and post-colonial Fiji. It is asserted that the implantation of the culture of 

museums in a colonial space was successful because of the incorporation of local elite.  It 

maintains that the Fiji Museum retained a colonial outlook but this began to change after 

independence. The thesis contends that the Fiji Museum – despite its challenges such as a 

lack of space, financial and human resources – has served as a contested space in the 

evolving debate of the identity of this nation and has played an essential role in the 
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preservation and promotion of the intangible and tangible heritage of Fiji in a range of 

ways such as through its research output, collection and conservation of cultural material, 

Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs), and community engagement programmes. 

 

Summary 

This chapter introduced the reader to museums in the Pacific. It has provided the 

literature survey, methodology and outline of this study.  This introduction has outlined 

the need for an investigation on museums in this region in a colonial and post-colonial 

context. In the following chapter, a conceptual framework that discusses the theories of 

Pacific cultural identities, in addition to, national identities and museums will provide the 

groundwork for writing a history of the Fiji Museum.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Theoretical Framework 

The second chapter provides the theoretical framework for this thesis. Theoretical 

constructs of identities are used to sustain the argument that writing the historical 

development of the Fiji Museum can provide discourse on cultural and national identities 

in the Pacific. The chapter first discusses cultural identities because a museum is 

generally mandated to promote cultural identity and heritage of the populace it serves. A 

Pacific lens is used for this discussion and is more appropriate than applying a Western 

gaze to discourse on this region. The chapter then moves into an exploration of national 

identities and their connections to museums.  

 

Pacific (Cultural) Identities 

Theorists on cultural identities in the Pacific explain that literature, oral history, the visual 

and performing arts, cultural, historical and political events shape the cultural identities of 

the Pacific. Vilsoni Hereniko affirms that cultural identities are always in a state of 

becoming. In his view, it is a journey in which we never arrive.

Hereniko emphasises that land, community and traditional skills are rooted in the identity 

of indigenous culture. An important issue highlighted by Hereniko is that of Pacific 

Islands not having “a clear and confident vision of who they are and their place in 

modern society.”1 Subsequently, “although they pay lip service to a Pacific identity, they 

have only a vague idea of how such an identity translates into concrete actions.”2 

 Hereniko writes about the state of national identities and nationhood in the 

Pacific. He discusses geographical and linguistic barriers in places such as the Solomon 

Islands, Papua New Guinea and Fiji. Referring to Fiji, he states, “[and Fiji] faces the 

same problem: it has a large Indian population with a cultural identity extremely different 

                                                           
1Vilsoni Hereniko, “Representations of Cultural Identities,” in Inside Out: Literature, Cultural Politics and 
Identity in the new Pacific, ed. Vilsoni Hereniko and Rob Wilson (New York and Oxford: Rowman and 
Littlefield Publishers Inc. 1999), 138. 
 Ibid., 153. 
2 Ibid. 
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from that of Fijians. Divisions also exist within both the Fijian and the Indian 

communities.”3  

 Regarding the search for cultural identities in the Pacific, Hereniko suggests that 

“the search for cultural identities rooted in the past but relevant in the present has to be 

carefully conducted, if self-determination for individuals, nations, and the Pacific region 

is to be a reality. The challenge is in the art of selection and negotiation.”4  Cultural 

identities are all encompassing. In the case of the Pacific, this also includes a discussion 

on a regional identity. Thus far, in Epeli Hau‘ofa’s view, this has failed for several 

reasons such as diversity, requirements of international geo-politics and narrow national 

self-interest on the part of individual communities. Despite these challenges, he believes 

that a common activity that would help the Pacific to act together for the advancement of 

the Islands’ collective interests is necessary.5 

 Elise Huffer shares similar views to Hau‘ofa on the importance of regionalism to 

cultural identities in the Pacific. Huffer maintains that Pacific Island countries have 

traditionally sought to make cultural identity the foundation of regionalism. She argues 

that it is in their best interest to continue to build on this approach if regionalism is to 

have any meaning for the peoples of the Pacific Islands and if it is to become a better tool 

for effective governance in this region. One of the fundamental aspects of contemporary 

Pacific culture and cultural identities is its ideal of and a focus on people, relationships 

and on caring and sharing networks and on working together for the betterment of all. 

Furthermore, cultural identity is a bond that brings Pacific Island countries and peoples 

together.6 

In her opinion, Pacific cultural values such as solidarity and respect for kinship 

networks must be the guiding principles of Pacific regionalism. She stresses the role that 

communities must play in regional institutions. Further, Huffer makes a case for human 

mobility among island states for economic reasons and the need to enhance a sense of 

regional identity. 

                                                           
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid., 162. 
5 Epeli Hau‘ofa, We Are the Ocean: Selected Works (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2008), 41.  
6 Elise Huffer, “Regionalism and Cultural Identity: Putting the Pacific back into the plan,” in Globalisation 
and Governance in the Pacific Islands, ed. Stewart Firth (Canberra: ANU E Press, 2006), 44. 
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 However, defining a Pacific Islander regional identity in itself is complex and 

raises issues of belonging. Hau‘ofa explains that a regional identity means a Pacific 

Islander identity, but the question remains what or who is a Pacific Islander? 

There are . . . people with origins in Oceania who are citizens of Canada, the  
US . . . and who consider themselves Pacific Islanders. In Fiji, about half the 
citizen population is of non-indigenous origin and they are not considered or 
called Fijians. The term Fijian is reserved for the indigenous population which 
still considers the rest as ‘vulagi’ or guests, even though their ancestors might 
have immigrated to Fiji a century ago. Fijians are Pacific Islanders, what of the 
rest? 7 

 

Hau‘ofa considers the other side of the coin by asking whether or not Indo-Fijians see 

themselves as Pacific Islanders. He states:  

Given the mutual misunderstandings and suspicions between . . . indigenous 
Fijians and to some extent most other indigenous Pacific Islanders on the one 
hand and Indo-Fijians on the other, what proportion of the latter considers 
themselves Pacific Islanders?8  

 

He makes this query because “the view held by some people in the region is that only 

indigenous populations are Pacific Islanders.” 9   

 For indigenous Fijians, maintaining their identity in the face of an all-embracing 

national identity that encompasses all people in Fiji is not an easy feat. This is the same 

for all other ethnic groups resident in this space. It begs the question as to whether 

ethnicity is coterminous with nationality and statehood. 

 For indigenous Fijians, there is a constant struggle between and embracing other `
 communities and maintaining a distinct and separate identity. There is  

ambivalence about compromise. It is feared something is indelibly lost in that  
process . . .10 

  

However, there have been recent government efforts to Fiji Government with the 

implementation of the 2013 Constitution unlike previous constitutions does not define 

                                                           
7 Ibid., 50.  
8 Ibid. 
9Ibid. 
10Ratu Joni Madraiwiwi, “Governance in Fiji: The Interplay between indigenous tradition, culture and 
politics,” in Globalisation and Governance in the Pacific Islands, ed. S. Firth (Canberra: ANU E Press, 
2006), 289. 
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and divide by ethnicity but bestows the title of Fijian on every citizen, while celebrating and 

recognising all cultures.11 

Historically, though, much of the conflict between major ethnic groups in Fiji, for 

example, is rooted in the issue of land rights, the common heritage of all people of the 

Pacific is the sea. “All of our cultures have been shaped in fundamental ways by the 

adaptive interactions between our people and the sea that surrounds our island 

communities.” 12 However, “a regional identity anchored in our common heritage of the 

ocean does not mean an assertion of exclusive regional territorial rights.”13 

 The notion of a Pacific Islander identity and questions of who belongs to this 

region highlights the tensions that arise sometimes between ‘colonial’ heritage and 

‘indigenous’ heritage. Helene Martinsson-Wallin asserts, “In society today, the most 

obvious functions of cultural heritage are to establish and support cultural identity. In the 

Pacific area, there can be divisions between ‘colonial’ heritage and ‘indigenous’ heritage 

that are problematic.”14 Citing the example of Fiji’s first colonial capital, Levuka, 

situated on Ovalau Island, she states: 

 Even if Ovalau is considered to be national heritage and recognised as a tourist  
attraction, it has been difficult to determine a management plan and allocate  
funding, since the property is associated with processes of European colonisation. 
Should protection and preservation of such sites be a government priority in post-
colonial Fiji?15 

 

The tensions between European, American, indigenous Pacific Islanders and other ethnic 

groups contribute to a discourse between colonisation and post-colonialism in the Pacific. 

Museums such as the Fiji Museum can be one space to examine some of these 

contestations because it represents and constructs cultural and national identities.  

                                                           
11Nasik Swami, “Constitution,” Fiji Times, September 7, 2013.  
12 Hau‘ofa 52. 
13 Ibid., 54. 
14 Helene Martinsson-Wallin, “The Complexity of an Archaeological Site in Samoa: The Past in the 
Present,” in Pacific Island Heritage: Archaeology, Identity and Community, ed. Jolie Liston et.al. 
(Canberra: ANU E Press, 2011), 103. 
15Ibid.  
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National Identities and Museums 

Cultural and national identities are intertwined in spaces such as museums. National 

identity refers to a sense of belonging to a nation. National symbols, language, national 

colours, cultural expressions and the nation’s history itself create that sense of belonging 

in its citizens. In the example of language, as a defining feature of a nation, according to 

Anderson, “no one can give the date for the birth of any language. Each looms up 

imperceptibly out of a horizon-less past . . . Languages thus appear rooted beyond almost 

anything else in contemporary societies. At the same time, nothing connects us 

affectively to the dead more than language.”16 The museum, according to Benedict 

Anderson, is one of the three institutions of power that had profoundly shaped the way in 

which the State imagined its dominion. More specifically, “the nature of the human 

beings it ruled, the geography of its domain, and the legitimacy of its ancestry.”17 The 

museum functioned as an entity which allowed the State, in this case Britain, to appear as 

the guardian of tradition. Further, this power was enhanced by reproducing symbols of 

tradition. Therefore, it would only be ‘natural’ that “museums and collections that had 

their origins in the colonialist era... were founded and assembled in line with the 

prevailing motivations that governed collecting in the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries - scientific curiosity, administrative control of populations, potential for 

economic exploitation, and antiquarianism.”18  

There is a continuous discourse on museums and their role in the formation and 

preservation of identities in societies across the world. A few cases will be highlighted. In 

African, Caribbean and Pacific states, issues of museums and national identity have been 

discussed.19 In South Africa, the challenge that museums in this country face is to create a 

new national identity that incorporates an examination of past oppression, while at the 

same time leaving the way open for building a national identity that incorporates all its 

diverse groups. While the experience of the apartheid is not part of Fiji's history, like 

South Africa, there exists a legacy of tense race relations between ethnic groups, 
                                                           
16Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (London: Verso, 1983 [1991]), 145. 
17 Ibid. 163-64. 
18 Alissandra Cummins, Kevin Farmer and Roslyn Russell eds. “Introduction” in Plantation to Nation: 
Caribbean Museums and National Identity. (Illinois: Common Ground Publishing LLC, 2013), 3. 
19 See Adrienne L. Kaeppler, “The Role of Pacific Museums in Forging National Identity,” in Museums 
and the Making of "Ourselves": The Role of Objects in National Identity, ed. Flora E. S. Kaplan (London: 
Leicester University Press, 1994), 19-44. 
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primarily indigenous and Indo-Fijians, manifested particularly with the two coups in 

1987. Fiji’s coup culture and race relations have influenced how national identity has 

been perceived and shaped from the late nineteenth century in this Pacific Island nation. 

In the Anglophone Caribbean, a region which shares a similar historical 

experience to the Pacific of colonisation, decolonisation and in the case of Fiji, Indian 

indentureship, Alissandra Cummins’s argument that “given the complexity of the 

histories constructed and the loss of identity experienced, Caribbean museums should 

function as sites of question and not merely of didactic expression,”20 is also applicable to 

Pacific Island museums. Cummins maintains that Caribbean museums should identify 

ways to allow the community to engage more directly in the construction of national 

histories through interactivity. Neither national nor cultural identity can be signified or 

represented solely through material culture as has been the bias and foundation of most 

western museums. She asserts that the latter cannot dictate the Caribbean experience, 

and, states that instead, museums within the last decade have begun to recognise the 

importance of working with intangible heritage as the basis of lived reality. Similar to 

Pacific Island cultures, “sound, song, movement, rhythm, colour, contour, traditional 

knowledge, belief and cultural expression – are the critical factors which bring Caribbean 

culture to life.”21 

In First World nations such as “the United States, England and Ireland, museums 

are one arena among many in which the dominance of middle-class imperialist culture 

has been contested . . . Individuals find themselves asking questions such as ‘Whose 

culture is it?’ “Amy Levin maintains that in museums, these questions gain vigorous 

expression as members of groups whose contributions were once neglected seek greater 

representation in exhibits. Subsequently, to address this concern, curators have 

increasingly attempted to display art and historical artefacts which pertain to members of 

non-dominant groups.22 Museums, then, seek to include marginalised groups. For Levin, 

museums participate in a continuous “process of repackaging and redefining the nation, 

                                                           
20Alissandra Cummins, “Caribbean Museums and National Identity,”History Workshop Journal, No. 58 
(2004): 241. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Amy K. Levin, “Museums and the Rhetoric of Nation,” The Journal of the Midwest Modern Language 
Association, Vol. 38, No. 2 (Fall, 2005): 78. 
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with tourists, investors and others cast as consumers.”23 In other European countries such 

as Denmark, “questions of heritage, ownership of discourses of past and present are 

important elements in present-day struggles over identity and belonging . . .”24 

Although categorised as one of the SIDS, due to Fiji’s migratory history where 

over time, migrants from countries such as Samoa, Tonga, the Solomon Islands, Europe 

and India have made this country their home, complexities of whose cultural identities 

and heritage should be featured at the national museum of Fiji make the Fiji Museum a 

contested space. It may be also argued that tension, is part of the nation’s historical 

development. The contested domain of the Fiji Museum reflects the wider national 

narrative. The nation, this “imagined community,”25 that is Fiji, has battled with 

re/negotiating re/presentations, and in so refining the “idea”— the culture, the “political 

roof of the nation-state, which [is] a powerful source of meanings for modern cultural 

identities.26 The people of Fiji have grappled with the idea of what is a nation. And this 

has manifested itself with four coups, two in 1987, one in 2000 and another in 2006. The 

thesis will speak briefly to how the museum operated under such uncertain conditions. 

Further, similar to museums in developed nations, due to a concept of nation and 

belonging and a national policy that has privileged its indigenous population, the 

argument will be made that as a sub-sector of the wider society, in its struggle to create a 

museum for the people of Fiji, the Fiji Museum also played a role in marginalising other 

ethnic groups in Fiji. “However different its members may be in terms of class, gender, or 

race, a national culture [must] seek to unify them into one cultural identity, to represent 

them all as belonging to the same great national family.”27 This question of belonging, it 

will be asserted is a difficulty which has confronted the nation of Fiji and its national 

institution, the Fiji Museum throughout its history. 

Seeking to unify all ethnic groups in a country is one of the principal tests of the 

construct national cultural identity. 

                                                           
23 Ibid., 90. 
24 Keld Buciek, Jørgen Ole Bærenholdt and Kristine Juul, “Whose Heritage? Immigration and Place 
Narratives in Denmark,” Human Geography, Vol. 88, No. 2, Geography and Power, the Power of 
Geography (2006): 185. 
25 Anderson, 6. 
26 Stuart Hall, “The Question of Cultural Identity,” eds., Stuart Hall, David Held, and Tony McGrew, 
Modernity and its Futures (Oxford: Open University, 1992), 292. 
27 Ibid., 296 
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National identities represented precisely the result of bringing these two halves of 
the national equation together—offering both membership of the political nation-
state and identification with the national culture. . .28 

 

Assessing how the Fiji Museum has sought to achieve this goal is an important element 

of an examination of this institution’s development. “National collections and heritage 

institutions thus form an important if not invaluable, opportunity for 'validating' 

nationally-constructed identities by providing a succinct distillation of collectively-

authorised memory.”29 Further, it must be taken into consideration that 

National identities do not subsume all other forms of difference into themselves 
and are not free of power, internal divisions and contradictions, cross-cutting 
allegiances and difference. So when we come to consider whether national 
identities are being dislocated, we must bear in mind the way national cultures 
help to ‘stitch up’ differences into one identity.30 

 

“Museums also offer a unique vantage point for understanding the construction of 

national narratives and representations of a shared past that are essential in the process of 

nation building.”31 Homi K. Bhaba states, “Nations, like narratives, lose their origins in 

the myths of time and only fully realise their horizons in the mind’s eye.” 32 This 

narrative approach is significant for it embraces the various means of re/presenting the 

nation and this thesis seeks to highlight the Fiji Museum’s role in such a process because 

of its longstanding and central role in the articulation of identity, it  becomes a significant 

site in which to examine the culture, history and identities of the country. 

 

Summary 

This chapter has outlined the theoretical base for this thesis. The study seeks to 

complement the aforementioned theories in providing an historical evolution of the Fiji 

Museum’s path to demonstrate how this Pacific museum can be used as a means to 

                                                           
28 Ibid. 
29 Cummins, 227. 
30 Hall, 299. 
31Serena Nanda, “South African Museums and the Creation of a New National Identity Robben Island 
Museum; District Six Museum; Kwa Muhle Museum,” American Anthropologist, New Series, Vol. 106, 
No. 2 (2004): 379. 
32Homi K. Bhaba “Introduction: Narrating the Nation,” ed. Homi K Bhaba in Nation and Narration 
(London: Routledge, 1990), 1. 
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discuss how identities are shaped, presented and the struggles with identity as the thesis 

seeks to track the Fiji Museum’s development, particularly its shift to recognising the 

importance of both tangible and intangible heritage to Fiji. The following chapter begins 

this journey by providing the origins of the Fiji Museum from 1904 and discussing its 

development during the era of British rule, until the country gained independence in 

1970. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

The Nation’s Treasure House 

This chapter provides a history of the Fiji Museum during Fiji’s colonial period and 

argues that it was an extension of a colonialist enterprise. It discusses the role of the 

predecessors of the Fiji Museum – the Fijian Society and the Fiji Society – in the 

development of the Nation’s Treasure House. The chapter argues that during its 

formative years, membership of the two societies comprised the local white elite who 

sought to develop a museum and concentrated on acquiring the cultural material of 

indigenous Fijians and, to a lesser extent, the Pacific Islands for the museum. It is for this 

reason that the chapter is entitled ‘The Nation’s Treasure House,’ because efforts were 

made to capture the cultural goods of Fiji amidst a fear that if not collected, perhaps  

these objects and the Fijians themselves would become extinct. Cultural identity, for the 

Fiji Museum operating in the colonial period, was associated with tangible heritage. The 

Fiji Museum’s collections helped to shape empire and its early collections remain 

inextricable from history of colonialism, which helped to establish narratives of inclusion 

and exclusion. It is argued that from a colonial perspective, the indigenous Fijian identity 

was seen as the identity of Fiji and this was reflected in the decisions taken by its 

administrators. Within this era, it will also be shown, through an analysis of visitor 

statistics, that from the 1950s, there was more acceptance of the Fiji Museum by the other 

racial groups such as indigenous and Indo-Fijians. Legislation governing the Fiji Museum 

and challenges faced, particularly a lack of headquarters, are also highlighted. The 

chapter ends with the museum’s recognition, just on the cusp of the country’s 

independence in 1970, of the need to enhance its community profile and participation and 

to embrace the history and cultural material of all racial groups resident in Fiji.  

 

The Early Years, 1904–1954 

Fiji Museum was established in the early twentieth century, as imported ‘invented’ 

cultural expression not conceptualised by the main populace of Fiji. “The eighteenth- and 

nineteenth-century British model of the museum was transported and applied, not merely 

to the West Indies but to Canada, Australia and New Zealand and the Pacific Islands; to 
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Asia, and African territories ...throughout the British Empire.”33 Fiji was no different, and 

so, the history of the Fiji Museum began in 1904 when the idea for a museum was first 

conceptualised. In that year, William (later Sir William) Allardyce presented to the Suva 

Town Board some of his collection of Fijian material, gathered during his term of service 

as an administrative officer. The collection was exhibited at the Town Hall, which was 

previously known as Queen Victoria Hall. The birth of this museum was a result of a gift. 

Its origins also set a tone for the receipt of many more gifts which allowed the museum’s 

collections to further develop. 

 

Figure 3. 1 The Fiji Museum was first located at Queen Victoria Hall. Source: Fiji 
Museum. 

On May 23, 1908, the Fijian Society was inaugurated, with Colman C. Wall as its 

founder and an active player in it for the remainder of his life.34 Wall served as curator 

and was a member of the committee of the Society, part of the time as honorary secretary 

and, for the last few months of his life, as treasurer.35 “He was most assiduous in 

searching out matter connected with the history of Fiji, prior to the . . . [Cession to] Great 

Britain and traditional history, relating to events much further back.”36 The Fijian Society 

was formed with declared objectives: to promote and conserve interest in historical, 

literary, scientific and kindred matters in any way relating to Fiji and other islands of the 
                                                           
33 Alissandra Cummins, “Natural history = national history: early origins and organising principles of 
museums in the English-speaking Caribbean.” In: Plantation to Nation: Caribbean Museums and National 
Identity. eds. Alissandra Cummins, Kevin Farmer, and Roslyn Russell (Illinois: Common Ground 
Publishing LLC, 2013) 11. 
34 Derrick, “The Fiji Museum,” 153–156. Transactions of the Fijian Society for 1911 (Suva: Offices of the 
Times and Herald, 1911), n.p. 
35Transactions of the Fijian Society for the Year 1922 (Suva: Office of the Fiji Times and Herald, 1923), 1–
25. 
36Ibid. 
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Pacific; to assist in the formation and care of a museum; to acquire books, records and so 

forth relating thereto, which were to be in the possession of the trustees; and to publish 

from time to time, a journal containing a record of the proceedings of the Society.37 

This declaration of a purpose issued by the Fijian Society clearly indicates that the 

Society was conceived as a learned society. Similar to other learned societies, it was 

committed to the promotion of a discipline, matters relating to Fiji and other Pacific 

islands. Further, its efforts to promote this discipline should therefore be seen as 

continuing involvement in intellectual creation. The Society was committed to ensuring 

that it was a pinnacle of historical research in the Pacific islands and that its journal 

should be the voice of authority on the historical experience of Fiji and surrounding 

islands in the Pacific. 

 One of the Fijian Society’s primary goals was to assist “in the formation and care 

of a museum.”38 They were also “. . . endeavouring to collect useful information about 

the past and early history of Fiji . . . fast passing into oblivion.”39 The annual subscription 

for members was “half-a-guinea,” payable in advance. However, this fee was not 

applicable to all members. Rule 7b states: “Native Fijians, who contribute papers to the 

Society, may be elected as members of the Society without paying ordinary 

subscription.”40 This special rule was an effort to make the Fijian Society more inclusive 

and to reach out to indigenous Fijians, who were not joining the Society in substantial 

numbers: extension of free membership was, in addition to an encouragement to research 

their own culture, a move to garner more interest among the local populace. This would 

have been a better option than simply having a Society that researched, gave lectures and 

collected artefacts for a museum in the name of the people of Fiji but without any 

involvement in the process of the people themselves. This move to become more 

inclusive of the indigenous Fijians also hinted at the class and racial divide in its 

membership. It also begs the question as to why other ethnic groups were not extended 

the same courtesy of a fee waiver. Perhaps this was because their membership was not 

seen as vital to the objectives of the Fijian Society. 

                                                           
37Transactions of the Fijian Society for 1915 (Suva: Office of the Times and Herald, 1915), 1–36. 
38Transactions of the Fijian Society for 1912–1913 (Suva: N/A, 1913), n.p. 
39Ibid. 
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This colonial model of a museum focusing on the cultural identity of the ‘native 

Fijian’ arguably could have been influenced by colonial administrators themselves. The 

first elected patron of the Fijian Society was His Excellency Sir Everard Ferdinand im 

Thurn, who served as Governor of Fiji from 1904 to 1910. It may not be coincidental that 

within the same year of Sir Everard’s arrival, a museum was established in Fiji and that 

he was its first patron. Sir Everard’s museum expertise was honed by his time spent in 

British Guiana also a former West Indies colony and may very well have influenced the 

course of the Fiji Museum’s development. Sir Everard (1852-1932) was a botanist, 

explorer, anthropologist and Colonial Governor. In 1877, he was appointed Curator of the 

Museum of the Royal Agricultural and Commercial Society of British Guiana, a former 

British West Indies colony. He also spent two and a half years ‘wandering among the 

Indians.’ In 1882, he founded ‘Timerhri’ the literary and scientific journal of the Royal 

Agricultural and Commercial Society. He was the author of Among the Indians of 

‘Guiana published in 1883 which disclosed extensive and intimate knowledge that Sir 

Everard had attained of the habits and customs of the aboriginal Indians of Guiana. In 

1904, he was appointed Governor of Fiji and High Commissioner of the Western Pacific 

and retired six years later41Arguably, Sir Everard’s British Guiana model may have 

influenced the direction of the Fijian Society. 

Members of the Society recommended to Sir Everard that trustees should be 

appointed. This request was approved and a special grant of £200 for funds was made 

available to enable the trustees to acquire collections. The first Board included several 

distinguished men, pillars of the white society:  President, Hon. William Sutherland; Vice 

Presidents: Messrs G. J. Marks, S. L. Lazarus, Humphrey Berkeley; Treasurer: Mr. 

William. Good; and Rev. R. M. Legale filled the Secretary’s post. Other members of the 

committee were the Hon. Dr. Geo. Fox; Messrs. John Bayley; E.G.O. Beddoes; G.A.F.W. 

Beauclerc, C.C. Wall and Rev. A. J. Small. At this early stage, there were twenty-three 

members and the exhibits were still in the custody of the Suva Town Board.42 At the 

outset, it is clear that what was to become the Fiji Museum was brought into fruition by a 

collaborative effort between private individuals and the government. This is a 

                                                           
41Algernon Aspinall, “Everard im Thurn: Born 1852: Died 7 October, 1932,” Man, 33 (1933): 36-37. 
42Transactions of the Fijian Society for the Record of its Commencement to 31 December 1910 (Suva: 
Offices of the Fiji Times and Herald, 1925), n.p. 
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characteristic and part of the identity of the Fiji Museum model; and it has been played 

out during its history in the colonial era. 

In 1910, the government approved an annual grant of £25, which allowed the 

trustees to appoint a part-time caretaker.43 In less than two years, the membership of the 

Fijian Society more than doubled to close to 60 members on the roll by December 31, 

1910.44 This was testament to the growing interest, primarily among white colonial 

subjects, in the Society and its aims. The government’s awareness of the necessity for an 

organisation such as this seems also to have increased, since the annual grant rose to £100 

in the following year.  

The Fijian Society spent a great deal of its early years acquiring collections and 

artefacts. At this stage, Bishop Vidal and Sir Everard presented collections of marine 

shells and ethnological specimens, respectively. In 1910, Sir Everard’s term of service 

ended and he left Fiji but with six years of his influence, arguably framing the direction 

of the path of development of the Fiji Museum. Subsequently, in 1911, another British 

colonial administrator, Sir Francis Henry May, K.C.M.G., became the patron. Sir Francis 

too eventually left Fiji, to assume the post of Governor of Hong Kong from 1912 to 1919. 

During 1911, an honorary membership roll was created. These honorary members 

represented the British Crown and were colonial servants. This first honour roll included 

another former Governor of Fiji, His Excellency, the Hon. W.M. Allardyce, C.M.G., who 

acted briefly in this capacity between 1901 and 1902; Louis Becke, Esq.; Sir Everard im 

Thurn; and Sir Francis May.45 

The Society produced transactions of its proceedings in the form of journals, 

which contained articles from lectures read at meetings. Between 1908 and 1911, the 

Society was quite active, holding 45 meetings and hearing 58 papers about Fiji read.46 A 

brief survey of these papers shows that at such an early stage the list of topics was quite 

extensive and varied, ranging across such subject matter as some early wrecks in Fiji’s 

waters;47 fire walking, the French in Fiji48 and dances such as the Meke ni Yau (the kava 

                                                           
43Derrick, “The Fiji Museum,” 154–56. 
44Transactions of the Fijian Society for 1925 and 1926 (Suva: Offices of the Fiji Times and Herald, 1927), 
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46Ibid. 
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dance),49 sacred stones of Rotuma;50 Fijian superstition;51 and the Highland tribes of Ra.52 

The variety of articles demonstrates a high output during the Society’s early years. 

 

Fijian Society during the World War One Era 

The Fijian Society continued in its quest to acquire the cultural material of Fiji. In 1914, 

the Government and Fijian Society members combined funds and for £190 purchased the 

curios of Mr. J.W. Philpott and a number of model South Sea Island canoes were bought 

from a Mr. Mahaffy.53 This was a substantial sum of money spent; these collections must 

have been regarded as of tremendous value to have been acquired at this cost. Obtaining 

them shows as well that colonial subjects resident in Fiji, such as the aforementioned, 

were accumulating artefacts in Fiji to the point where they were extensive enough to be 

donated or purchased. It must be noted, however, that these cultural objects were usually 

random and would have been of interest to the collectors because they did not represent 

the civilised British ways. It is likely that the cultural significance and meaning to the 

indigenous Fijian community may not have been fully appreciated. Regardless, they did 

provide a source of cultural material for the museum. Throughout the First World War, 

the Fijian Society carried on its work. In 1916, a catalogue was produced. The collections 

were expanding and exhibits housed in the upper story of the Town Hall were in cramped 

conditions to the point where there was not even “room for proper display of the curios 

we already have. Many of them have to be stored away in cupboards.”54 Due to a lack of 

space, the steering oars and other parts of the great double canoes of the eighteenth 

                                                                                                                                                                             
48Transactions of the Fijian Society for 1912 and 1913 (Suva: Office of the Fiji Times and Herald, 1914), 
n.p. 
49Kava or in Fijian, yaqona is a mildly narcotic drink infused from the pounded or dried roots of the Piper 
methysticum, a species of pepper plant. It is a ritual drink in many Pacific islands. 
Rod Edwins, Fijian Artefacts: Tasmanian Museum and Art Gallery Collection (Tasmanian Museum and 
Art Gallery, 1982), 51. 
50Transactions of the Fijian Society for the Year 1917 (Suva: Office of the Fiji Times and Herald, 1918), 
n.p. 
51Transactions and Proceedings of the Fijian Society for 1922 (Suva: Offices of the Fiji Times and Herald, 
1922), 1–22. 
52Transactions of the Fijian Society for the Year 1923 (Suva: Office of the Fiji Times and Herald, 1924), 
n.p.  
53Fiji Museum Report 1914 (Suva: Fiji Museum), n.p. 
54Chairman of the Committee for the management of the Fiji Museum, the Honourable the Colonial 
Secretary Accommodation for curios, June 15, 1914 (Suva: Fiji Museum), n.p. 
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century were displayed on the balcony.55 The collections, at the time, were worth no less 

than £2000.56 

Derrick asserts that during the Fijian Society’s formative years that Wall and 

members of the Society ensured that material was gathered when it was still available, 

and that private collections made before the turn of the century were retained in the 

Colony, instead of being sent to museums overseas.57 According to Derrick, at the time, 

items that were retained by the Fijians were regarded as heirlooms and not for sale or 

disposal.58 The early years of the Fijian Society were crucial to the preservation and 

promotion of the history and culture of Fiji, in an institutional way, particularly 

concerning retaining specimens from the valuable tangible heritage of the Fiji Islands. 

The Society’s efforts, though, literally almost went up in smoke. In 1919, a fire at the 

Town Hall damaged the collection and some exhibits were wholly or partly destroyed. 

This fire contributed to the beginning of the shifting nature of the collections. The 

Veivueti House for Fijian people visiting Suva, though not well suited to a museum’s 

purposes, became its second location. Although it was thought to be too far out of town, 

the museum remained there for nearly ten years.  

 

Figure 3. 2 The Veiveuti House, the second location of the Fiji Museum. Source: Fiji 
Museum 

Nevertheless, the Fijian Society kept on adding to its collections despite that 

substantial loss. In 1920, a Mrs. L. Brown donated 72 specimens of material from the 
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Solomon Islands. These, with part of a collection of 260 specimens acquired from a 

Captain Douglas in the following year, formed the foundation of the collection of 

Solomon Islands artefacts.59  

Three members of the Fijian Society served the Empire during World War One. 

Service to the Empire was the height of colonial allegiance and though some great 

distance away in Fiji, these men served their country. “During the year, three of our 

members have gone forward to assist in the struggle of right against might in the Great 

War going on in Europe. They are Dr. George Fox, Mr. Ivor Stevenson and Mr. John 

Heatly.”60 Referring to those members after World War I, the Fijian Society’s 

transactions state, “as the Great War has ended . . . the Treaty of Peace has been signed 

without any loss to any members, except Mr. John Heatly.”61 

The First World War, though, was not without impact on the membership 

numbers of the Fijian Society (see Table 3.1). Prior to the war’s outbreak, membership 

had been climbing, reaching seventy-one persons in 1912. During the first two years of 

the war, 1914 and 1915, numbers dropped sharply and remained depressed. However, 

post–World War I, the membership increased by more than one-third once again, even 

exceeding pre-war figures.  

Table 3.1 Membership numbers for the Fijian Society, 1908–192762 
 

Year Number 
1908 23 
1910 60 
1911 69 
1912 71 
1914 43 
1915 43 
1922 79 
1923 87 
1924 87 
1927 56 
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The Fijian Society: A White Male–Dominant Space 

In writing a history of the Fiji Museum, issues of race, class and gender come to the fore. 

The Fijian Society was a white male dominated organisation although there were a few 

male indigenous Fijians and white female members. The membership list for 1915 

records that two of the 43 members were indigenous Fijians, both held chiefly status, 

Ratu Deve Toganivalu and Ratu Pita Emosi Tatawaqa. Three female members were listed 

in the same year, “Mrs. Forster”, Miss I. Rennie and Mrs. E.G.O. Beddoes, the wife of 

Mr. E.G.O. Beddoes who served as treasurer during that year. Based on the Fijian 

Society’s membership lists, throughout the years, neither women nor indigenous Fijians 

served as officers or were honorary members of this organisation. Tables 3.2 to 3.7 

demonstrate the reoccurring type of members of the Fijian Society, who held office, were 

presidents or honorary members. It could be suggested that the main population of Fiji 

did not share the Fijian Society’s enthusiasm for a museum in Fiji or feel that it was a 

pressing need. Hence, this was a contributory factor as to why there were not more non-

European descent members especially indigenous Fijians who were not of chiefly origin. 

Further, it is likely that because of the gendered relations of the day, it would not be an 

adherence to the status quo to have white women wielding the power as officers or 

patrons in an organisation dominated by white males. This was the identity of the Fijian 

Society.  

Nonetheless, the contributions of both the indigenous Fijians and women to the 

Fijian Society are noted since both conducted research on Fiji. For example, Ratu 

Tatawaqa upon his death is described as “a member of longstanding who wrote some 

very interesting papers on old Fijian matters.”63 In 1912 and 1913, he penned two articles 

respectively entitled, “Charlie Savage” and “Tabua.” Meanwhile, Ratu Toganivalu 

produced five articles between 1912 and 1924 on topics such as “Turtle Fishing,” and 

“Fiji and the Fijians.” There was just one paper written by a woman. Mrs. Agnes K. 

Goode of Adelaide, South Australia wrote “Fiji of Today,” which was read on September 

20, 1921.64 Despite the contributions and presence of a few indigenous Fijians and 

                                                           
63Transactions of the Fijian Society for 1919, n.p. 
64Author Index to the Transactions of the Fijian Society 1908-1926, (Suva: National Archives of Fiji), n.p. 
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women, for the most part the Fijian Society was another white male preserve during the 

colonial era. 

Over the life span of the Fijian Society, many members were middle to upper 

class colonial whites. They represented colonial whites, often born in Fiji, persons who 

were part of the colonial administration and expatriates in various private sector roles. 

The organisation was typically patronised by the highest member of the colonial 

administration, namely Governors such as Sir Everard, Sir Ernest and Sir Cecil Rodwell. 

The upper echelon of society included members of the clergy ranging from the Bishop of 

Polynesia and several other Reverends to business men honoured by the Crown, such as 

the Hon. John Maynard Hedstrom. The membership lists reveal this tendency. For 

instance, in 1915, there were two clergymen who were members, Rev. A. J. Small, who 

was president five times65and Rev. Thomas Fox. There were three doctors, Dr. George 

Fox, Dr. T. R. St. Johnson and Dr. P. Harper and one professor, a Professor Baker, joined 

the organisation. Seven years later, the same membership typology manifests itself. The 

patron, in 1922, was H.E. Sir Cecil Rodwell who, in 1918, became the Governor. The 

honorary member list was extended in 1921 to include Baron Anatole Von Hügel and 

Colman C. Wall. This drive to collect cultural artefacts in Fiji is exemplified by Von 

Hügel who, in 1875, aged 21 years and of Austrian and Scottish parentage undertook a 

South Seas voyage for his health, and, ended up in Fiji.”66  

Von Hügel was preoccupied almost from the start with indigenous artefacts and 
proceeded to make several trips into the more remote parts of the main island of 
Viti Levu. Although he was obviously interested in seeing the countryside, 
encountering Fijians he took to be less acculturated, and collecting ornithological 
specimens, the principal purpose of these journeys seems rapidly to have become 
the collection of artefacts.67 

 

Of the 79 members in 1922, seven were women. Mrs. Beddoes was still a member and 

there were six new women on the list: Mrs. L. Mayne Anderson; Mrs. Beatrice 

Farquahar; Mrs. Dora Andrews; Miss Deila E. Woods; Miss Kathleen Murphy; Miss 

Evelyn Brough. The men of the cloth continued to join the Fijian Society. Rev. Small was 

                                                           
65Transactions of the Fijian Society for 1915, 8–16. 
66Nicholas Thomas, “Material Culture and Colonial Power: Ethnological Collecting and the Establishment 
of Colonial Rule in Fiji,” Man, New Series, Vol. 24, No. 1 (1989):46. 
67Ibid. 
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still a member, and six others had joined him: Rev. R. L. McDonald; Revd. Wm. Brown; 

“Rev…Dadds”; Rev. C.O. Lelean; Lt. Colonel, the Rev. W. Maitland Woods, O.B.E; 

Rev. R. H. Green.68 These men of faith as members of the Society are of significance. 

From the nineteenth century, missionaries came to Fiji. However, with the Cession to 

Britain, Christianity became more entrenched in Fiji. The Reverends mentioned 

previously were likely Methodist as Methodism was and still is the predominant Christian 

religion in Fiji.  

During 1923, in addition to eight reverends, there were five captains and three 

doctors who were members. The number of women increased to nine, seven of whom 

were married. Added to the women previously mentioned was one new member, Miss 

Lilian Horner.69 Despite these few women as members, the Fijian Society was still 

primarily a predominately white male space. 

 
Table 3.2 Officers of the Fijian Society for 191470 
 

Patron  Sir Ernest Bickham Sweet-Escott, K.C.M.G. 
President G.J. Marks 
Vice 
Presidents 

Rev. A.J. Small; S.L. Lazarus, Esq.; and the 
Hon. Islav McOwan 

Treasurer Mr. E.G.O. Beddoes 
Secretary Mr. G.A.F.W. Beauclerc 

 

The prestige associated with the Fijian Society is also evident in that it had attracted 

several men who were recipients of honours bestowed by the British Crown. The 1924 

membership list reveals the examples of Mr. R. Crompton, CBE; Mr. K.J. Allardyce, 

MBE; Hon. Henry Marks, CBE; the Hon. Sir John Maynard Hedstrom71 and Capt. S. H. 

Ellis, MBE and Lt. Col. Rev. W. Maitland Woods, OBE. Prominent member Sir John, for 

example, was honoured as Knight Commander of the British Empire (KBE) in 1980, 

Knight First Class of the Order of VASA (Swedish), Commander of the British Empire 

                                                           
68Transactions of the Fijian Society for the year 1922, 1–25. 
69Ibid., 1–25. 
70Transactions of the Fijian Society for 1912 and 1913, n.p. 
71A company director, Sir John was the third generation of the family prosecuting business interests in Fiji 
and beyond with conspicuous success. Born on May 16, 1908 at Levuka and educated in Geelong and 
Melbourne, Victoria, he died on November 15, 1983. His father, also Sir John Maynard Hedstrom, was also 
born in Levuka; his grandfather was a Swede. 
Sam Berwick, Who's Who in Fiji: Fiji's Golden Book of Record 1st Edition (Suva: Berwick, 1990), 265 
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(CBE) in 1965 and on the birthday of Fiji’s Independence in 1970, he received the 

Coronation Medal.72  

The racial, class, gendered hierarchy and structure of the Society are relevant to a 

discussion on a historical development of the Fiji Museum. The membership lists 

revealed that a small elite group would make the decisions concerning what objects were 

suitable for the emerging collections. It was this elite group that also exhibited what it 

considered to be the important examples of the cultural heritage of Fiji. In so doing, this 

select group determined what knowledge would be transmitted to a visiting public. 

 

Table 3.3 The officers of the Fijian Society for 191873 
 

Patron Sir Ernest Bickham Sweet-Escott, K.C.M.G. 
President  Rev. Arthur Small 
Vice Presidents Dr. C. A.L.T Brough; Mr. W. J. Ecoins; and 

Mr. C. Harold Wright, M.A. 
Secretary Mr. G.A.F.W. Beauclerc 
Treasurer Mr. E.G.O. Beddoes  
Committee Members  Messrs. Fred Burnett, C. DeMouncey, C.C. 

Wall, A.J. Armstrong and S.W. Dutton 
 
 
 
 
Table 3.4 The officers of the Fijian Society for 1923 to 192474 
 

Patron H.E. Sir Cecil Rodwell, K.C.M.G 
President  Dr. C. A.L.A Touche Brough 
Vice Presidents  Rev. A. J. Small, Mr. John Herrick, Mr. D.W. 

Hoodless                                                                    
Secretary Mr. G.A.F.W. Beauclerc 
Treasurer Mr. C.D.C. Mouncey 
Committee Members Messrs. E.M. Heatly; L. Noerr; A.E. Noerr, A.E. 

Ward, A.E. Barker 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
72Ibid. 
73Transactions of the Fijian Society for the year 1917. 
74Transactions of the Fijian Society for the year 1923, n.p. 
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Table 3.5 The officers of the Fijian Society for 1925 and 192675 
 

Patron H.E. Sir Eyre Hutson, K.C.M.G. 
President  Hon. Henry Marks, C.B.E. 
Vice Presidents  Hon. Sir J.M. Hedstrom; His Lordship the Bishop in 

Polynesia, Mr. John Herrick. O.B.E.                            
Secretary Mr. G.A.F.W. Beauclerc 
Treasurer Mr. E.M. Heatly 
Other Members  Mr. A.E. Ward, Mr. A.E. Baker, Mr. Georgius 

Wright, Dr. C.H. Thompson, Mr. Geo. T. Barker 
 
 
Table 3.6 Honorary members of the Fijian Society in 192376 
 

Honorary Members 
Sir Everard im Thurn, K.C.M.G., K.B.E., C B 
H.E. Sir W.L. Allardyce, K.C.M.G.  
Mr. William Sutherland 
Mr. E.F. Lambert Brown 
H.E. Sir Cecil H. Rodwell, K.C.M.G 
Baron Anatole Von Hügel  
Mr. G.A.F. W. Beauclerc 
Mr. E.G.O. Beddoes 

 

1929 Ordinance: Museum Legislation Passed  

The year 1929 marked a major turning point in the development of a museum in Fiji. As 

Derrick records, “it was largely owing to the interest of P. A. McElwaine, KC., the then 

Attorney General that in 1929, an ordinance was passed constituting the Fiji Museum on 

a permanent basis.”77 The Fiji Museum was governed by the Fiji Museum Act that was 

first passed as Ordinance No. 22 on November 18, 1929. This Act outlines that its Board 

is to consist of five members, that is, three Government officials appointed by the 

Governor, one non-official appointed by the Governor and one appointed by the 

Municipal Council of Suva. The Act outlines the establishment and constitution of a 

                                                           
75Transactions of the Fijian Society for the year 1925 and 1926, n.p. 
76Transactions of the Fijian Society for the year 1923, n.p. 
77Derrick, “The Fiji Museum,”154–156. 
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Board of Trustees of the Fiji Museum, lays down the powers and duties of the Board, and 

vests in the Board objects given to, acquired for or transferred to the museum.78 

With legislation governing the museum on the statute books, the Fiji Museum 

underwent further expansion. In 1930, the entire upper floor of the Carnegie Library,79 

Suva was made available to the museum at the annual rent of £100. The Fiji Museum 

remained there for the next twenty-four years, except at one stage when the Carnegie 

building was required for military purposes during the Second World War.80 

 

Figure 3. 3 The Carnegie Library, the third location of the Fiji Museum. Source: Fiji 
Museum. 

 

1938, the Origins of the Fiji Society 

The Fijian Society’s successor, the Fiji Society, was formed in 1938. It was originally 

named The Fiji Society of Science and Industry. The name was changed at the end of 

1947. It was registered as an incorporated trust in 1962. Among its objectives was the 

promotion of the advancement, study and acquisition of scientific and industrial 

knowledge in any way relating to Fiji or other islands of the Pacific; the procurement of 

publications, books, records and the like relating to Fiji or the Pacific Islands and the 

publication at regular intervals of a record of the proceedings and transactions of the 

Society. The Fiji Society operated continuously for over forty years; their record of 

presidents can attest to this. Within Table 3.8, presidents of the Fiji Society who served 

                                                           
78“The Ordinances of the Colony of Fiji passed in the 19th and 20th years of the Reign of His Majesty King 
George, the Fifth 1929. By Authority J.J. Mc Hugh, Government Printer,” (Suva: Government Printery, 
1930), 66-69.  
79This is the building that still serves as the Suva City Library. 
80Derrick, “The Fiji Museum,” 154-55. 
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between 1940 and 1970 are highlighted. Similar to the Fijian Society, the Fiji Society 

published its transactions and proceedings. It issued its first volume of Transactions to 

cover the years 1938 and 1939. Likewise, articles were published on a range of subjects.  

A sample of the subjects and topics covered is provided here: 

Agriculture: cocoa development, sugarcane improvement, tobacco industry;  

Anthropology and Ethnology: Rotuma, the Solomon Islands, house buildings, breast 

plates of Fiji, Fiji chiefly customs, Fiji music and dance; 

Archaeology: archaeology in Fiji and rock carvings in Fiji; 

Communications: Radio in Fiji and printing in Fiji; 

Education: Fiji Society; Forestry; Geology; Pacific Industry and Economics; Linguistics; 

Marine Sciences; Medical and Public Health; Meteorology; Nature Conservation; 

Ornithology; Philately; Tourism; Zoology81were other areas that were covered. 

 Though a sample of the research priorities and interests is given here, the list is 

significant for what it includes and excludes. Based on the categories provided, it shows 

how certain subjects were defined and focused on. The agriculture section for instance 

focuses on crops imported into Fiji but not on local farming and produce such as dalo, a 

staple of Fijian diet. While in anthropology and ethnology section, no research was 

undertaken into other resident ethnic groups such as Fijians of Indian descent. 

During this era of the Fiji Society’s development George T. Barker became the 

museum’s curator. During 1930 to 1931, Barker and George Kingsley Roth, known as 

G.K. Roth, a colonial officer in Fiji between 1928 and 1957 who was on secondment 

from the government, reorganised the museum.82 We may note that Roth’s keen interest 

on many aspects of Fijian life such as house building, fire walking and the making of 

pottery may have very well influenced the outlook of the museum in those early days.83  

                                                           
81Inese A. Smith, The Fiji Society Transactions and Proceedings Vols. 1–12, 1938–72 (Suva: Council of 
the Fiji Society, 1977), 1–27. 
82R.A. Derrick, “Fiji Museum Interim Report by Curator on the State of the Museum,” (Suva: Fiji Museum, 
1953), n.p. 
83 G.K. Roth was a member of the Roth family who produced great names in anthropology. Roth’s interest 
in Fijian life is seen in his production of two books the fourth edition of Fiji: Handbook of the Colony 
(1936) and the Fijian Way of Life (1953). He became Secretary of Fijian Affairs from 1954-57. Upon 
retirement he returned to England and became Honorary Keeper of the Fijian Collection at Cambridge 
University Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology. 
Russell McDougall and Iain Davidson, eds. The Roth Family, Anthropology & Colonial Administration 
(California: Left Coast Press, 2008),23, 281. 



43 
 

 Despite being in existence for quite some time, quickly after the 1929 Ordinance 

facilitated a museum in Fiji, on 27 September, 1931, the museum was formally opened 

by Governor, Sir A. G. Murchison Fletcher, KCMG, CBE. Under Barker, the museum 

continued to acquire by gift or purchase, other collections to the point where there was no 

space and the premises were badly overcrowded.84 

 
Table 3.7 Presidents of the Fijian Society and the Fiji Society, 1908–197085 
 

Years President 
1908–13 Mr. William Sutherland 
1914 Mr. Gabriel J. Marks 
1915–1919 Rev. Arthur J. Small 
1920–1924 Dr. C. A. La Touche Brough 
1940 H.W. Jack 
1942, 1945, 1955, 1958 R. A. Derrick 
1944 G. K. Roth 
1946 C. Harvey 
1949, 1950, 1954 B.E.V. Parham 
1956 R.W. Parkinson 
1957 W.W. Lewis-Jones 
1959 W. McDonald 
1961 A. J. Black 
1962 D. Lloyd 
1963 J.W. Parham 
1964 W.E. Donnelly 
1965 G.J. Larsen 
1966 J.B. Palmer 
1967 F.H. Mofett 
1970 A.I. Diamond 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                           
84Derrick, “The Fiji Museum,” 154–55. 
85Figures compiled from membership lists of the Fijian Society and Fiji Society 1908 to 1970. 
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Table 3.8 Presidents of the Fiji Society 1940–7086 
 
1940 H.W. Jack 
1942, 1945, 1955, 1958 R. A. Derrick 
1944 G. K. Roth 
1946 C. Harvey 
1949, 1950, 1954 B.E.V. Parham 
1956 R.W. Parkinson 
1957 W.W. Lewis-Jones 
1959 W. McDonald 
1961 A. J. Black 
1962 D. Lloyd 
1963 J.W. Parham 
1964 W.E. Donnelly 
1965 G.J. Larsen 
1966 J.B. Palmer 
1967 F.H. Mofett 
1970 A.I. Diamond 

 

1940: Preservation of Objects of Archaeological and Palaeontological Significance 

During Barker’s term of office, in 1940, further legislation relating to the work of the Fiji 

Museum was enacted. The Fiji Museum was able to enforce Chapter 264 Laws of Fiji 

(1940) Preservation of Objects of Archaeological and Palaeontological Significance. The 

museum currently enforces Chapter 264 Ed. 1978 Preservation of Objects of 

Archaeological and Palaeontological Significance, which is originally from Ordinance 

Nos. 6. of 1940 and 2 of 1945. Under this legislation, the term “monument” is defined 

broadly as any object of archaeological or palaeontological interest, and is any area of 

land in which any object is believed to exist; and can be declared under Section 6 in the 

Gazette to be a monument. If any person discovers an object of archaeological or 

palaeontological interest in the course of operations permitted by a permit issued under 

Section 3, they must give notice to the Board without delay. The same applies for persons 

who do not have a permit. They must give notice indicating the precise site and the 

circumstances of the discovery to the Board, and deliver such object to the Board.87 “Any 

person who fails to comply with the provisions of subsection 1 or subsection 2, as the 

                                                           
86Smith, The Fiji Society Transactions and Proceedings Vols. 1–12, 1938–72, 1–27. 
87Laws of Fiji 1985 Revised Edition Vol. XIV (Suva: Government Printer, 1985), 3. 
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case may be, shall be guilty of an offence and shall be liable to a fine of two hundred 

dollars or to imprisonment for six months, or to both such fine and imprisonment.”88 

The legislation further states that any person who “injures, defaces or imperils a 

monument of any object of archaeological or palaeontological interest and any owner or 

occupier who contravenes the outlined sections and subsections shall be guilty of an 

offence and shall be liable to a fine of two hundred dollars or to imprisonment for six 

months or to both such fine and imprisonment.”89The monetary fine is not substantial and 

arguably would not be a deterrent to large companies undertaking a project in an area of 

palaeontological or archaeologist interest.  

The legislation outlines that no monument or object of archaeological or 

palaeontological interest may be removed from Fiji unless such removal has been 

authorised by a permit by the Board.90 The legislation is very broad in its definition of 

archaeological or palaeontological interest. It defines this “as any structure, erection, 

memorial, cave, rock, rock drawing, painting, sculpture, fossil remains of man, animals 

or any object of plant remains thereof, which is or are of archaeological, anthropological, 

ethnological, prehistory or historic interest.”91 It includes the site on which the subject of 

object of archaeological or palaeontological interest was discovered or exists.92 Although 

this legislation is in place, authorities such as the Fiji Museum have and still grapple with 

a pervasive concern that cultural material will be taken from the country. 

Though the legislation was in existence since 1940 up to the year 1969, only one 

site, Wasavulu was registered as a monument. For some time, the Fiji Museum tried to 

gazette some others but it was only in 2002 that another monument was gazetted in 

Nasonini. Nasonini – where the Forum Secretariat is now located contains a WWII site 

used by the Fiji forces, New Zealand and US forces for the protection of Suva.93 

Circumstances such as these manifested themselves because of the legislation being 

outdated to the needs of Fiji since it was developed in colonial times and with a 

                                                           
88Ibid., 3. 
89Ibid. 
90Laws of Fiji 1985 Revised Edition Vol. XIV, 3-11. 
91Ibid., 3.-11. 
92Laws of Fiji 1985 Revised Edition Vol. XIV, 3-11. 
93Other areas such as Thurston Gardens and the Bilo Battery Site were given to the Department of Natural 
History, Culture and the Arts - then the Department of Culture, but these were not noted by them.   
Sagale Buadromo (director of the Fiji Museum), in discussion with author, November 2012. 
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Eurocentric focus set in place over the traditional indigenous Fijian system. Hence, some 

ideas put forward in the Act were not particularly applicable to the rural sectors of Fiji. 

The lack of sites registered, too, could be an indication that the legislation or 

administration was not as effective as it could have been. One major flaw was that the 

legislation was primarily concerned with prehistoric sites or objects of archaeological 

interest, it does not specifically mention historic sites, such as those created after the time 

of contact, or maritime sites such as shipwrecks. No allowances were made for sites 

under immediate threat. Its scope did not facilitate the implementation and maintenance 

of a site register nor make provisions for the protection of archaeological sites other than 

prehistoric ones. There existed a range of historic and maritime sites protected by some 

legislation such as the National Trust for Fiji Act and the Marine Act in Fiji but not in all 

cases.94 However, by using the term archaeological interest, the museum is able to protect 

sites not considered prehistoric – that is how it managed to protect the Nasonini WWII 

gun site. Furthermore, in the past, to ensure that prehistoric and historic sites were 

protected the Fiji Museum would gazette them and the National Trust was given these 

sites to police under their legislation but the National Trust has adjusted its legislation to 

also gazette sites.95 

 

Fiji Museum and the Second World War 

Despite legislation to protect artefacts that would be unearthed across the lands of Fiji, 

this did not shield the objects already held by the Museum from destruction. For the best 

part of four years, World War II was raging in the Pacific and fears within Fiji of a 

possible attack were a reality. Under Proclamation No. 1 dated 8 January 1942, His 

Excellency, the Governor called out the Fiji Defence Force for service. Later that same 

month, newspapers reported that there were eleven Japanese ships off New Guinea; more 

air raids were reported over that country and Japanese forces landed in the Solomon 

Islands.96 The Second World War was literally on the doorsteps of Fiji. The Suva Town 

Board under the chair of Roth was ensuring that air raid shelters were being built. In 

                                                           
94Christine Burke, “Heritage Legislation Review Discussion Paper,” A paper written for the Fiji Museum 
Suva, Fiji, 1995), n.p. 
95 Buadromo, discussion. 
96 Fiji Times and Herald, January 26, 1942. 
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January 1942, 3900 linear feet (¾ miles) of tunnels had been constructed by the Town 

Board and the Marks Lane Shelter was complete.97 As a result of a threat of air raids by 

the Japanese, in 1942, some 1588 museum exhibits were packed into 86 cases or 

packages and evacuated. According to Derrick, despite the congestion and the lack of 

items, service men of the allied forces, (most likely Americans and New Zealanders) 

visited the museum at the library. At first, the evacuated exhibits were stored in a tunnel 

under Ratu Cakobau Road, below the British High Commissioner’s residency.98  

 However, tunnels were not suitable places to store cultural material. When the 

tunnel was reopened after twelve months, the contents were badly affected by mould and 

damp. Valuable books and other perishable material were damaged or destroyed.99 

Hence, a lack of effective conservation practices led to the demise of a great deal of Fiji’s 

tangible heritage held by the museum. It is debatable whether this was an unpardonable 

dereliction of duty through ignorance and neglect or the exigencies of the fear of 

[unexpected] attack during the Second World War. Nonetheless, the exhibits were 

exhumed, aired, dried, repacked and transported to Ra. There, in the west, reputedly the 

‘dry side’ of the main island, they were stored in an inner room of the District Officer’s 

house at Vaileka. At this fourth location, they remained until March 1944, when the 

threat of air raids had passed.100 

 

Figure 3. 4 The fourth location where the artefacts were stored.  Arrow points to the 
tunnel. Source: Fiji Museum. 

                                                           
97Fiji Times and Herald, March 13, 1942. 
98Derrick, “The Fiji Museum,” 154-55. 
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The lack of space at the Carnegie Library and the competition for this scarce 

resource remained a pervasive problem for the museum. On March 14, 1944 a letter was 

sent to the Suva Town Board requesting the removal from the museum’s premises of 

bookings and fittings belonging to the Carnegie Library. Concerns were expressed about 

books being infected with borers and posing a threat to the exhibits, and the need for 

additional space for the returning exhibits to be displayed.101 

Wright remained the curator until June 1947, the year of his death. For six years, 

this position remained unfilled and a caretaker maintained the museum.102 Without a 

dedicated curator, the museum was in some disarray. Items received between 1947 and 

1953 were not registered and recorded since there was no one to do so. Further, many 

early books and periodicals that were damaged by the damp while stored in a tunnel 

during 1942 to 1944 “fell to pieces in the hand.”103 

The collections of the museum, however, were spared from serious damage from 

the hurricane of January 28, 1952 that devastated most of Fiji. Leaving a death toll of 

twenty-three and 1000 casualties, the hurricane was regarded as “the worst disaster of its 

kind in Fiji’s modern history.”104 The Suva Wharf was wrecked, the entire Fijian village 

at Tamavua near to Suva was flattened and three Namosi villages in the mountainous 

interior of Viti Levu were devastated by landslides.105Against that background of 

devastation, the Fiji Museum was spared, with just two of the Solomon Island canoes and 

carved figures suffering some damage. They were repaired by a Solomon Island 

craftsman using tools and techniques of that country to maintain authenticity. 

Reinforcements for windows were installed, and the original staircase was replaced for 

the Royal Visit. The temporary wooden staircase built by the Suva Council during World 

War II was taken down.106 

                                                           
101Letter from Secretary to the Board of Trustees to the Chairman of the Suva Town Board, March 14, 

1944.  
102 Derrick, “Fiji Museum Interim Report by Curator on the State of the Museum.” 
103Derrick, “Fiji Museum Interim Report by Curator on the State of the Museum.”    
104“Trail of Hurricane Ruin,” Fiji Times and Herald, February 5, 1952. 
105Ibid. 
“Three Namosi Villages Lost in Big Flood Caused By Hurricane,” Fiji Times and Herald, February 6, 

1952. 
106R.A. Derrick, “Fiji Museum Report on the State of the Museum 31st December, 1953,” (Suva: Fiji 

Museum, 1954). 
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Museum Popular among All Races, Plan for a New Headquarters 

In September 1952, R.A. Derrick was appointed curator, effective July 1, 1953. 107  He 

served in this capacity until 1963. In 1953, in spite of the unsuitability of the museum’s 

location, visitor numbers remained steady, with indigenous and Indo-Fijians among them. 

Until September, the number of visitors was in excess of 1400, with an average of nearly 

50 a day. In 1953, The Fiji Times reports, “a pleasing feature . . . is the numbers of Fijian 

and Indian people who show interest in the collections. Fijians are, indeed, in the 

majority.” The article further states that Indian people mainly came with their families 

and schoolchildren with their teachers.108 We note here as well societal thought of who is 

considered Fijian based on the distinction made across ethnic lines in the newspaper 

report. The museum began to expand its educational programmes by the curator offering 

classes linked to lessons in school so that children could see and handle the objects.109For 

the entire year, attendance during 1953 reached 25 153. Of them, 4156 were Europeans, 

8508 were Fijians, 7201 were Indians and 5288 were classified as Others. The Cession 

display held during October 5 to 19 attracted some 6044 people. Of these, 2578 were 

senior pupils of schools, 1804 were Europeans, 1708 were Fijians and 1165 were 

Indians.110 The average attendance for the remaining months stood at 1666. Indeed, more 

Fijians were visiting the museum during this year, with Indians following closely behind, 

even though the museum did not tell their story. These 1953 figures are significant 

because they show that local attendance to the museum was higher that international 

visitors. More importantly, the indigenous Fijians to whom most of the displays were 

geared were becoming more interested in what the Fiji Museum had to offer and were 

coming in their numbers. Interestingly enough, though the Indian populace was not the 

target audience of the museum based on its collections, yet they continued to visit the 

museum. Their interest is recorded in that figure of 7201 Indian visitors. Further, of the 

4156 Europeans, 1102 came from the tourist cruise ships during January.111 Hence, the 

tourism industry, particularly cruise tourism, was crucial to the museum’s finances.  
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Figure 3. 5 List of trustees of the Fiji Museum 1930 to 1950, compiled by R.A. Derrick 

In March 1952, the Suva Town Board requested the Trustees of the museum to 

vacate the Carnegie Library because it was needed for municipal purposes. Instead of 

seeking another temporary location, the Trustees asked the Government to consider 

providing funds for the erection of a suitable building to house the museum and 

suggested the area of the Botanical Gardens.112This need was canvassed as far back as 

June 1914, when the Governor granted the committee of the Fiji Society an interview at 

which “the question of a more suitable Museum Building was discussed,” at an estimated 

cost of £5650. The deputation expressed hope that the Governor might find it possible to 

arrange for the erection of a suitable building and suggested an addition might be made to 

the Carnegie Library.113 

While not having that addition to the Library, the museum remained there 

virtually four decades later, until in 1953, when the necessity of a building principally for 

the museum was finally realised. In 1953, the government set aside £15 000 to build a 

museum.114 Prior to the museum’s final move, as a result of the earthquake and tidal 
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wave of September 14, 1953, which left three persons killed, several dozen injured and 

some property damage but not of a “spectacular” nature, the Fiji Museum’s home, the 

Carnegie Building suffered some damage,115 a severe horizontal crack appearing along 

the west wall, but the damage was not structurally serious. “A few plate and glass slides 

in the cases were broken, exhibits displayed on them being tumbled in confusion, certain 

exhibits hung on walls thrown down. Such damage . . . suffered has been repaired; glass 

shelves have been replaced . . . [and] support for shelves made at museum 

installed.”116This may very well have been a contributory factor to the museum attaining 

a building. By January of the same year, the Board of Trustees was making arrangements 

“to erect a new museum building in the Botanical Gardens on a site already agreed 

upon.”117 The building was constructed by Narain Construction Company Limited and 

completed in 1954. 118 

 

Thurston Gardens, Fiji Museum’s Home: The 1955 to 1970 era 

The Fiji Museum’s permanent headquarters is located at Thurston Gardens, the city of 

Suva’s botanical gardens below Government House. It was officially opened on January 

20, 1955 by Governor, Sir Ronald Garvey, KCMG, KCVO, MBE. Among those gathered 

to witness this historic occasion were officials and their spouses such as the Colonial 

Secretary, Mr. A. F. R. Stoddart, the Secretary for Fijian Affairs; Mr. G. K. Roth and 

Mrs. Roth; the Registrar of Cooperative Societies, Mr. A. C. Reid and Mrs. Reid; the 

Director of Education, Mr. W.W. Lewis-Jones and Mrs. Lewis-Jones; the Mayor of Suva, 

Mr. A. D. Leys, with the ‘Mayoress;’ Mr. and Mrs. R. A. Derrick; the Commissioner of 

Police, Mr. Laws; and Mr. Sethi Narain of Narain Construction Co. Ltd. The new 

headquarters, which was built at a total cost of £17 500, was a single building 136 feet in 

length and 39 feet wide.119 It housed the displays and reserve collection and provided 

office space for the curator and his assistant.  
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Figure 3. 6 Sir Ronald Garvey delivering the address at the opening of the Fiji Museum’s 
new headquarters in 1955. At far left and seated is R.A. Derrick, curator of the museum. 

 

 
Figure 3. 7 The first visitors to the new Fiji Museum in 1955. Source: Fiji Museum. 
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Figure 3. 8 The Fiji Museum’s new headquarters, opened in 1955. Source: Fiji Museum. 

According to Stuart Hall, “not only, in Said’s ‘Orientalist’ sense, were we 

constructed as different and other within the categories of knowledge of the West by 

those regimes. They had the power to make us see and experience ourselves as 

‘Other’.”120 Under colonial regimes, countries such as Fiji and its museum presented 

local heritage from a colonial perspective because the west as the dominant power not 

only named the colonised ‘Other’, but the colonised internalised this naming and 

accepted it as normal. It is through examining these permanent exhibits, which are the 

public face of museums, that is, the objects, labels, photographs that for the most part 

change very little, and are as yet unchallenged as more-or-less permanent representations 

of the heritage and identities of these countries that a museum communicates to its 

visiting public that can facilitate some comprehension of the internalising of the Other by 

the colonised. 

We can glean an understanding of the content of the permanent collection of the 

Fiji Museum at Thurston Gardens. The 1950s was chosen for analysis because this was 

the opening year for the museum’s headquarters and by this time it was well established 

as an institution in Fiji. Venturing into this era can provide perspective into what was 

being re/presented and the museums’ roles in the transmission of cultures. The Fiji Times 

reporting on “The Museum’s New Exhibits on Display” at its official opening in 1955 

offers an idea of what the Fiji Museum’s exhibits were back then. “There are numerous 

                                                           
120 Stuart Hall, “Cultural Identity and Diaspora,” Identity: Community, Culture, Difference ed. Jonathan 
Rutherford (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1990), 225-26. 



54 
 

examples of early documents, paintings, photographs and publications on exhibition; as 

well as models of bures complete with cleverly modelled figures domestically arranged 

on mats, also actual examples of many types of boats, etc., spears, war clubs and 

axes...121 The newspaper also highlights pottery exhibits, including early examples of 

pitchers, ewers and domestic vessels in clay. The yaqona (kava) bowls and tabua 

(whale’s teeth) which “as local folk know, still play an important part in Fijian 

ceremonials and are presented on many formal occasions. The tabua has an attached 

ornamental cord plaited from coconut fibre.”122 In one case was the “original document 

showing the signatures of twelve high chiefs under an “Oath of Allegiance” to the then 

Kingdom of Fiji, prior to the islands being ceded to Britain. These chiefs were officers of 

the Military Forces of those times and the date concerned is September 30, 1873.”123 The 

newspaper also records that there was a native cord six miles long made from the husks 

of coconut, which was presented to Sir Arthur Gordon in 1877 and kept for many years in 

Government House but in recent years was donated to the museum by one of the former 

Governors. The collections also included colourful birds, specimens of water snakes, 

reptiles, fish and crabs, shells and coral and “examples of many native handicraft, such as 

crayfish nets made from the 1000 purpose coconut fibre.”124 

Derrick provides a further vision of the extent of the collection. He states that the 

principal collection related to the material culture of the Fijian people, “one of the most 

complete in existence.” These included collections related to Melanesian cultures, namely 

those of the Solomon Islands’ collection, which was of a “high standard,” the New 

Hebrides (now Vanuatu), in addition to parts of New Guinea. The Gilbert and Ellice 

Islands (now Kiribati and Tuvalu) were represented, mainly because of their earlier 

administrative association with Fiji through the Western Pacific High Commission. 

Polynesia was touched on lightly. Other collections included: Coral and Marine Shells; 

Birds, reptilia and crustaceans of Fiji; the Belcher paintings of Fiji Birds; the Belcher 

paintings of Fiji Orchids; historical documents; early family records and letters; a 
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photographic collection; a reference library and relics of the H.M.S. Bounty, including the 

ship’s rudder, which was placed in the custody of the Trustees by H.M. Admiralty.125 

More information as to the range of the museum’s exhibits at Thurston Gardens 

can be obtained from H.S. Evans, who states that the new museum “houses 

ethnographical specimens collected by various people, including government officials, 

which have been acquired since about 1880 by the Fijian Government.”126 According to 

him, the Fijian collections were “the most important.” Highlighting them, he notes that 

they include model canoes, wooden objects of all kinds, basketry, bark cloth, personal 

ornaments and clothing, musical instruments, fishing equipment, a good collection of 

pottery and a small collection of stone tools of Melanesian–Polynesian types from 

different parts of the group.”127 Further, like Derrick, he mentions that there are also 

small collections from the Solomon Islands, New Hebrides, and the Gilbert and Ellice 

Islands.128 

 

Figure 3. 9 A copy of the 1963 Fiji Museum Annual Report, which features at the top left 
hand, the Bounty rudder, at the bottom an archaeology excavation in Suva and at the 
bottom right hand corner, a view of the Fiji Museum. 
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A further glimpse into the Fiji Museum’s exhibits prior to the 1960s can be 

gleaned from Roth who states that the Fiji Museum had seagoing double canoes of which 

“none survives today . . . one of such paddles measures no less than 31 feet 9 inches 

long,” Fijian earthenware vessels, an exhibit illustrating the various stages in the 

manufacture of bark cloth, the seals used by the Cakobau Government of 1871 and the 

rudder of the Bounty brought from Pitcairn Island, which signified a record of the passage 

of Captain Bligh through the archipelago.”129  

This outline of the collections of the Fiji Museum underscores the fact that it 

sought to conserve and promote the tangible heritage of the indigenous Fijians and to 

some extent other Pacific Islanders. This concentration on material culture was a bias of 

the museum which was modelled on Western concepts of museums. This power to 

marginalise the cultural material of other ethnic groups, primarily those of Asian descent, 

who resided in Fiji from the nineteenth century, meant that their culture was preserved or 

promoted at an institutional level. Therefore, the cultural identity of Fiji that was 

preserved and presented was that of the indigenous Fijians. It can be argued that the 

museum’s practice and unwritten policy reflected the wider society’s outlook during that 

era, as the colonial government privileged indigenous Fijians. 

Despite the exclusion of the narrative of the Indians in Fiji, they among other 

racial groups consistently visited the museum. In its first year at Thurston Gardens the 

number of visitors to the Fiji Museum was at its peak in June and at its lowest in October. 

European visitors were the most frequent guests, followed by indigenous Fijians and then 

Indians, with the exception of two months. In July and September, there were more 

Indian visitors than indigenous Fijian visitors. See Table 3.9, which demonstrates the 

figures for the latter half of the year 1955. Perhaps, it was the novelty of a museum in a 

brand new headquarters that enticed the public to enter through its doors. 
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Table 3.9 Attendance Figures at the Fiji Museum from June to October 1955130 
 

Month Europeans Fijians Indians Others Total 
June 1146 295 273 192 1906 
July 689 406 467 131 1693 
August 751 394 308 198 1651 
September 607 286 308 177 1378 
October 494 323 252 96 1165 

 

Total visitor numbers remained steady in the ensuing years, thereby indicating a 

continued interest by the wider society. For example, between April and June 1956, total 

attendance figures were 1567, 1463 and 1814, respectively. June’s attendance figure was 

bolstered by the visitors from two cruise ships, the Orsova and Himalaya. Of the 1814 

visitors that month, 991 were European tourists.131 

During 1955, “perhaps the most important acquisition made during the past 

twenty years,” the Royce Collection, came to the Fiji Museum. Collected by the Rev. 

J.S.H. Royce, a Wesleyan missionary in Fiji from 1856 to 1862, who was stationed at 

both Kadavu and Rewa, were the “clubs and accompanying articles (which were) far 

better than anything we had in the museum.”132 Two years later, the museum recorded its 

highest ever number of visitors. The total attendance between October and December 

1957 was extraordinarily high with some 11 009 visitors, of them, 1500 visitors were 

from overseas. That the Cession Day exhibit was free of cost contributed to this 

development. An advertisement in The Fiji Times and Herald October 12, 1957, “Fiji 

Museum Cession Display,” advertises that, “a display of documents, photographs and 

relics relating to the Cession is now on view at the Fiji Museum, and will remain open 

until Friday, October 18 . . .The museum will be open all day on Monday, October 14 . . . 

Admission and Catalogue Free.”133 The advertising worked, because for the Cession Day 
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exhibition alone, 1758 people visited the museum.134 The number of visitors to the 

museum remained steady into the 1960s and Table 3.10 highlights this consistency. 

Acquisitions by the museum continued with the arrival in October 1959 of the late 

Ratu Sir Lala Sukuna’s decorations and medals presented to the Trustees by his 

widow.135 In October 1963 was added a collection of Fijian clubs and “a most valuable 

item an ivory breastplate . . . cut from whale teeth unlike any other in our collection and 

is of considerable value was donated by Miss A. A. L. Woods of Blenheim, New 

Zealand.”136 Between January and March 1957, there were more than seventy 

acquisitions. These included the Sir Alport Barker Estate, which consisted of thirty-six 

items comprising of Solomon Islands’ material (bows and arrows etc.) and Fiji material 

(tanoa, spears etc.)137 That year, the largest purchase was a camakua type single outrigger 

canoe, which had been lying on the Nasese waterfront. It was made at Muana-i-cake, 

Fulaga, in the Lau group. The canoe was featured in the ceremonial welcome to the 

Queen and Duke of Edinburgh in February, 1963.138 

 

Figure 3. 10 R. A. Derrick examining the Ratu Sukuna medals that were presented to the 
museum. 
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Another valuable cultural object was obtained during this period. In January 1958, 

the museum was presented with a steering oar of the double canoe “Sila Tolu,” its twin 

located at the British Museum, London. “As far as our present knowledge goes, no other 

museum in the world has an example of these great oars. The Fiji Museum now has 

six.”139 In March 1958, the Fiji Museum’s acquisitions expanded to include the Lyth 

Collection, consisting of forty-one items collected circa 1836 to 1839 and 1839 to 1856, 

respectively in Fiji. The cultural material included clothing of masi worn by leading high 

chiefs of the period and some of the finest decorated bark cloth (masi kesa).140 By the 

mid-twentieth century, behind the doors of the Fiji Museum was a vast wealth of 

centuries old cultural material. 

Table 3.10 Number of visitors to the Fiji Museum, 1957–1963141 

Years Visitors  
April to June 1957 6935 
July to August 1958 6687 
October 1958 to December 
1959 

5007 

January to March 1959 4658 
April to June 1959 6811 
October to December 1959  6150 
January to March 1960 6460 
July to September 1960 6202 
October to December 1960 7257 
January to March 1961 6734 
October to December 1961 6410 
April to June 1962 5250 
July to September 1962 6958 
October to December 1962 5471 
January to March 1963 5073 
April to June 1963  5934 
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From the 1950s onwards, the museum became even more renowned for its 

research. The work of curators/directors such as Derrick, Palmer and Clunie and, other 

scholars whose articles were published by the Fiji Museum, helped to establish the Fiji 

Museum as a small centre of academic excellence. This tone was set previously by the 

leaders of the museum such as George Barker, who between 1908 and 1926 produced 

nineteen articles and Colman Wall who wrote fourteen within the same period.142 In 

surveying briefly some of the contributions of the aforementioned men to the literature on 

Fiji’s history, society and culture, we may note that Barker’s articles included “Bligh’s 

Second Voyage” in 1926. Wall for example penned “Cakobau’s Flag,” which was read in 

1910. In addition to the brief article on the “History of the Fiji Museum,” Derrick 

produced the “History of Fiji.” Palmer wrote on the “Prehistoric sites of Taveuni,” and 

Clunie produced a large collection of papers on ornithological research and books such as 

the Birds of the Fiji Bush.  Palmer, a New Zealander, was known for his research into 

Fiji’s archaeology and material culture, in 1964 emphasises the museum’s role in 

becoming a storehouse of knowledge as well as one of material objects.143 Despite this 

output over the years, Hunt, who became the director after Palmer highlights the 

challenge of a lack of funds, which restricted the research and publishing programmes.144  

 

Beyond Indigenous Fijians 

From the mid-twentieth century, the Fiji Museum began to change its focus and move 

away from paying attention only to indigenous Fijian cultural material and identity. Hunt 

states that the museum identified “three important responsibilities,” one of which is that 

“the museum has recognised that considering the pluralistic community living in Fiji, one 

of the key responsibilities as a cultural institution, is to promote greater cross-cultural 

understanding within its community.”145This statement is indicative that the museum was 

becoming more aware that it was operating in a society comprised of ethnic groups 

including Indian, Chinese, and a variety of Pacific Islanders, Europeans and part-
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Europeans as well as many other mixtures. The museum recognised the lack of 

understanding among the different races and believed that it was charged with the task of 

addressing this concern.  

The second responsibility, Hunt notes, was “that the museum is charged with 

reminding the community of the integral role that arts and culture play in the successful 

and balanced development of the nation.”146 From this statement, it could be deduced that 

the community and the government, being more concentrated on national, political and 

economic development, were not supporters of the view that the arts and culture were 

essential to their lives. In so doing, the museum intended to change that state of affairs by 

augmenting its role. The Fiji Museum, it appears at the time, was in a better position than 

its regional counterparts. “The size and capabilities of the Museum puts it in the position 

to assist on a regional level through the sharing of expertise with other less developed 

museums and cultural centres, in contributing towards the protection and promotion of 

arts and culture on a regional level.”147This is against the background that Fiji is larger 

and more populous than its neighbours. The Fiji Museum, therefore, acknowledged that 

for the region, there needed to be a greater effort in preserving and promoting arts and 

culture. Further, as an institution in a more fortunate state than its regional counterparts, it 

should lend assistance to their development to build capacity at the regional level. 

However, the museum’s focus remained unchanged for some time. 

Prior to 1963, Hunt asserts, the “museum served as a store for the remnants of a 

neglected culture and as a centre for the presentation of esoteric lectures to an erudite 

minority. Most of the population were not involved except as objects of 

contemplation.”148 Hunt’s writing highlights some of the key battles in Fiji’s colonial 

society, that of, issues of race and class. Hence, although the Fiji Museum was centred on 

the lives of indigenous Fijians, it was not widely accepted by its people. The artefacts that 

were collected and displayed at the Fiji Museum were objects used in daily life or that 

their ancestors had used. For them, their essential culture was in their minds and their 

hearts, not anything embalmed in a museum. To their way of thinking, what need to 

travel to a museum to view the material culture that they already know and to some 
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extent are moving away from? It is interesting to note as well that though the Fiji 

Museum did not tell the story of the significance of Indians to Fiji’s history and society, 

members of the Indians community visited the museum, outnumbering Fijians in the 

month of July.  

As a Western concept, a museum traditionally focuses on visual impact and the 

written word is the privileged expression and learning.  In some parts of the Pacific, one 

of the most important aspects of learning such as cultural knowledge, concerns 

relationships between people through which that knowledge is transmitted. The 

significance of looking at objects and labels to learn about culture and history for some 

indigenous Pacific Islanders may not be useful because traditionally it is not their way of 

doing things. With that in mind, could it be truly said that the museum was established 

for the people of Fiji whose tradition imparts the value of having relationships and 

connections with each other and the community? In these initial stages of the Fiji 

Museum’s development there was no effort to bridge the divide between Western and 

Pacific Island perceptions of culture and traditions to enhance more involvement of all 

people of Fiji. However, by 1970, with an increase of local visitors, particularly the 

school visits could signal a shift from the traditional way of life to embracing Western 

values more or, herald the success of raising the public profile and community awareness 

efforts by the museum. 

Additionally, the geography of Fiji and the location of the museum could be said 

to be a contributory factor to the museum’s state of affairs. The Fiji Museum is located 

on the biggest island, Viti Levu, and on the south-eastern corner, in Suva. The Suva–

Lautoka highway was not completely sealed until 1983, therefore, to travel to the 

museum would require a substantial amount of time, particularly in the early years when 

transportation and roads were not as developed as they have become in contemporary 

times. In the olden days, Suva was not very highly populated and little by indigenous 

Fijians. Thus, journeying to Suva from neighbouring villages or even from the western 

provinces of Lautoka or Nadi, (or from the sister island Vanua Levu or the old capital 

Levuka, which in the past were accessible only by boat) with the primary intention of 

visiting the Fiji Museum was highly unlikely to be a priority for the indigenous Fijians. 

Yet, the knowledge and of cultural transmission which privileged for the most part the 
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indigenous Fijians remained unchallenged at the museum as the re/presentation of the 

cultural identity of Fiji. 

 

Summary 

This chapter has sought to provide a cultural history of the Fiji Museum from its 

commencement in 1904 to 1970, the year of Fiji’s Independence. The examination of the 

Fiji’s Museum’s development during the colonial era has highlighted its progression from 

the Fijian Society in 1908, to the Fiji Society in 1938 to the Fiji Museum. It has outlined 

the legislation governing the Fiji Museum enacted in 1929 and 1940 and has argued that 

in its formative years, the Fiji Museum, developed as a repository for the collection of 

cultural material of Fiji with emphasis on its role as a resource of research scholars and 

was associated with the white minority. Its emphasis lay on the development of 

collections for the scientific and research benefit of academic elite. The early Fiji 

Museum was identifiable as a white male space which focused on the cultural heritage 

and identities of indigenous Fijians for the most part. Despite moving to several locations 

over its history, the Fiji Museum finally found a permanent headquarters, in 1955, at 

Thurston Gardens. There, it continued to attract visitors of all races while expanding its 

collection of the tangible heritage of Fiji and some other Pacific Islands.  

Though it still functioned a symbol of empire and was part of the colonial legacy 

of Fiji, it is within the period of the 1960s, the era that was the immediate precursor of 

Fiji’s independence, that the Fiji Museum recognised that as a cultural institution within a 

multi-ethnic society, it should re/present all racial groups within its space and that it 

needed to evolve. A nationalistic perspective appeared to be unfolding for the Fiji 

Museum as efforts changed to reassess and enhance its role to embrace all racial groups 

in Fiji at a policy level and to focus attention on not just the tangible cultural heritage of 

Fiji but on its intangible heritage as well, with community and school programmes 

bringing the museum to life in its bid to promote greater cross cultural understanding and 

support for all of the people of Fiji. Therein lies the discussion for the following chapter, 

examining the Fiji Museum’s development during the post-colonial era. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Destabilising the Ivory Tower 

The previous chapter argues that similar to most museums developed under colonial rule, 

the Fiji Museum can be likened to an ivory tower, serving as a repository for the material 

culture of Fiji and for the scientific and research benefit of an academic elite. It was used 

to create distinction and legitimacy and promoted a certain set of cultural and recreational 

activities. In the wider Fiji society, the museum played a role in the process of social 

grouping, hierarchy and class formation. In post-colonial Fiji, these legacies continued to 

some extent as the museum expanded and created new departments and galleries. 

However, the organisation began to recognise some of its limitations and slowly began to 

change, thereby creating a staircase for an evolution of the museum’s objectives. In this 

post-colonial era, there was a shift in understanding that Fiji was no longer a British 

colony and that through there was some struggle as to what constitutes the nation of Fiji, 

there was a ‘nation’ upon which to base its collections.  This chapter seeks to highlight 

this phase in the Fiji Museum's historical development, primarily focusing on the 1971 to 

1993 era but with some reference to future years. Among several highlights are the 

museum’s first drive to focus on the intangible heritage of Fiji through its embarkation on 

the UNESCO oral history project in 1975, the first formal recognition of the Indo- Fijian 

contributions to Fiji in 1979, an extension of the Fiji Museum occurring in 1981 with the 

formation of the Levuka Museum and the importance of the 1991 survey of visitors. 

 

The Fiji Museum Expands 

Additions within the 1970s occurred and provided for a History Gallery, Masi Gallery, 

Temporary Exhibition space, Collections Storeroom, Archives, Photographic space, 

library, shop and the administration offices.1 This phase of expansion could likely have 

been an attempt to systematise the knowledge into a presentable and consumable 

knowledge for visitors to the museum. During this era, Clunie was of the opinion that the 

museum needed to expand to prevent it from becoming a “moribund and irrelevant 
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warehouse of antiquities.”2 Therefore, another direction the Fiji Museum sought to 

pursue in its expansion bid was the establishment of a maritime museum. Possibly named 

the Museum of the Pacific in Suva, it would have been devoted exclusively to the history 

and achievement of sailors and navigators in the Pacific. It was to be an extension of the 

Fiji Museum, operating under the same Ordinance3 to celebrate the history of the 

connection and importance of the sea to the culture of Fiji but did not come to fruition. A 

concession, though, was the opening of the Marine Room on March 20, 1978. While not 

fully finished at that time, it displayed six tanks and sought to educate the public about 

Fiji's marine environment.4 

 

Oral Traditions Project 

One of the major developments in the evolution of the Fiji Museum was its venturing into 

intangible heritage. After having primarily focused on the material culture in Fiji for more 

than sixty years, the focus of the Fiji Museum expanded into documenting and preserving 

oral traditions in Fiji. The oral traditions project originated from a 1971 UNESCO 

meeting for experts on Oceania culture held in Suva. Two years later, a committee was 

formed in Fiji to implement the recommendations. Its aims were to make recordings of 

Fijian music and traditional information, to establish an archive for the proper storage and 

analysis of the recordings, to publish collected recordings in book form in the vernacular 

and to translate this into English. To undertake this project, in March 1975, the museum 

received a US$7000 two-year grant from UNESCO.5 In 1976, Vanuatu’s oral tradition 

project funded by the same entity was started by acting curator and linguist Jean-Michel 

Charpentier and ethnomusicologist, Peter Crowe.6 According to Bolton, the 1970s was a 

period in which organisations such as UNESCO and the South Pacific Commission were 

funding oral tradition programmes with the aim of the tape recording myths, songs and 

                                                           
2“A plan for the growth of the Fiji Museum,” History of the Fiji Museum General 1977 File. 
3Ibid. 
4“Girmit Book Forthcoming from Fiji Museum,” Fiji Heritage (Suva: The Fiji Museum, The National 
Trust for Fiji and the Fiji Arts Council, April 1978): n.p.  
5“Workshop in Fijian Oral Traditions Fiji Museum August 16–21, 1976,” History of the Fiji Museum 
General 1977 File. 
“Final Report on Fiji Museum Oral Traditions Programme,” History of the Fiji Museum General 1977 File. 
6Melanie E. Roberts, “The Establishment of a Knowledge Management System at the Vanuatu National 
Museum,” A thesis submitted in partial completion of the requirements for the degree of Masters in Science 
Communication. (Hogsholan Dalaina Sweden, 2008), 11. 
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histories for posterity.7 Oral traditions have always been crucial to the indigenous Fijian 

society. “Oral traditions are very important in the indigenous Fiji Islanders’ life as they 

affect their claims to land and tribal identity; and in the past were the sole means of 

tradition throughout the generations.8The traditional belief systems of most indigenous 

populations of the Pacific Islands privilege the intangible over the tangible heritage. 

Unfortunately, the museums/cultural centres such as the aforementioned did not prioritise 

this crucial element of Pacific Islander identity until the UNESCO initiative facilitated 

this at an intuitional level.  

The first curator of Fijian history was an indigenous Fijian, retired civil servant, 

Saimoni Vatu. Appointed in April 1975, he was charged with the responsibility of 

recording oral traditions for all of Fiji.9 The project started in Ono-i-Kadavu and 

continued the following year with Vatu collecting oral traditions in Kadavu and Lau.10 

Within the first two years, various workers for the extended project made 150 hours of 

recordings. For instance, Ratu Lala Latianara collected information from Beqa Island and 

Serua, Ratu Josateki Waqa obtained data from Verata and Tailevu and Timoci Sayaba 

worked on the oral traditions in the Yasawa group of islands. Seeking, collecting and 

documenting the oral traditions of indigenous Fijians was a programme of immense 

significance in the determined effort to preserve the heritage of the country’s indigenous 

people.11  

Four years into the project, a substantial footage of tapes was catalogued and 

indexed but only a few were transcribed because the museum was unable to afford the 

services of a transcriber-typist. A lack of financial backing has been a recurring theme in 

the Fiji Museum’s inability to undertake and continue several of its programmes. By 

1979, the museum could no longer afford to continue it since Vatu’s salary, though not 

princely, swallowed more than twenty per cent of the allocated funding. The project was 

halted in 1980 until further funds could be found. Hoping to revive it in 1981, Clunie 

estimated that a sum of $20 000 per year for two years would be sufficient to keep the 
                                                           
7Lissant Bolton, “The Future of Indigenous Museums: Perspectives from the Southwest Pacific” in 
Resourcing Change, Fieldworkers, the Women’s Culture Project and the Vanuatu Cultural Centre (New 
York: Berghahn Books, 2007), 23. 
8Fiji Museum Annual Report 2001-2003 (Suva: Fiji Museum, 2007), 30. 
9Fergus Clunie, “Fiji Museum 1974–1975,” History of the Fiji Museum General 1977 File. 
10Ibid. 
11“Final Report on Fiji Museum Oral Traditions Programme,” 1977 File. 
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programme going in a modified form, that is, with an officer to oversee it, a transcriber-

typist, a small budget for field work and field workers to do the recordings. While Fiji 

encountered some problems, at the VCC which was opened in 1961, the project was more 

sustainable from the outset because there was a lower cost of production and more human 

resources. The Fiji Museum paid for these services but in Vanuatu from the beginning 

Charpentier and Crowe trained ni-Vanuatu (indigenous Vanuatu people) men in oral 

recording techniques.12 The numbers steadily grew over the course of the programme and 

by 2012, there were 60 men and 40 women who volunteered their services to document 

and preserve local kastom13 (custom) in Vanuatu. The female arm of this movement, the 

Women’s Cultural Project, began in the 1980s.14 

Most of the oral traditions in Fiji collected by this initiative comprise historical 

accounts (or general histories and general statements: 1) Indigenous: General history, 

migration not including (Namosi, parts of Ra and Ba province, Vanua Levu and outer 

islands), myths, dances, music (chants and instrumental) and religion (old and new). 2) 

Oral History Collection relating to events: World War II information collected from its 

veterans. 3) Oral History Collection relating to artefacts: Oral history was gathered on the 

artefacts in the museum’s collection. 4) Oral History of Archaeology: Oral history of 

archaeological and historical sites in Fiji.15  

In 2001, recognising there were limitations relating to the data collected, the 

museum planned to broaden its scope and collect more on myths, legends, songs and 

dances.16 In that year, the organisation was also in the process of transcribing and 

translating the oral history collection and copying tapes. The museum created a register 

of historical sites on which known archaeological and historical sites are placed, together 

with a synopsis of all archaeological research done on that site. The archaeology teams 

                                                           
12Roberts, 11. 
13Kastom is the Bislama-Vanuatu national pidgin in English term to highlight the customs, ideas, practices, 
representations that are indigenous to Vanuatu and in the 1980s were used in the national consciousness 
and independence movement. 
14Intangible Cultural Heritage Safeguarding Efforts in the Asia Pacific 2012 in collaboration with the 
Vanuatu Cultural Centre (Korea: UNESCO ICHAP, 2012), 56. 
15“Trowels and Tapes – An Archaeological Update- Oral History in Fiji – The Fiji Museum’s Perspective 
on Oral History,” Time Connections: A Quarterly Newsletter from the Friends of the Fiji Museum 4th 
Quarter (Suva: Fiji Museum, 2001), n.p.   
16Fiji Museum Annual Report 2001-2003, 26. 
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collecting of this information was important because it provides an insight into the recent 

past of the site and also helps to trace the site’s cultural resource owners.17 

Other entities such as the Native Lands Commission, the Institute of Pacific 

Studies of the USP, the Institute of Fijian Language and Culture, the (then Royal) Fiji 

Military Force and the Methodist Church were also involved in this venture of 

documenting Fiji’s oral history.18 No (specific) legislation covers the issue of oral 

traditions, heritage and their protection in Fiji, except for the Copyright Act, which 

briefly addresses the issue of intellectual property rights. Oral history collection activities 

of these institutions were therefore unregulated.19  

The plan, from 2001, was that institutions currently collecting oral traditions 

would cooperate better among themselves and hold workshops to improve data collection 

techniques, to be more aware of what the others are collecting and to enable mutual 

access to these collections.20 In 2013, this cooperation has still not been realised. 

Therefore, there is a need for improved communication between the government and 

other agencies. The museum’s Pre-Historical and Historical Archaeology departments 

still encounter some difficulty in accessing the information collected by the i-Taukei 

Institute of Language and Culture. Access to this information is important for the Fiji 

Museum because since 2010, the two departments, with their staff complement of six 

persons, no longer concentrate on conducting oral traditions as part of Environmental 

Impact Assessments (EIAs). Rather, they focus solely on site investigation, due to 

increasing demand. However, the oral history component is still important for 

supplementary information on the sites. 

In reality, the focus of the oral history project was not really the totality of Fiji; 

rather, at the time and for more than thirty years, it was on indigenous Fijians. In pursuing 

this line, it prioritised the cultural history of Fiji in favour of this group because of the 

influence of the UNESCO project. Buadromo, the current director of the Fiji Museum 

since 2001, suggests that the situation most probably arose in the wake of the 
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recommendations of the oral traditions committee formed immediately after the 1971 

UNESCO meeting concerned with safeguarding, recording and disseminating indigenous 

oral traditions.21 Perhaps this was also due to the lack of acknowledgement or 

understanding of the relevance of other racial groups’ oral traditions, as well as funding 

and equipment constraints.22 It also highlights a situation whereby when institutions 

depend on external funding for projects, there are conditions which restrict the use of 

funds. Subsequently, there were no efforts to record the oral traditions of other ethnic 

groups for over thirty years. 

 

Figure 4.1 Director of the Fiji Museum, Sagale Buadromo (2001 to present). 

In spite of some budgetary constraints, the museum was able to acquire some 

funding to correct the shortcomings of its oral traditions project. For example, in 2001, 

UNESCO and the Australian Government co-sponsored a project to collect the oral 

traditions of Fiji Islanders of European descent.23 In September 2003, through a cultural 

grant of $36 818 from the Embassy of the United States of America, another project was 

launched. The target groups were the descendants of the following: Indo-Fijian 

indentured labourers, the Solomon Islands descendants story (black birding period-

slavery) and to continue work on the iTaukei, looking primarily at the movement of 

people across the land, particularly in the Beqa and Namosi areas. The government 

through the Department of Culture also donated $50 000 in that year for the purchase of 

                                                           
21Fiji Museum Annual Report 2001-2003, 26-30.  
22“Trowels and Tapes-An Archaeological Update- Oral History in Fiji-The Fiji Museum’s Perspective on 
Oral History.” 
23Fiji Museum Annual Report 2001-2003, 30.   
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recording and video camera equipment.24 Informants related the arrival of their ancestors 

and how they were brought over. Social conditions, arts, crafts and medicinal knowledge 

of Indo-Fijians, Chinese, Solomon Islanders and other Pacific Islanders were also 

collected. The team concentrated on Ba, Lautoka, Levuka, Nadi, Rakiraki, Sigatoka and 

Suva on Viti Levu, on Vanua Levu, Labasa, and Savusavu and, the settlements of 

Wailailai and Wainaloka on Ovalau. However, this initiative was short lived; by 2006, it 

was discontinued because of a lack of manpower and financial resources.25  

The oral traditions project may no longer be a main function of the Fiji Museum, 

and while in its early days, collection was solely on indigenous Fijians, the Fiji Museum 

must be recognised for the role that it has played in documenting and preserving for 

posterity, some of the oral traditions of Fiji and the country’s cultural heritage, and for 

taking the step to redress the previous imbalance of oral history collection in Fiji. 

 

The Absence of Indo-Fijians 

As noted previously, with a primary focus on indigenous Fijian oral traditions, the same 

trend manifested itself in the displays and the collections of the Fiji Museum. Therefore, 

only one cultural history and identity was prominently displayed to the public. This was 

one of the key battles that the Fiji Museum has been confronted with. Challenges of 

multiculturalism and cultural diversity, particularly in societies with both indigenous and 

immigrant communities, require cultural policies that maintain a balance between the 

protection and preservation of cultural expressions and the free exchange of cultural 

experiences. Well into the late 1970s, the Fiji Museum remained the “national museum 

and the only museum in Fiji.”26 Despite its evolution within an emerging multiethnic and 

multicultural society, its displays were “almost solely conceived with presenting a view 

                                                           
24“American Embassy & Department of Culture & Heritage, Fiji, Donates Money for Oral History Project,” 
Time Connections: A Quarterly Newsletter from the Friends of the Fiji Museum 4th Quarter, October-
December 2003 and 1st Quarter, January-March 2004 (Suva:Fiji Museum, 2004), n.p.  
25 Ratu Sela Rayawa (registrar and librarian, head of Collections Department, Fiji Museum), in discussion 
with the author, December 2012. 
Elia Nakoro (head of Historical Archaeology Department, Fiji Museum), in discussion with the author, 
January 2013. 
Archaeology Department 2005 Annual Report (Suva: Fiji Museum), n.p. 
26Fergus Clunie, “New Look for Fiji Museum,” Fiji Heritage (Suva: The Fiji Museum, The National Trust 
for Fiji and the Fiji Arts Council, March 1979), 1-3. 
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of Fijian material culture and Fiji history up to the Cession to Britain in 1874.”27 In so 

doing, as a national museum, it did not fulfill its role to showcase the heritage of the other 

cultures of Fiji but blinkered the attitudes of the society as one where indigenous Fijians 

were to be prioritised.  

Fiji’s Indian population, then the largest ethnic group in Fiji, was not represented 

in the museum’s display at all, despite the fact that the Indian movement to Fiji had 

begun almost a century earlier and many of their descendants had made Fiji their home. 

In 1879, the British introduced the system of Indian labour indenture, also referred to as 

the Girmit.28 “Between 1879 and 1916, some 60 537 Indians arrived in Fiji as indentured 

labourers.”29 By 1907, there were 30 920 Indians, living in Fiji. Of them, 11 689 were 

indentured labourers. Furthermore, of the 40 286 Indians in Fiji, 27 per cent were born in 

the colony, until by 1946 the Indians were the majority of Fiji’s population.30 

The Fiji Museum, in 1979, consisted of “a confusing hodge podge of Fijian 

artefacts and historic relics, a small gallery containing a temporary Solomon Islands 

exhibit and a . . . large gallery with virtually nothing and a social hall.”31 By its own 

admission, the museum was not telling the total national story. Clunie states, “with the 

twentieth century nearly four-fifths gone and the centennial of the arrival of the first 

Indian community, this situation must surely change, or the museum must in all honesty 

change its name to the Fijian rather the Fiji Museum . . . The museum clearly has to drag 

itself into the twentieth century.”32   

In trying to re/negotiate the histories and cultural identities that the Fiji Museum 

promoted, some progress was made to redress the racial imbalance. Two major 

developments transpired in 1979. In that year, the museum put out its first publication 

dealing exclusively with a Fiji-Indian theme. “Girmit: The Indenture Experience in Fiji” 

compiled by Dr. Ahmed Ali consists largely of translations of interviews with aged 

veterans of the indenture system. The publication represented “evidence of the museum’s 

                                                           
27Ibid.             
28Girmit is a vernacular Fiji-Hindi version of the word “agreement” for indentureship in Fiji.  
29 Ali Ahmed, “Girmit: The Indenture Experience in Fiji,” Bulletin of the Fiji Museum No. 5, (Suva: Fiji 
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30Brij V. Lal, “Indo-Fijian: Roots and Routes,” in South Asian Diaspora: transnational networks and 
changing identities, eds. Rajesh Rai and Peter Reeves (London and New York: Routledge, 2009), 92. 
31Clunie, “New Look for Fiji Museum,”1-3.  
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determination to become a truly representative national museum and [was] part of the 

museum's contribution to the centennial celebrations marking the beginnings of the 

indenture period.”33  

The second significant event occurred when in May 1979, an exhibition 

commemorating the centenary of the arrival of the Fiji Indian presence opened for public 

viewing. An Indian Exhibition Committee chaired by Dr. Ali and comprised of a cross 

section of the community: treasurer was Ratu Vula Daunibau, secretary, Ateca Williams 

and other members were Rev. John Garrett, Mohan Musadilal, Gillian Huggett, Ambika 

Maharaj and Margaret Patel.34 The purpose of this special exhibition, which was the first 

of its kind, was “to mark the museum’s effort towards building a more representative 

national collection. At best, part of the exhibition will form part of the nucleus of a 

permanent Fiji Indian collection in a Fiji History Hall at the museum.”35  

Though Fijians of Indian descent had been present for decades, they were 

marginalised from the permanent exhibition space of the Fiji Museum. It brings to mind 

Hau‘ofa’s view of the concept Fijian being reserved for the indigenous population and all 

others are considered as guests and brings to the fore Hau‘ofa question of whether the 

Indian population considered themselves Fijian. By the response of some Indians, it 

appeared that they did, hence the interest in the publication by Ali and a multi-ethnic 

committee being formed to mount a special exhibition. Hunt believes that the exclusion 

of the Indo-Fijians was partially a result of the “prejudices of the colonial era, partly to 

the fact that they stand outside the traditionally prescribed interests of museum 

anthropology, but chiefly to the fact that it is so difficult to illustrate their community 

through material products.” 36 This, however, is not necessarily the case. Perhaps it was, 

in Hunt’s view at his time of writing, but the Indian community has always had material 

culture. This is evidenced by the eventual opening of the Indo-Fijian Gallery, which 

highlights the history of the Girmit period and showcases cultural objects such as Indian 

jewellery. Hunt asserts, nevertheless, that the museum should be under an obligation, 

through its display and teaching resources, to reflect the variety of people living in Fiji, a 
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multicultural society, and that this should be an essential aspect of its policy. Through 

examining how the museum sought to re/present the nation of Fiji during the Fiji 

Museum’s history, there are reoccurring issues of race and identities that appear, 

mirroring to some extent the wider societal debate on Fijian identity. 

 

A museum in western Viti Levu? 

The lack of a presence of Indians in the Fiji Museum was not the only concern for the 

museum. The perception that the history of the west of Viti Levu was excluded from this 

national institution was also bothersome. In the late 1970s, there was some recorded 

dialogue about the need for and the feasibility of a Cultural Centre or a museum in the 

west, in Nadi or Lautoka. One such example is that of K.L. Jinna, chief librarian, and 

Sara J. Wolf, conservator of the Fiji Museum, who in 1979 in correspondence  with each 

other agreed that in the west there should be a museum on a smaller scale to the national 

museum, highlighting local history, as part of a national exhibition. Jinna even offered a 

site on the library’s premises where there could be a small museum.37  

In a letter to Clunie the following month, Jinna stresses that an extension of the 

Fiji Museum was “. . . needed in Lautoka and the Western Division, where 50 per cent of 

the people of Fiji live and a substantial portion of the tourists in Fiji land and visit.”38 The 

whole concept should be on a national level and this museum could cover, for instance, 

the history of western Viti Levu, the Yasawas and so on, the history of the sugar industry 

and the history and culture of Fiji’s Indian community. “The Lautoka Museum could 

prove an asset to Lautoka [and] help in establishing the Fiji Museum as a truly national 

not just Suva museum.”39  

Clunie himself, in correspondence to the Mayor of Lautoka, raises the issue of the 

Indian community and their place in the history exhibited at the museum. “We feel very 

concerned that the story of Fiji’s Indian community has not been done any sort of justice 

in this museum. We hope to rectify this situation with a permanent display and . . . the 
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eventual hopeful establishment of a good professional museum at Lautoka . . . [and] that 

the tragic consequences of the oral traditions episode must not be repeated.”40 

One organisation that also broached this subject of museum activities coming to 

the west was the Fiji Hotel Association Nadi Sub Committee. It was in favour of a Fiji 

Cultural Centre in Nadi not only because Nadi is the distribution point for tourists but 

also because of the dearth of cultural and historical facilities for the edification of the 

population in Western Viti Levu.41 In response, acting Director of the Fiji Museum, 

Gladys Fullman, states that the Fiji Museum Board of Trustees supported in principle the 

concept of a Cultural Centre/Museum in Nadi.42 One notes that the national narrative in 

the west is not just about an Indo-Fijian/iTaukei divide but there are different chieftains in 

that area as well. 

With no concrete plans to make a move to the west, the museum concentrated on 

modernising its display by rearranging the specimens to create and articulate a 

developing story by giving more information and making it easier for the public to 

understand. The Fiji Museum recognised the importance of obtaining feedback from the 

public on such major changes and invited the people of Fiji to voice their opinions. This 

move was an attempt to garner more community participation. One other policy that 

sought to make the museum more receptive to the community’s needs was to remove the 

barriers of formality that separated museum workers from the public. Another component 

was to translate museum research immediately into temporary exhibits so that there could 

be some degree of sharing in the discoveries with the public as they were made. Most 

importantly, in November 1978, for the first time, the Fiji Museum had a conservation 

officer, Sara Wolf of Washington, DC, who had trained and worked at the Smithsonian 

Institution in Washington.43 Fundraising for a conservation lab occurred in 1979 and the 

monies raised enabled the purchase of materials and supplies necessary to begin work on 

the museum’s collections and allow restoration work to be accomplished.44 This major 
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development would have ensured some semblance of protection of the cultural material 

of Fiji.  

Into 1980, the Fiji Museum still faced the challenges of “a small staff, minuscule 

budget and limited facilities.”45 In spite of these constraints, it was recognised that major 

redevelopment of the museum's exhibits was necessary to address the way in which Fiji's 

history was being re/presented. In so doing, the Fiji Museum made plans to convert the 

large temporary gallery and the smaller Sir Thomas Ramsay gallery into a hall of Fiji Pre-

history and History re/presenting the period from about 1290 BC to the twentieth century. 

“It will deal with more than 3000 years, covering the origins of the Fijian race and culture 

and the story of the more recent immigrants.”46 The consensus was that “by telling the 

story of all of Fiji's people, the Fiji Museum will become a truly national museum for the 

first time. This is obviously overdue.”47 Additionally, while displaying the origins of the 

indigenous Fijian race, the gallery also sought to cover important Fijian links with other 

Pacific Islands, especially Tonga, Samoa, Wallis (Uvea) and Futuna, and Rotuma. This 

nationalistic thrust of the Fiji Museum was an attempt to address the imbalance in the 

history that it had offered to the public since its opening in 1904. 

 

Beyond Suva: A museum for Levuka 

Though a museum in the west was not a reality, a major development, which expanded 

the museum's work outside of Suva, occurred in August 1979, when the National Trust of 

Fiji received a gift of the Levuka property, the Old Morris Hedstrom Limited shop, and 

the store was to be used as a museum.48 The first recorded discussions about the 

possibility of opening a museum in the old capital on the Ovalau Island were held in 1976 

between the District Commissioner Eastern J.W. Makasiale and Charles Hunt. However, 

not until 1977 did the National Trust and Fiji Museum collaborate and the project got 

underway from then until 1981.  
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In April 1981, the museum section was completed and cultural objects were 

installed. Two staff members from the Fiji Museum were sent to Levuka to assist. They 

taught staff in Levuka how to store and care for their collection, and created a catalogue 

system, which straight away revealed that 108 objects that had been brought into the 

Levuka Museum over the years had not previously been numbered.49 Objects on display, 

which included a collection of woodworking tools belonging to the late George Patterson, 

were primarily those that belonged to the era from the first days of Levuka as a European 

settlement to just after Cession. One showcase, referred to as ‘the seventh case,’ 

contained objects collected by the centre since its opening, such as a turtle shell, gas 

mask and the barrel of a rifle.50 

The Levuka Community Centre was officially opened on Saturday, September 12, 

1981 by the Rt. Hon. the Prime Minister of Fiji, Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara, K.B.E. The 

centre comprises the museum (an official branch of the Fiji Museum), library, community 

hall, gymnasium and so forth.51 According to the Levuka Historical and Cultural 

Society’s Levuka Community Centre Report for 1982, there were more than 600 

signatures from across the world written in the visitors’ book.52 The year 1983 showed an 

increase to 728 visitors and between 1985 and 1986, 600 overseas visitors’ signatures 

were recorded.53  

Under the authority of the National Trust, the Levuka Museum is an extension of 

the Fiji Museum. The staff of the Fiji Museum periodically visits the Levuka Museum to 

assess whether objects are infested and need fumigating.54 The Levuka Museum 

functions as another discourse to what is portrayed about Fiji in a museum setting. It 

provided the opportunity to present more about the culture and history of Fiji since it was 

the country’s first colonial capital. Its permanent exhibition will be discussed further in 

chapter six. Meanwhile, though the museum back in Suva expanded its focus beyond Viti 
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Levu, it was outgrowing its present headquarters in Suva. Clunie outlined to the Board of 

Trustees that current facilities were “cramped and outdated” and there was a need to re-

accommodate the administration and support facilities, such as the workshop, library and 

picture archives.55 According to him, relocating them would free up the whole floor of the 

current building and open the display gallery.  

 

Keeping Fiji’s Cultural Material at ‘home’ 

Encountering problems that arose from excluding Indo-Fijians and the west of Viti Levu 

from the national history presented at the museum, and a lack of space at the Suva 

building, the museum also faced the battle of keeping Fiji’s cultural material within its 

borders. Despite legislation protecting the cultural objects in Fiji and prohibiting the 

export of certain classes of traditional Fijian artefacts such as all weapons made for war, 

the issue of the cultural material leaving the islands still remained.56 Clunie’s concern was 

that “a great amount of historical or potentially historical material in Fiji has found its 

way or is finding its way onto rubbish heaps or pits . . . or being sold to foreigners for 

lack of a suitable alternative.”57 He again raises this issue two years later: “during the 

nineteenth century and early twentieth century, vast quantities of Fijian artefacts left Fiji 

for private and museum collections. Overseas outflows continue at a reduced rate through 

shortage of supply.” In his view, the Fiji Museum was formed “too late and too 

haphazardly,” and was too poorly funded and staffed to stem the flood.”58 Clunie sought 

to change the current state of affairs. The issue of repatriation of the cultural objects of 

Fiji was addressed in April 1977 when the Fiji Museum formally approved a policy 

seeking the return to the country of “some of the very thousands of Fijian objects taken 

abroad during the last 100 plus years and now held in private collections in Europe and 

America.”59  

Regardless of the lack of space, acquisitions still flowed into the Fiji Museum. 

For example, in August 1979, two rare sisi whale tooth-ivory necklaces were acquired by 
                                                           
55Fergus Clunie to Dr. Ahmed Ali, 14 February 1984. 
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the Board of Trustees that paid a considerable sum for these specimens of an item never 

before held in the collection. They added “great weight to the museum's collection of 

Fijian ivory ornaments.” At the time, the ivory collection consisted of spiked ivory 

wasekaseka necklaces, vuasagale whale tooth necklaces, civavonovono, pearl shell, and 

breast plates made up purely of large ivory plates. To the wider indigenous Fijian society, 

these items are amongst the most valuable and sacred in existence. In this cultural 

context, objects are not just objects but spirits that are associated with spiritual powers 

Furthermore, “these ivory pieces were often used in the Fijian equivalent of Danegeld – 

to buy off the invader and to acquire allies in war. Many of them, such as these two sisi, 

came from the Highlands of Viti Levu . . .”60 Though the museum could not afford this 

purchase, its Board recognised that it was unlikely that an opportunity would occur again 

and did not want to take the risk of such valuable historical and cultural relics leaving the 

country.61  

Another valuable acquisition was brought to the museum in March 1980. Ratu 

Kolinio Rokotuinaceva presented to the museum his great-grandfather Tui Levuka's 

Cession uniform worn during the Cession celebration of October 10, 1874. This was a 

prized acquisition since for twenty years prior, the museum housed but a single button 

from this uniform.62 Several months later in July 1980, another significant artefact was 

acquired. This time it was a relic of Charles Kingsford-Smith's epic first trans-Pacific 

flight. Kingsford-Smith’s personal flying goggles worn on that flight in 1928 were 

presented on long loan to the Fiji Museum by Mrs. Hilda Chatswood. This object was of 

relevance because Kingsford-Smith successfully landed the Southern Cross on Albert 

Park, in front of the Grand Pacific Hotel, in Suva, after a flight of 34 hours and 30 

minutes from Hawaii.63 One month later, the collection expanded again through obtaining 

the famous James Hooper collection, which held examples of Fijian craftsmanship as it 

existed more than 100 years ago. “The collection acknowledged as one of the finest 

collections of Pacific Islands artefacts ever assembled” included artefacts of a type not 
                                                           
60Fergus Clunie, “Rare Fijian Necklaces Acquired by Museum,” Fiji Heritage (Suva: The Fiji Museum, 
The National Trust for Fiji and the Fiji Arts Council, August 1979), 2.  
61Ibid.  
62Fiji Heritage (Suva: The Fiji Museum, the National Trust for Fiji and the Fiji Arts Council, March 1980), 
n.p. 
63Fiji Heritage (Suva: The Fiji Museum, the National Trust for Fiji and the Fiji Arts Council, July 1980), 
n.p. 
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previously found in the national collection in Suva, such as a set of six old Fijian (hair 

wigs) ula mate and a bati ni vuaka, a (boar’s tusk pendant).64  

 

Publications 

With collections continuously coming into to the museum, meanwhile, the Fiji 

Museum maintained its high standard of research and is a prolific publisher in the Pacific 

Islands. It has published several books and journals and also reprinted some out of print 

publications on Fiji.  By 1979, the museum produced Bulletins of the Fiji Museum on 

topics such as archaeological excavations at Sigatoka, ring ditch fortifications in the 

Rewa Delta and indentureship in Fiji. It also published the Fiji Museum Educational 

Series on subjects such as “Rock Engravings in Fiji.” Another publication, Records of the 

Fiji Museum featured articles such as the “Strombidae of Fiji.”65 Into the 1990s, the 

museum still focused on other publications, offering in print more selections about Fiji’s 

history. In 1993, many of them that were no longer in print were reprinted. These 

included Fiji and the Fijians Vol. 1 by Thomas Tallis Williams, Life in Feejee by Mary 

Wallis and the Cylopaedia of Fiji compiled by Percy S. Allen.66  

One significant and consistent output of the Fiji Museum is its publication of the 

journal Domodomo. First published in 1983, this quarterly magazine/journal draws its 

name and symbol from the ironwood mastheads of the Fijian sailing canoes of the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. These mastheads were a culmination of more than 

3500 years of nautical experience.67 According to Clunie, the purpose of the journal is to 

promote a “deep and realistic local awareness of Fiji’s ancient and remarkably complex 

human and natural heritage and of the very real threats to it.”68 The magazine seeks to 

provide a broad range of research but presented as easily readable articles on a wide 

range of Fiji’s cultural, historical and natural history.69  

                                                           
64Fergus Clunie, Fiji Heritage (Suva: The Fiji Museum, the National Trust for Fiji and the Fiji Arts 
Council, August 1980), n.p. 
65As seen on the inside cover of Ahmed, “Girmit: The Indenture Experience in Fiji.” 
66Fiji Museum Report 1993 Annual Report (Suva: Fiji Museum, 1993), 7. 
67Fergus Clunie, “Domodomo: Mission and Meaning,” Domodomo, Fiji Museum Quarterly 1 (Suva: Fiji 
Museum, 1983):2. 
68Ibid.  
69Ibid., 6. 



80 
 

 

Figure 4. 2 The Fiji Museum’s first edition of Domodomo. 

However, from the onset of its publication, Domodomo faced several limitations, 

such as the small size and limited professional training of the museum’s staff and chronic 

financial woes. Despite these difficulties, Domodomo has continued since its first issue, 

which featured articles on “Fijian Land Snakes,” “Traditional Fijian Spirit Masks and 

Spirit Masquers,” “the First Recorded Contact between Fijians and Europeans” and 

“Fijian House Lamps.” 70 In its first four years, the journal was dominated by articles 

written by Clunie. These included “A Fiji Pig Snare” in the September 1983 issue and 

“John Archibald Boyd” in the No. 1, 1986 issue. The sole article produced by a female, 

“The Centre-Poled Houses of Western Viti Levu” in the No. 1, 1986 issue was written by 

Susan Freeman.71 

Fourteen years later, Domodomo still produced scholarship of “a high quality.”72 

According to Kate Vusoniwailala, who was appointed Director of the Fiji Museum (1994-

1999), following the resignation of Gladys Fullman, the first locally born conservator of 

the museum,73 Domodomo remains relevant because it “continues to provide researchers 

and interested members of the public with an insight into the collections of the Fiji 

                                                           
70Ibid., 2-7. 
71Author Index Domodomo 1983-1987. 
72Kate Vusoniwailala, Domodomo: A Scholarly Journal of the Fiji Museum 11, no. 2 (1997): 5. 
73Kate Vusoniwailala (former director, Fiji Museum), in discussion with the author, February 2013.  
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Museum and research on that history, culture, flora and fauna of Fiji.”74 In spite of the 

outstanding work published in Domodomo, it continued to grapple with several 

challenges. One main concern was that there was no established position of publications 

officer of the Fiji Museum. Consequently, publication of Vol. 11, No. 2, 1997 and Vol. 12, 

No.1 1998 was outstanding for some time. Early in 1996, though, the problem was solved 

with assistance provided through the Australia Youth Ambassadors programme.75  

Typically when persons, particularly archaeologists, come to Fiji to conduct 

research and the museum is involved, part of the agreement is that they supply the 

museum with an article arising from the project for the journal. With a consistent number 

of archaeologists seeking permits to excavate in Fiji over the years, this has helped to 

ensure that there is enough content for the journal.76 A brief survey of the content of the 

journal in the twenty-first century shows its continued variety of topics. For example, in 

2004, articles ranged from the first people in Fiji to archaeological investigations on 

Waya Island. The latest edition, the 2011 Domodomo features articles such as 

“Urbanisation and Parental Investment among Indo-Fijians: Rural and Urban Variation in 

Nutrition, Education and Productive Work,” and “Cawaci: A Microcosm of Catholic 

Education in Fiji 1890– 2007.”77 

 

Friends of the Fiji Museum 

More developments and changes at the Fiji Museum continued in the 1980s with the 

formation of a new organisation. While the Fiji Society had apparently continued to meet 

– according to president’s reports for 1979 and 1980, there were 50 paid members and 43 

paid members, respectively78 – an organisation to promote and further the work of the 

Fiji Museum was inaugurated on November 12, 1986. Called ‘The Friends of the Fiji 

Museum,’ its aim was to “establish a lively public body to promote and further the work 

of the museum through positive actions.” These included acquiring and repatriating 

cultural and historical relics for the national collection, supporting the museum's 

                                                           
74Vusoniwailala, 5. 
75Ibid. 
76Buadromo, discussion. 
77 Domodomo: A Scholarly Journal of the Fiji Museum Vol. 24 Nos. 1 and 2 (2011):1-53. 
78Fiji Society 1980 GC-Fiji-SO1980 File. 
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explorations into specific aspects of Fiji's past, supporting the improvement of displays 

and fundraising.79  

 

The 1987 Coups 

Generally, a museum operating under less than ideal circumstances such as a coup d’état 

is no easy feat. It was a unique situation which brought with it added challenges for the 

Fiji Museum to conquer. Fiji’s first coup d’état was staged by Lt. Col. Sitiveni Rabuka, 

third in command in the Royal Military, on May 14, 1987,80 and the second on September 

28, 1987 affected the revenue earning capabilities of the Fiji Museum. The museum 

depends primarily on tourists for its income and the coups affected visitor arrivals; the 

depressive effect on museum revenue was noticeable. Just twelve days after the coup, the 

Fiji Times reported on May 26 that there were heavy cancellations at hotels and resorts in 

Fiji, with below average occupancy rates and terminating staff.81 The national airline, Air 

Pacific, reduced its international flights from May 31. Prior to the coup, visitor numbers 

had been up for that year. Visitors arriving in Fiji in April 1987 numbered 22 066, 

compared to April 1986 at 19 558. To combat this situation, the airlines offered large 

discounts to attract visitors from Australia and New Zealand early in June.82 By the end 

of the month, the low fares boosted the tourist arrivals; there were 3000 new bookings.83 

However, by the end of June, because of a hijacking attempt Air New Zealand decided 

not to resume flights to Fiji until it was satisfied that there were no security risks to its 

aircraft.84  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
79“The Prospectus, Friends of the Fiji Museum,” History of the Fiji Museum General 1977 File. 
80 “Army Seizes Power: COUP,” Fiji Times, May 15, 1987. 
81“Air Pac to Reduce Overseas Flights,” Fiji Times, May 26, 1987. 
82“Airlines Offer Large discounts to visitors,” Fiji Times, June 10, 1987. 
83 “Low fares boost tourist bookings,” Fiji Times, June 25 1987. 
84 “Air NZ not satisfied,” Fiji Times, July 28, 1987. 
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Table 4.1 Revenue earned at the Fiji Museum Shop  

Year Total 

1984 $198 745 

1985 $100 000 

1986 $101 470 

1987 $  81 667 

1988 $102 313 

 

During the coup, museum staff still reported for work but the museum was shut 

down. Reportedly, one day, soldiers came to the museum asking staff to open the gate 

that they wanted to see the inside. However, Field Officer, Sepeti Matararaba, who was 

down at the front desk at the time, refused to do so because he did not want the soldiers to 

use the museum for a base.85 There was some looting in Fiji during this period, the 

museum, unfortunately, was not spared for on January 30, 1988, Ratu Sir Lala Sukuna’s 

sword and a club were taken.86 These valuable artefacts were probably sold on the black 

market. Clearly, all sectors of the society were affected in some way or another by the 

coups. 

 

1991 Visitors Survey 

Though recovering from the effects of the coups, the Fiji Museum recognised that more 

needed to be done to fulfil its mandate and, in 1991 conducted a survey of visitors to the 

museum. Some aspects of the survey are emphasised because its results led to a pivotal 

turning point in the organisation’s focus, particularly during 1994 to 1998, highlighted in 

the following chapter. The survey featured queries such as, “Has this visit to the Fiji 

Museum helped you to understand the Fijian culture and society?” The responses state 

that the “majority of visitors were of the opinion that their visit to the museum helped 

them to understand the Fijian culture and society in varying degrees.” Sixty-six per cent 

                                                           
85Sepeti Matararaba (field officer, Pre-Historical Archaeology Department, Fiji Museum), in discussion 
with the author, May 2013. 
86Leonard Usher, Letters from Fiji: An on-the-spot record of what happened before, between and after two 
military coups (Suva: Fiji Times Ltd. 1998), xi. 
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of local visitors and 58 per cent of overseas visitors stated that their visit helped them 

“very much” to understand the Fijian culture and society. However, a significant 

proportion of both local and foreign visitors, 33 per cent and 42 per cent respectively, 

were of the opinion that the museum helped them only partially to understand Fijian 

culture and society.87  

The survey disclosed that local visitors were more “convinced” about the museum 

providing an understanding of Fijian culture and society compared to overseas visitors. 

Among the latter, those from ‘Other’ countries, the Pacific Islands and Europe were less 

convinced than the remainder.88 One opines that this may have been the case because 

these visitors were more aware of Fiji’s history and compared to museums they visited 

overseas, the Fiji Museum did not put forth enough information in its exhibits about the 

history of the country. 

Despite not being fully satisfied with the museum imparting enough knowledge 

about Fiji’s society and culture, all of the visitors gave positive remarks such as “well 

done” and “excellent.” Providing comments as well, the participants made note of the 

inadequacy of displays on the contributions of Indians and other ethnic groups to Fiji. For 

some, the structure of the displays was also a concern. Subsequently, suggestions were 

made of the need to place exhibits in chronological order with directional signs to present 

the history in a continuous manner. Another response was that the visitors were interested 

in knowing more about the society and culture of Fiji through a greater number of 

exhibits.89 Participants also commented that additional funds were needed for investment 

in upgrading, expansion and better arrangements of displays. Furthermore, it was 

necessary in their view for there to be live displays of music, dance, and handicraft 

making as well as special exhibitions to portray Fijian culture and human and natural 

history.90 

Neither the report nor the survey specified what “Fijian culture” meant. Based on 

the responses of the visitors, arguably, “Fijian culture” implied indigenous Fijian culture 

because the visitors then suggested that more information was needed on the other racial 

                                                           
87Survey of Visitors to the Fiji Museum (Suva: Tourism Council of the South Pacific, 1991), 27. 
88Ibid., 28. 
89Ibid.,30. 
90Ibid.,31. 
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groups in Fiji. Perhaps, for the visitors, rectifying their absence from the national story at 

the museum was what was necessary for a complete understanding of “Fijian culture.” 

These visitors’ perspectives indicate the main shortcomings of the Fiji Museum, that is, 

primarily, the need for an adequate number of well organised displays, more exhibits 

showing the history of all of the ethnic groups of Fiji and a space for culture to be seen 

and performed on the spot.  

 

Galleries and Departments 

By 1993, the museum, with a director and a staff of thirteen, was composed of three 

galleries: the Prehistoric Gallery, History Gallery and Masi Gallery, which featured video 

footage and more, a temporary exhibition space, video corner, yaqona reception and 

museum shop.91  

By 1998, the number of galleries eventually expanded to five: the Maritime 

Gallery, History Gallery, Indo-Fijian Gallery, Masi Gallery and the Art Gallery, which 

remain to date. In 1993, the museum had four departments, called Collections, 

Archaeology, Conservation and Education, which functioned to document, research, 

preserve and inform the public. These doubled in number, to be now called: Pre-

Historical Archaeology, Historical Archaeology, Conservation, Collections, Education, 

Marketing, Accounts and Exhibition/Display.  

 

Conserving Heritage Sites 

With an expanded number of staff and departments, the Fiji Museum began to work more 

earnestly in the communities of Fiji. One notable example is its role in discovering and 

preserving the authentic site and history of the Tavuni Hill Fort, near to Sigatoka. In 

1993, the museum was involved in developing this hill fortification, which is operated by 

the people of Naroro village and became a major eco-tourism project of the then Tourism 

Council of the South Pacific. The museum recorded oral traditions and documented the 

site. The museum also received $10 000 to develop an interpretive display in the visitor 

information centre and brochures to interpret the site.92 

                                                           
91 Fiji Museum 1993 Annual Report (Suva: Fiji Museum, 1993), 1. 
92Fiji Museum 1993 Annual Report, 5-6. 
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Within the 1990s, the museum was also involved in initiatives to protect Fiji's 

tangible heritage out in the field. In response to concern about the erosion of rock 

paintings from the walls at Vatulele, the museum sought and received funds, amounting 

to $3360.42, from the Australian Embassy to employ a conservator to investigate the site 

and make recommendations on what could be done. During 1993, Phil Haydock, of the 

Aboriginal Sites Department of the Western Australian Museum, undertook this task.  

 

Figure 4. 3 The Fiji Museum periodically revisits sites into the twenty-first century. Here, 
Elia Nakoro, Head of the Historical Archaeology Department is working on the rock 
paintings. 
 

The Fiji Museum was also involved in salvaging the Levuka Copra Shed on 

Ovalau Island. Early in 1993, this historic building was destroyed by developers. The 

museum obtained funds so that an Australian archaeologist, Professor Judy Birmingham, 

could excavate the site and prepare a report.93 The floor plan of the old shed was mapped 

and one section (2 x 6m) of the floor was excavated. 94Copra has been a key export for 

Fiji and a vital component of the islands’ economic history, making salvaging this shed an 

important venture but simultaneously demonstrates the Fiji Museum’s lack of authority to 

prevent the destruction of sites although it is the institution that enforces legislation 

relating to palaeontological and archaeological sites of significance. 

                                                           
93Fiji Museum 1994 Annual Report (Suva: Fiji Museum, 1994), 1. 
94Fiji Museum Five Year Corporate Plan, 14 
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Summary 

This chapter has primarily delved into a history of the Fiji Museum in the post-colonial 

period. It has explored several themes such as the museum’s community participation, its 

desire to expand its collection, the first initiatives to formally include Indians into the 

national story in 1979, the opening of the Levuka Museum in 1981 and the effects of the 

1987 coups. It highlights the 1991 survey conducted to gain information on how the 

museum could improve and better serve the public. All of this, it is argued, contributed to 

forging a new direction for the museum with the aim of altering how it was perceived by 

the public. The following chapter argues that to some extent from the 1994 onward, the 

Fiji Museum began to shake off its colonial shackles and understanding of the function of 

a museum in a Pacific Island context, to begin moving towards more community 

engagement, with the objective of embracing all of the ethnic groups in Fiji in its 

exhibitions and programmes.                                                                
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Community Engagement and Embracing Intangible Cultural Heritage 

The Fiji Museum did not remain an ivory tower for research and collecting cultural 

objects of indigenous Fijians. Rather, a decolonisation process was taking place during 

the first decades of the post-independence period. The mission of the Fiji Museum began 

to change slowly toward privileging intangible cultural heritage and focusing on bringing 

this national institution to life within the community. This chapter discusses the pivotal 

years, 1994 to 1999, when policy was shaped to effect this new direction, though some 

forays were made into the twenty-first century. Under the directorship of Kate 

Vusoniwailala, the museum sought to transform itself and forge a new path. The Fiji 

Museum’s social and cultural roles became more evident as it sought to become a 

dynamic institution with community engagement and participation at the core. Major 

emphasis was placed on educational programmes for adults and children and media 

campaigns to promote awareness about the role and importance of the museum to Fiji, 

with the aim of creating an emotional value for this institution. The work of the museum 

departments is outlined and the role of the Fiji Museum in the development of PIMA is 

underscored in 1994; so too is the importance of the opening of the Indo-Fijian gallery in 

1998. The latter made a political statement about belonging and the inclusion of the 

marginalised in the history, displayed to the public as part of the national narrative.  

Arguably, this thrust of community engagement could be regarded as a nation building 

exercise to create what Benedict Anderson terms that “imagined community,” that sense 

of belonging in its citizens through the Fiji Museum.  

 In 1994, the legislation governing the Fiji Museum was revised, passed by the 

House of Representatives on June 7 and by the Senate exactly one month later. In 

Parliament, not many modifications were made to Act No. 13 of 1994, enacted to amend 

the Fiji Museum Act. It states that the Board shall contain five members, as was the case 

in the 1929 legislation. However, changes were made as to who could sit on the Board, 

now they were the Permanent Secretary of the Ministry responsible for the museum or his 

representative; the nominee of the Suva City Council, appointed by the Minister; and 

three others appointed by the Minister from persons who in his opinion is “in possession 
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of special knowledge or experience that will be advantageous or beneficial to the Board 

in the exercise of its powers and duties.”95 

Under this revised legislation, the Fiji Museum underwent a major restructuring 

process. The Board of Trustees’ endorsement of two key documents was a substantial 

breakthrough: the Fiji Museum Five Year Development Plan 1994 to 1998, which was 

released in March 1994, and the Fiji Museum Financial Instructions in October 1994. 

Additionally, the Board approved the creation of four posts: Education Officer, 

Archaeologist, Graduate Trainee (Archaeology) and Accounts Officer. For the first time 

in the museum’s history, there was nearly a full complement of professional staff. These 

appointments were made possible by a renewed commitment from the government, 

signified through an increase in the grant to this institution.96 In 1995, the museum’s 

administrative offices moved to the Nawela Hostel, adjacent to the museum building, 

thus increasing the space for the galleries. This finally occurred, recalling Clunie’s 1984 

warning of the dire need for space had finally become a reality. 

 

Figure 5. 1 Fiji Museum staff in the 1990s. Second from the right at front is former 
director, Kate Vusoniwailala (1994-1999). 

 

Pacific Islands Museum Association 

In 1994, the Fiji Government hosted a UNESCO meeting for museum directors from 

around the region to discuss the theme, ‘A living Museum with grassroots support.’ One 

                                                           
95 Act No.13 of 1994, An Act to Amend the Fiji Act. 
96 Fiji Museum 1994 Annual Report, 6. 
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of the resolutions emanating from that meeting was that the regional museums would 

benefit greatly by banding together and developing each other. One of the principal 

decisions was to establish the PIMA in that year.97 

However, the idea for PIMA first materialised in the late 1970s but never emerged 

because of the sudden death of its main proponent, the late Masuwadoko of the National 

Museum and Art Gallery of Papua New Guinea. In addition, a few of the islands had 

established museums or cultural centres during this period. There is a transpacific 

Americas connection between the Caribbean and the Pacific linked to the founding of 

PIMA. In the Caribbean, there was an effort to establish a regional body of museums. 

The Museum Association of the Caribbean (MAC) was spearheaded by the current 

director of the Barbados Museum and Historical Society, Alissandra Cummins. In 1989, 

this became a reality and Cummins became its first president. MAC is also the regional 

body for the Caribbean associated with the International Council of Museums (ICOM). It 

allows museums and related organisations and societies in the Caribbean to share 

experiences and skills. The organisation, structure and purpose of PIMA are based on 

MAC’s foundation. This situation occurred because of a Museums’ Association of the 

Caribbean annual meeting in Belize in 1993, attended by ICOM colleagues, where they 

observed the model of the Caribbean museum community organisation in action and 

realised that the same model could provide guidance to Pacific museum professionals on 

how to establish the PIMA. 98 

The idea for a regional body for Pacific museums again was touted at a meeting 

of the museum directors and representatives from international agencies such as the 

International Centre for the Study of the Preservation and Restoration of Cultural 

Property (ICCROM). Subsequently, the Preserving Museums Organisation (PREMO) 

was formed and this contributed to the spearheading of the platform for the creation of 

PIMA.99  

                                                           
97Ibid., 1-28. 
98 Alissandra Cummins, interview by author, Director, Barbados Museum and Historical Society (February 
20, 2014).  
99Lawrence Foana’ota, “Local and global frameworks for heritage management,” Training Workshops in 
Cultural Heritage Management in the Pacific Island Nations Interim Reports Workshop, 1 Levuka , Fiji, 
eds. Anita Smith and Damian O’Keefe (Victoria: Deakin University, 2004),31. 
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PIMA is described as the first and only regional, multicultural, non-profit 

organisation that assists Pacific museums, cultural centres, national trusts, cultural 

departments and ministries, cultural associations, arts councils and people to preserve 

Pacific Island heritage.100 It brings together over 45 museums and cultural centres in 

member states which include American Samoa, the Cook Islands, Rapa Nui, Federated 

States of Micronesia, the Fiji Islands, French Polynesia, Guam, Hawaii, Kirabati, the 

Marshall Islands, Nauru, New Caledonia, Norfolk Island, Northern Mariana Islands, 

Niue, Palau, Papua New Guinea, Pitcairn Island, Solomon Islands, Tokelau, Tonga, 

Vanuatu, Wallis and Funtuna Islands and Samoa.101 

It was agreed at the UNESCO-funded Regional Workshop for Museum Curators 

held in Port Vila, Vanuatu, in July 1995 that the Fiji Museum would produce the PIMA 

newsletter. Called Time Connections, the newsletter was established to facilitate better 

communication among museums in the Pacific and serve as a vehicle through which to 

broaden awareness generally about museums in the region and provide information about 

the latest programmes and developments in Pacific museums.102 As one of the oldest 

museum in the Pacific Islands, the Fiji Museum with its years of experience played an 

instrumental role in the development of PIMA in the formative period. 

The first PIMA Board was appointed in 1994 and the association’s vision, 

mission and aims were developed in 1997. PIMA was officially accepted as an affiliated 

organisation of the International Council of Museums (ICOM) in 1998. In May 1999, the 

organisation was incorporated in Fiji as a Charitable Trust. During its first years, 

assistance came from the Canadian Government103 and the Secretariat for the Pacific 

Community (SPC), which hosted and supported the PIMA Secretariat in New Caledonia. 

Subsequently, it was relocated to the Fiji Museum until mid-2006.104  

                                                           
100 Intangible Cultural Heritage Safeguarding Efforts in the Asia Pacific 2012 in collaboration with the 
Vanuatu Cultural Centre 63. 
101Pacific Heritage Network Web site. http://www.collectionsaustralia.net/pima/index.php?region=14 
(accessed April 10, 2013). 
102Time Connections: A Quarterly Newsletter from the Friends of the Fiji Museum 4th Quarter (Suva: Fiji 
Museum, 1999), n.p. 
103 Foana’ota, 31. 
104Time Connections (1999). 
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The current PIMA Secretariat is located at the Vanuatu Cultural Centre.105A 

major reason for its relocation was the impact of the two coups in Fiji in 2000 and 2006. 

It was a struggle enough to keep the Fiji Museum afloat, without the additional load of 

the Secretariat. This was compounded by the fact that the Secretary General resigned in 

2004 and while director of the museum, Buadromo also assumed these duties.106 In light 

of this, she suggested greater involvement by other PIMA member countries. The 

premise was that the Secretariat should rotate every three years, so that all of the member 

countries could share the responsibilities and learn about its operations.107 

 

Figure 5. 2 An example of PIMA’s Time Connections publication, which gives an 
architect’s impression of the proposed National Centre for Fiji. 

 

                                                           
105Fiji Museum 1999 Annual Report (Suva: Fiji Museum, 1999), 1. 
“Pacific Islands Museum Association (PIMA) Secretariat Moves to Port Vila, Vanuatu,” Time Connections 
A Quarterly Newsletter from the Friends of the Fiji Museum 2nd Quarter Apr-June (Suva: Fiji Museum, 
2006), 1. 
106Foana’ota,  31. 
107Buadromo, discussion. 
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Figure 5. 3 The Fiji Museum commissioned a local artist Graham Taylor to paint this 
mural on the side of the museum in November 1993.108 Personal photograph by Allison  
Ramsay.  
 

Venturing into the Community 

Most museums have audiences that reflect only a relatively narrow band of society. In 

order to bring about increased access, it is necessary to engage in a dialogue with the 

communities. Particularly with those who do not traditionally see museums as relevant to 

their lives, community engagement is the first imperative. The concept of communities 

can be seen in different ways. Museums themselves can be likened to communities. For 

the Fiji Museum, it can be argued that its directional change would have viewed 

communities as communities of people that built around shared needs, values or self-

defined roles. In so doing, it was able to deliver programmes and initiatives that cut 

across ages, ethnicity, place of origin and socioeconomic categories.  

One way of making the museum relevant to the people of Fiji was through the 

decision made in 1994 to take the museum’s exhibitions beyond the doors and the gates 

of Thurston Gardens, not only to the east in Suva and Samabula but to the west of Viti 

Levu. In Sigatoka and Lautoka, travelling exhibits were changed every two months. 

Consequently, the museum was able to widen its public activity by reaching out to 

persons who were unable to visit the national museum, allowing the organisation to 
                                                           
108Time Connections A Quarterly Newsletter from the Friends of the Fiji Museum Summer (Suva: Fiji 
Museum, 1994-1995), 1. 
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display artefacts that were stored away out of sight in the Collections storeroom because 

of a lack of gallery space. At Thurston Gardens, the maritime exhibition ‘Fiji’s Maritime 

Past,’ was also opened, which involved upgrading the exhibits in the Pre-History gallery 

and painting a large seascape mural to provide a context for the double-hulled canoe, 

Ratu Finau; Tui Nayau.109 In so doing, the museum paid homage to Fiji’s maritime 

history and increased the number of displays to attract more visitors to the headquarters.  

 

Figure 5. 4 A poster for the first Maritime Exhibition at the Fiji Museum. 

Two years later, the Fiji Museum continued its programme to extend special 

activities beyond the capital to the west of Viti Levu and the second-biggest island, 

Vanua Levu. This first attempt was successful with the travelling exhibitions such as 

‘Songs of My People,’ which primarily targeted schools in the aforementioned areas.110 

That year, the museum’s Education Department introduced school kits throughout Fiji 

with the objective of taking the collections to a wider audience.111 In this way, the 

museum sought to breathe new life into the cultural history of the Fiji group of islands. 

The Fiji Museum has not only taken its exhibitions across Fiji but has done so in 

international museums too. In June 2009, a Fiji Museum exhibition named ‘Talanoa–

Stories of the Fiji Community’ was on display at the Immigration Museum in Melbourne, 
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Victoria. In the exhibition room, panels displayed a variety of historical and 

contemporary pictures, including Ratu Seru Cakobau. Activities also included dances by 

Fijians, Rotumans and Indo Fijians, and storytelling.112 

Meanwhile, in 1996, the Friends of the Fiji Museum Society, in its bid to increase 

the traffic through the museum’s doors in Suva, launched new Sunday opening hours and 

marked the museum’s first Open Day. Entrance was free and 3000 local residents 

attended the event.113 This significantly large number reflected burgeoning popular 

interest, bearing in mind that on average two-thirds of the museum visitors during the 

entire year were tourists.114 Open Days continue to be a regular feature at the Fiji 

Museum. 

 

Community Engagement 

The focus in the late 1990s concentrated not only on the collection and preservation of 

artefacts but on the Fiji Museum’s promotion of cultural revitalisation and community 

engagement in Fiji. Many methods can be used to engage with the wider community; one 

that the Fiji Museum has employed most effectively has been outreach work. This was 

especially important when trying to engage with communities who do not usually pay 

any attention to museums or see them as having any relevance in their lives. Planned 

outreach programmes sought to encourage people to bring the local community into the 

museum’s space. Through this method, a commitment was demonstrated to building 

relationships with new audiences that would last and strengthen over time.  

The 1994 and 1996 mission statements for the Fiji Museum articulate this new 

emphasis. The museum, they proclaim, aims to become a ‘dynamic institution’ for the 

‘preservation of the national heritage exhibition of artefacts of historical value, and 

development of arts, craft and culture within our multicultural environment.’115 Hence, 

the museum was seeking to correct its previous outlook by focusing on the intangible 

heritage and identities of all of the ethnic groups of Fiji. In the past, the museum’s 

identity and strength lay with academic research and archaeology. “Transforming this 
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institution into a dynamic, community-based, engaging place where everybody had 

ownership was a big jump. Connecting it to the arts was a philosophical shift but it was 

important to embark upon a paradigm shift from a museum as an academic ownership of 

a space to museum as a place that is engaging, meaningful and relevant to all.”116 Thus, 

the museum was seeking to erase class lines that had been drawn in an attempt to make 

the museum a space where all citizens of Fiji felt that they belonged, and that this was 

their museum. 

With an emphasis on the importance of both the tangible and intangible heritage, 

the Fiji Museum from the 1990s onwards embarked on a series of education programmes 

seeking to engage the community with the cultural sector in Fiji. Education programmes 

in this context can be defined as events or actions that seek to involve or engage the 

public in their understanding and enjoyment of the museum, its collections and its 

exhibitions. For the Fiji Museum, these were exemplified in numerous ways. Some 

noteworthy programmes from this period were the Drua project; school holiday 

programmes; workshops on pottery making, masi design, mat weaving and painting; the 

building of a traditional bure (house) to complement the craft skills being demonstrated 

at the museum; traditional dance performances; tasting experiences of food cooked on an 

open fire in a traditional kuro or in hand built earthenware cooking pots; essay and poster 

competitions to encourage children to learn about traditional arts and crafts and enable 

them to explore their talents; television programmes on legends, stories, craft 

demonstrations, information about artefacts; radio programmes facilitated through the 

Ministry of Education’s School Broadcasting Unit. For adult visitors, there were events 

such as public lectures by academics and experts, radio programmes in the three main 

languages of Fiji, English, Hindi and Fijian, and the newsletter of the Friends of the Fiji 

Museum Society providing information on the museum and events to local and overseas 

institutions. Fiji residents were also encouraged to participate in archaeological digs the 

Archaeology department was undertaking, thereby increasing community participation, 

especially of enthusiastic young people. Some labels of the exhibits were translated into 

vernacular languages. These programmes were a bold move by the museum, against the 

context that it was only in 1999 that funds were made available by the government for a 
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Department of Culture, to stem to among other things, to stave off the rapid loss of 

indigenous knowledge and oral history. Thus, within this context, the museum was trying 

its best with no government assistance to take the lead in the cultural heritage 

management and preservation field. 

 

Education Department 

Each department had a role to play in the success of promoting intangible cultural 

heritage, particularly the Education Department. For this department, one major initiative 

was the “Tabu Tabu Soro – Never Give up Project.” This drua (double hulled canoe) was 

built by master boat builder, Vince Beasley, in 1992, at Fulaga, Lau, using local material 

and expertise, and traditional and modern boat building techniques. The craft was to be 

sailed by two crewmen, chosen from Lauan communities, famed for building and sailing 

the drua, and taught by Beasley.117 In 1994, with financial backing from nine corporate 

bodies, the museum purchased and operated this canoe, which was berthed at the Royal 

Suva Yacht Club.  

On August 10, 1994, the programme was officially launched by the Honourable 

Minister for Education, Women and Culture, Science and Technology, Taufa Vakatale. 

Highlighting the benefits of this project, Vakatale states that it would enable tourists to 

experience Fijian culture rather than learning about it through reading material. This 

statement gives the impression that the museum caters primarily to tourists and not the 

local populace. She adds that the project could promote traditional crafts and technical 

skills, with the possible outcome of opening opportunities for commissioning the building 

of canoes, thereby generating income for craftspeople. This in itself would have been a 

commendable feat in order to push into practice more of the traditional ways of 

knowledge of the indigenous Fijians. The launching was timed to coincide with the 

‘Maritime Past’ exhibition and was thought to be a practical educational tour for visitors 

to this particular exhibition.118 

The drua, which was capable of carrying fifteen people and a crew of two, began 

sailing from August 24, Wednesday to Saturday at ten a.m. On offer was an hour-long 
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trip around the Bay of Islands, Suva, and, at one p.m. a two-hour trip around the Suva 

Harbour. The admission was $3.30 for adult visitors and students were free.119 The 

museum’s Education Department was responsible for its management, oversaw the 

repainting of the drua’s hulls, the general maintenance of the canoe, marketing and the 

distribution of promotional material to hotels and companies. Some interest in the canoe 

was demonstrated though the enterprise was novel. ‘Though revenue in 1994 was not as 

high as anticipated, we see the canoe’s ability to generate interest as well as funds 

increasing in 1995.’120  

The canoe was described as ‘a testimony to the boat-building and sailing 

technologies of the past.’  It was part of the initiative to establish a ‘Living Museum’ with 

the support of all the communities and the government.121 Between January and 

November 1995, there were approximately thirty successful trips on the “Tabu Tabu 

Soro.” Unfavourable weather conditions at the beginning of the year contributed to low 

bookings. Additionally, the drua was dry-docked in March 1995 for painting but was 

hired to participate in the celebrations for Fiji’s 25th Anniversary of Independence in 

October. The canoe was used in the ceremony of transporting the flame ‘Spirit of Fiji’ 

from Bureta to Natovi.122 Bearers of the flame ran from Levuka, along the coast and 

stayed overnight at Bureta, from where they boarded the drua, which then carried the 

flame to Natovi, on the Tailevu North Coast.123 In general, the museum was also heavily 

involved in planning the independence celebrations.124 

Generally, the Education Department embarked on a high profile media campaign 

to generate awareness about the museum. In November 1994, a series of radio 

programmes began and supplements on the “Tabu Tabu Soro” were prepared for the Fiji 

Times and the Daily Post. From March 1997, though, the drua was relocated to Nadi 

through the Oceania Schooner Company based there in the hope that this would ensure 

that the vessel was available for tours on a more regular basis.125 This continued for one 
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year, after which the Fiji Museum’s involvement with the craft ended.126 Though not 

reaping the intended success, this attempt to revive some semblance of Fiji’s maritime 

past and navigation practices which were crucial to the culture and survival of ancestors 

must be lauded. 

Some other initiatives of the Education Department merit highlighting. In 1995, 

the weekly museum programme on Radio Fiji 3 shared information about the 

departments. Work continued as well as on the Ministry of Information’s Hindustani 

programme. In so doing, the museum was taking its outreach initiative to both indigenous 

and Indo-Fijians.127 The Fiji Museum, then, showed readiness to use any suitable means 

to project its image and even had some governmental support through the ministries of 

Education and Information. Targeting the children of Fiji was their way to instil the idea 

of the museum as a crucible of Fiji’s culture and history, and to a young audience. 

The number of school visits to the museum increased significantly, suggesting 

that the outreach programmes were having some success. In 1994, there were 127 visits 

from both rural and urban schools and in the following year, 190 visits. This increase was 

doubtless attributable to the July 1994 revival of the Education Department and its 

various programmes.  

Since its revitalisation, after being halted for some time during the 1960s and 

1970s, department efforts were on-going to make the visits more meaningful for the 

students. However, it continued to be the case that some schools were still utilising the 

museum as a “day out rather than as a particularly useful teaching tool pertaining to the 

history and culture of Fiji.”128 This situation was one more testament to the Fiji 

Museum’s view that the public’s idea of its purpose had changed little although decades 

had passed. “We hope that through the establishment of supervised visits with 

accompanying worksheets and activities, we will be able to develop a meaningful visit 

for school children.” 129 The Education Department prepared work packs for distribution 

to schools in 1995 and informed teachers about the important educational resources 

available to them, to encourage teachers to make a ‘museum visit’ an integral part of their 
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school programme.130 The museum staff even researched the school curriculum and 

developed related modules to support schools’ programmes. It was a successful move, 

since many schools took advantage of this opportunity.131 In 1995, the children’s minds 

were also nourished with regular lectures for visiting students and tours to historical 

places organised by the Education Officer.132  

Throughout the pivotal 1994 to 1998 period, the Education Department continued 

to target the youth of Fiji. It developed school programmes to run concurrently with 

temporary exhibitions throughout the year. Among its many accomplished tasks, it 

published three issues of ‘Kidz News,’ a newsletter for school students and teachers with 

information about museum activities and exhibitions, which was circulated to schools 

with assistance from the Education Offices in various districts. The department also 

wrote and published six resource booklets for teachers and students on topics such as 

Archaeology, Music and Dress and Adornment and Girmit. Further, the department 

worked with the Hibiscus Committee in organising the children’s programme during 

Suva’s Hibiscus Festival in August.  

Educating the children of Fiji about the cultural heritage of the country has 

become a principal focus of the Fiji Museum all year around. The school holiday 

programmes are one of the most significant programmes the Fiji Museum hosts. This 

initiative allows children to learn about their heritage and environmental issues in a fun 

way and in a form that does not usually exist in the formal education process. 

Throughout the years, students have ventured to the Thurston Gardens location to 

learn about not only indigenous Fijian culture but those of the other ethnic groups in Fiji. 

Between 1994 and 1998, 160 children participated in programmes such as a ‘hands-on’ 

pottery workshop; a mat-weaving workshop also drew 150 children. In October 1995, to 

celebrate the 25th anniversary of Fiji’s independence, representatives from four 

communities – the Japanese, Chinese, Indian and Fijian – and sixty children from the 

International Primary School in Suva participated in a three-hour programme. There, 
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students had an opportunity to try on different costumes on display and watch videos 

about the different communities.133  

Into the twenty-first century, these programmes have continued. During May 

2009, the school holiday programme focused on an awareness of the Fiji Museum’s 

functions and role.134 In May 2010, more than 120 children participated in pottery 

making classes and visited historic sites.135 In May 2012, local potter Amelia Lesumai 

taught children how to make clay pottery, during a Girmit Day observance organised by 

the High Commission of India, in conjunction with the Fiji Museum.136  

 

Figure 5. 5 Children learning how to make pottery at one of the school holiday 
programmes. Source: Fiji Museum. 

Marketing officer Prakashni Sharma maintains that the school holiday programme 

is a way to encourage children to learn about this multicultural group of islands and other 

countries. In the past, the children, who typically range from ages five to fourteen, were 

taken on tours to the Sigatoka caves and the now alternatively used Great Council of 

Chiefs buildings in Suva, but recently, most tours are to historic sites near to or in Suva. 

Parents are supportive of these initiatives, which, typically last between two and five 

days, are usually free for the children. In general, three workshops are held per year, 

which cater to approximately 300 children. According to Sharma, businesses and 

organisations, particularly embassies located in Fiji, sponsor many of these programmes, 
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which allow them to take place;137 without their funding support, these workshops would 

not be possible. 

Coming towards the end of the twentieth century, the museum extended again.  

On August 10, 1999 a verandah was officially opened by Sir Michael Hardie Boys, the 

then Governor-General of New Zealand. Its purpose was to provide a space where meke 

(dances) and other performing arts could take place. The museum, then, truly used the 

feedback from the 1991 visitors’ survey, which called for a space for live displays of 

culture. According to Vusoniwailala, the verandah was absolutely essential to the 

museum’s community engagement policy. “You don’t fossilise culture. The pottery, 

weaving, masi making skills have been used throughout time and remain to date. The 

verandah was to create that space to profile these skills, for the public to see it and for us 

to encourage them to try it out for themselves. We were trying to ensure that Fiji’s 

heritage was promoted and would keep going for generations.”138 

With regard to workshops for adults, pottery classes and mat weaving are two 

examples used to help keep iTaukei cultural practices alive. Held on the verandah, the 

workshops target a range of people within the society. “We have held workshops to teach 

urban women how to weave because a lot of them have left knowledge behind when they 

left their villages or they do not have time. The workshops are open to everyone, 

sometimes even men and tourists come.” Previously held on Saturdays in the verandah, 

the workshops are a means of using the museum as a community space. The last weaving 

workshop was held in 2010. There is a demand for it because interested members of the 

public are requesting its return.139 In March 2011, seven women took the pottery class at 

the Fiji Museum taught by Amelia Lesumai of Rewa. At the time, Lesumai, who was 62 

years old, had been making pottery for more than twenty years. A stalwart in the craft 

sector, she was taught by her mother-in-law and the only woman in her village who 

makes pottery and sells it in the city.140Into 2013, Lesumai still continues to teach pottery 

classes on the museum’s verandah. Therefore, the investment into the verandah has made 
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the museum a space for culture to be lived and experienced through the practice of 

handicraft. 

 

Figure 5. 6 A view of the Fiji Museum, which shows the extension of the verandah at the 
front. Personal photograph by Allison Ramsay. 

 

Figure 5. 7 An American visitor participating in a weaving workshop on the verandah of 
the Fiji Museum.141 

Meanwhile, the Education Officer continued to make guest appearances on Fiji 

Television’s children’s programme ‘Get Set.’ It was an excellent medium with which to 

educate children about the museum, Fiji’s history and culture. A schools’ database was 

established, which up-dated addresses for all newsletters and other notification. The 

department carried out field trips with the video production team to document 

archaeological excavations at Volivoli Caves and the Sigatoka Sand Dunes and it also 

coordinated arrangements for a video production on the weaving exhibition. With 12 406 

students – from preschool, primary, secondary and tertiary institutions, and special 
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schools – visiting the museum from January until December 1998 and with an increase to 

13 603 in the following year,142 the museum counted its efforts a great success and 

continued its drive to heighten its profile in the community through the media and by 

targeting the schools.143 

The practices of the Fiji Museum are in keeping with other developmental efforts 

of other museums/cultural centres in the Pacific Islands. The Museum of Samoa 

continues to spread knowledge about Samoa’s intangible and tangible heritage through its 

programmes, with an emphasis on the youth. Similarly to Fiji, school visits are part of the 

Museum of Samoa’s programming. Students are provided with fact sheets on historical 

sites in Samoa, artefacts on the museum and written sources to assist them with their 

internal assessments. “Working with the schools is important because they are given 

information about Samoa’s history and their ancestral past. What excites them the most 

are the Culture Room because they can learn about the tools and other objects we used in 

the past such as the stone axes, headrests for pillows and coconut shell to store water.”144 

Between June 2011 and June 2012, over one thousand students from schools such as the 

Vaiala Beach School, the National University of Samoa, Anglican Church pre-school, 

Samoa Primary, Lefaga College, Leififi Intermediate School, Coral Reef Academy and 

Maluafou College came to the museum. For that period, there were in total, sixteen 

school visits from primary, secondary and tertiary institutions.145 

Every Wednesday, the Museum of Samoa offers free one–hour workshops to 

children, based on cultural concepts using various methods such as story-telling, which is 

done to emphasise the importance of oral traditions to this society and to keep the culture 

of story-telling alive, role play, figurines and audio-visual resources.146 For example, in 

September 2012, there were four workshops held there which catered to 64 children who 

learnt about the artefacts inside the museum. Twice a year, cultural workshops are also 

held. For example, in November 2012, navigators were brought into to share traditional 
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knowledge and the public was also shown how to weave using the Samoan sinnet rope.147 

Therefore, the Museum of Samoa, like the Fiji Museum is seeking to preserve the cultural 

identity and intangible heritage practices of their respective countries. According to the 

museum’s Principal Lumepa Apelu, there are plans to take the museum to schools in the 

communities that are too far away from the headquarters.  The Fiji Museum embarked on 

a similar venture in the past. However, the difficulty remains that the Museum of Samoa 

is working without a written policy but there are plans to achieve this within the next five 

years so that there can be some policy and direction as to the museum’s role in the 

protection and promotion of Samoa’s tangible and intangible heritage. 

 Other educational and cultural initiatives undertaken by the Museum of Samoa 

included the museum hosting at its headquarters a play, “Where we once belonged,” 

written by Sia Figiel, This was the very first initiative of this kind by Ivilasi Films and 

was a collaborative effort towards the development of art and education by the Ministry 

of Education, Sports and Culture and the National University of Samoa. Held in 

September 2012, this week– long activity featuring a Samoan cast brought more than 500 

people to the museum, some of whom may have never ventured to the museum 

otherwise.148   

In relation to the educational programmes held at the Vanuatu National Museum, 

on Saturdays, at the farea (building) for three months at a time, children are taught 

kastom in the language of Bislama in many ways through storytelling; they acquire the 

talent and learn the art of sandroing (sand drawing)149 and are taught traditional games, 

weaving, bamboo flute playing and kastom dancing. The wider community is showing 

interest. For example, in 2007, 63 boys attended classes from schools around Port Vila 

such as the ‘Port Vila Central Skul,’ ‘Freshwota Skul’ and ‘Vila East Skul.’ A 

programme of training teachers in kastom is set to be soon implemented in schools where 

students firstly in Port Vila and then others in the outer islands will be taught kastom 
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dancing, traditional games, and wood carving among other aspects of kastom in the 

school system.150 

At these institutions under review, there is a focus on educational programmes 

which bring the public closer to the museum. These programmes ensure that traditions 

will continue for generations to come. These museums/cultural centres are pivotal to their 

organisation and success in an effort to continue shaping, promoting and preserving 

various aspects of Pacific cultural identities. 

  

The Archaeology Departments 

The archaeology programme has always been at the core of the Fiji Museum. It is 

important to highlight some of the work undertaken by the archaeology team throughout 

the years, a team which continues to be in high demand from the public. In the past, the 

strength of this department was reliant on foreign researchers and their engagement of the 

Fiji Museum staff in field work. This section demonstrates that the archaeology 

department at the Fiji Museum has evolved from that dependency and has played a role 

in the community engagement process through the collection of oral history at excavated 

sites. This reveals a shift in focus from the tangible to acknowledging the importance of 

the intangible within the field. At the Fiji Museum, in 1994, there was just one 

Archaeology Department – later to be split into the Pre-Historical and Historical 

Archaeology departments in 1999. It was headed by Jotika Singh until she resigned in 

April 2003. After that the position was vacant and the Historical Archaeological 

Department was absorbed into the Pre-History Archaeology Department. In 2006, the 

Historical Archaeology Department then was managed by Praveena Charan and Pre-

History continued to be headed by Jone Balenaivalu. Upon Charan’s resignation, in 2007, 

this post was assumed by Elia Nakoro. Balenaivalu and Nakoro continue to head these 

two departments. 151 

The role of the first Archaeology Department was to identify, protect and 

conserve sites deemed to be of archaeological and cultural heritage value, to promote 
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awareness and understanding of archaeology and to administer the Legislation of Fiji, 

Chapter 264, POAPI.152Establishment of the Archaeology Department though was made 

possible in 1994 with the appointment of an archaeologist through the Australian 

Volunteers Abroad Scheme. The position was filled by Christine Burke. A second 

archaeologist, Hiroshi Kiguchi, came from the Japanese Overseas Cooperation 

Volunteers. At the beginning of 1995, the Archaeology Department was a fully staffed 

department. It contained the two archaeologists, one graduate trainee in archaeology, and 

one Field Officer.153 Despite the fact that legislation had been in place since 1940, the 

museum had made no advance in the appointment of professional staff or with the 

operation of an effective department to document and protect valuable heritage sites. The 

year 1994 was spent establishing operational systems for the department and carrying out 

field projects, until a National Site Survey Strategy was established.154 

During the 1990s, the Archaeology Department’s operations were computerised. 

The New Zealand Embassy funded the Archaeology Department’s computer system, 

consisting of computer hardware and a GIS programme. The system was set up for the 

computerisation of the site register. All of the surveyed archaeological sites go into this 

database.155 Subsequently, 670 sites that had been recorded prior to 1994 were put into 

the database.156 From 1995 onwards, an equipment grant from the Japanese Government 

greatly assisted the staff in their duties.157 The site register was put into operation using 

the latest edition at the time of the 1:50 000 topographic maps. A new site recording form 

was designed that was more oriented to the management and assessment of site 

conditions. Staff worked with the National Land Trust Board (NLTB) to undertake 

preliminary research on historical documentation of those sites that were the focus of the 

museum’s national survey. Along with this, a set of conditions was devised for permits, 

and new application forms for surveys and excavations and to undertake research on 
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archaeology collections held at the museum were to be developed.158 Fees introduced for 

permit applications ranged from $10 to $50.159 

Into the twenty-first century, the undertakings of the past has set the foundation 

for the continuous entry of data into the ‘Attributes of Cultural Sites Database’ on sites 

such as burials, caves (such as the Muremere Cave, Ga-ni-Lau Cave, Korolamalama 

Cave), hill fortifications, house mounds, and historical springs in areas across Fiji. This 

information is also placed on a map of the Fiji Islands Cultural Heritage Sites.160  

 

Figure 5. 8 Map of Fiji Islands Cultural Heritage Sites up to 2012. The dark blue dots 
indicate locations where there are sites. Source: Historical Archaeology Department of 
the Fiji Museum.  

 

The museum also works with government departments, such as the Mineral 

Resources Department in particular, because there is increased mining activity in Fiji. To 

this end, for instance, companies are given a 20 to 30 metre buffer zone.161 The intention 

is to ensure that mining companies do not disrupt old heritage sites. The map and site 
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registers give the museum some means of keeping track of historical sites and preventing 

irreversible damage to them.162  

Meanwhile, this newly established Archaeology Department was quite active in 

its first year. To highlight some of its excavations in 1994, fifteen excavated sites 

included: Yarovudi; Sigatoka; Rotuma and Colo-i-Suva. For example, during the first 

half of the year, at the Sigatoka Sand Dunes, the Fiji Museum and Mineral Resources 

Department conducted a salvage excavation to remove two skeletons that had been 

eroded out of the Dunes.163  

In July 1994, in Viti Levu, several agencies, namely the Fiji Museum, the NLTB 

and the New Zealand Army, were involved in a helicopter reconnaissance of the Sovi 

Basin, Sigatoka Sand Dunes and Tavuni Hill Fort and completed a photographic survey. 

In September 1994, at Viani Bay, the Fiji Museum’s Field Officer conducted a site visit 

on the request of landowners who discovered a burial whilst building. The site was 

recorded. Also in September, at Koroyanitu, the Fiji Museum’s archaeologist and Field 

Officer, with other agencies, namely the NLTB, Abaca Village and the Secretariat of the 

Pacific Regional Environment Programme (SPREP) as a funding source, carried out an 

archaeological investigation and the mapping of the Navaratu old town in the Koroyanitu 

National Park. Villagers from Abaca assisted with this project. The site was mapped and 

recorded and field work for phase one was completed. In October of the same year, at 

Nukubolu, the archaeologist, Field Officer and other agencies, namely NLTB, and Eco 

Divers (Savusavu), conducted a preliminary survey of the Nukubolu old town and 

surrounds. A report was produced detailing management options and management 

recommendations.164 From these few examples, it is also clear that the wider community 

was developing some understanding of the relevance and role of the Archaeology 

Department, since persons would make requests to the museum and/or even participate in 

the venture. 

The field work programme continued across Fiji. During 1998, excavation was 

undertaken in thirteen places: Volivoli Caves at Wainibuku Wainibuka; National Trust 

and Sigatoka Sand Dunes; with the USP, at the Sigatoka Sand Dunes; Koroyanitu, 
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Lautoka; Levuka Harbour, Ovalau; Nasele Village, Naitasiri; Cikobia, Macuata; Vatulele; 

Fiji Museum Exhibition Area; Sigatoka Valley; Natadola, Western Viti Levu; Levuka; 

Macuata, Vanua Levu. For example, at the Volivoli Caves at Wainibuku Wainibuka, the 

caves were surveyed, mapped and test excavated. Meanwhile at the Levuka Harbour, a 

survey and mapping of underwater wrecks was carried out. Funding for the field work 

originated from a range of sources such as the Australian National University, the French 

Government, Simon Fraser University (SFU) Vancouver (Canada), Fiji Museum, 

Vatulele Island Resort and Environmental Consultants Fiji Limited.165  

That same year, significant work and partnerships were formed. In the field, 

research was conducted, in Cikobia, with the French National Museum and the New 

Caledonian Territorial Museum, which established relationships between Cikobia, 

Naqelelevu and Futuna and, unearthed pieces of Lapita pottery from sites studied. 

Palaeontological findings from a field project conducted in association with Australia 

National University in a Sigatoka cave revealed giant frog, iguana bones, as well as 

crocodile bones.166  

Fifteen researchers visited and worked with the Archaeology Department, four of 

whom were issued archaeology permits. A sample of the extent of the work conducted is 

given here. In June 1999, students from the Simon Fraser University (SFU), with 

Professor David Burley, conducted a joint project that involved the USP and the Fiji 

Museum. Seven vessels were reconstructed from pottery collected from surface 

explorations and excavations. Two marine archaeologists, Paul Hundly and Kieran Hosty 

of the Australian National Maritime Museum (Sydney), undertook the Levuka Maritime 

Archaeological Survey. The willing assistance of various government departments in 

Levuka contributed to the success of this project, the first initiative of this kind in Fiji. 

Three shipwrecks were found in the Levuka Harbour. The Archaeology Department 

worked with the Marine Department to monitor other sites that may possess wrecks and 

with the Solicitor-General’s office in gazetting the shipwreck sites.167  

In 1999, the department continued to participate in and conduct field projects that 

included the Viwa Farm EIA report and a report on the reconnaissance archaeological 
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survey of the island of Taveuni. Oral history was also collected. Site surveys were 

conducted of the Robinson Crusoe Island and Sanasana sites (Sigatoka).168 Between 1997 

and 1999, an oral history record of Akobia Island was completed, then transcribed, 

translated and submitted for inclusion in the Cikobia book that was published.169  

The Department of Environment through its requirements and necessities has in 

one of its provisions the need to conduct EIAs for proposed developed sites. This enables 

the department to conduct an impact assessment of the demarcated area with reports 

compiled and sent to environmental consultants. EIAs generate revenue for the Fiji 

Museum. A brief roll call of some of the EIAs conducted in the twenty-first century 

demonstrates that this work continues to be undertaken throughout Fiji in places such as 

at the Yavusa Tavarua Rararua Village in RukuRuku, Ba; the Mataqali Nabitudua, 

Nasaibitu Village in Wainibuka, Tailevu; the Naitonitoni Ni Bokola, Navua; and the 

Nakoyo Site, Nadrala, Nadroga/Navosa.170 Into the twenty-first century, the Pre-

Historical Archaeology and Historical Archaeology departments are being inundated by 

at least 50 requests per year for staff to survey and map their old sites that are in danger 

of being demolished. Most of these sites are endangered by developments being carried 

out – such as road construction, farming, mining, housing and communication, and some 

are related to land ownership issues. This is important bearing in mind that in the Pacific 

Islands, over 80 per cent of land continues to be held under customary systems of land 

tenure.171 

In one example in 2009, the department was commissioned by the Head and 

members of mataqali (clan) Nasekavu to conduct an archaeological impact assessment 

confirming the cultural and traditional significance of their old sites that are within the 

demarcated and fringe areas of the mining operations. Concern was raised by the 

mataqali members with the mining activities as this was a possible threat to the 

destruction of their old sites.  Five sites were recorded.172  
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The Fiji Islands is a vast cultural heritage site and burial ground as well. In some 

cases skeletal remains have been found by workers. In one case, in 2007, workers 

working on a quarry project for Standard Concrete Industries identified the remains and 

the company called in the museum to record these skeletal remains that were discovered 

near the Wailotua Caves. Upon investigation, it was concluded that the remains were 

disturbed due to development (excavators digging) and with agreement from the 

landowners that the remains be interred with full traditional ceremony, which was 

broadcast on some media stations.173 In some cases, the museum is requested by villagers 

to do salvage excavations so that ancestors can be honoured respectfully. For example, at 

Qamea Island, Taveuni, the Cakaudrove Provincial Office requested the relocation of 

burials for the people of Togo village because the burials were eroding there. The team 

managed to remove eight burial remains, which were later reburied followed by a 

ceremonial feasting for finally resting the human remains from the disturbed burial 

ground.174 

Cultural landscapes are important components of indigenous Fijian culture and 

history. For them, everything is tied intrinsically with the land, their ancestors and 

spiritual beliefs. Therefore, many requests come in from villagers who believe that their 

land is of historical and cultural significance and do not desire development in their area. 

They are aware that seeking this validation from the Fiji Museum is important to stop that 

process. In the case of Votua Village, in 2010, a meeting was organised by the Nadroga 

Provincial office in relation to the request by the villagers of Votua in protecting their 

ancestral sites from being destroyed. The report on the assessment conducted was 

presented to the Commissioner of the Western Division, resulting in a formal request for 

the police to stop the construction work being carried out.175 

Depending on the size of the site, one assessment can take up to one week, but the 

average per site is three days. The standard procedure is to map the site for the GIS, 

outline its structure and gather information on the site. In the past, oral history was 

collected, however, due to limited resources and a backlog of requests that have been 

pending, this is no longer done. The Pre-Historical and Historical Archaeology 
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departments that conduct these assessments have a staff of five and one volunteer to serve 

the entire Fiji Islands. A lack of financial resources, transportation, communications and 

manpower hinders the progress of archaeology departments striving to complete EIAs in 

a timely manner.176 Staff members of the department also conduct a reach out programme 

to inform the traditional landowners of the outcome of the work carried out during the 

field research over the years. In 2012, the two departments conducted surveys in both the 

main island of Fiji – Viti Levu and Vanua Levu and recorded twenty-seven villages. 

Approximately, 70 sites were recorded during the year.   

Table 5. 1 Number of sites surveyed in 2010.177 

 

Province District Village 
Old 
Sites Province District Village 

Old 
Sites 

Ba Vitogo Namoli 4 Nadroga/ Korolevuiwai Votua 2 
  Rukuruku Rararua 1 Navosa Wai Navutu 1 
  Sabeto Nalesutale 5   Waicoba Nasovotava 1 
  Savatu Koro 3   Cuvu Voua 2 
Naitasiri Viria Naqali 1 Namosi Veivatuloa Navua 1 
  Naitasiri Kasavu 1 Rewa Dreketi Nabuli 1 
Ra Raviravi Yaqara 1         
Tailevu Nayavu Nasaibitu 2         
  Naloto Naivicula 15         
    Namau 6         
  Wailevu Malabi 1         
        
 
Table 5.1 Number of sites surveyed in 2012178 

SITES SURVEYED 2012

Province District Village Sites
Ba Magodro Bukuya 2

Tabuquto 2
Nadi Namotomoto 1
Sabeto Korobebe 8
Savatu Nadala 1

Waikubukubu 1
Vuda Nagaga 1

Cakaudrove Tunuloa Qaravutu 2
Nadroga/Navosa Naqalimare Toga 3  
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177 Pre-Historical Archaeology Department 2010 Annual Report (Suva: Fiji Museum, 2010), n.p. 
178 Pre-Historical Archaeology Department 2012Annual Report (Suva: Fiji Museum, 2012), n.p. 
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Figure 5. 9 Excavations at the Sand Dunes with the Fiji Museum and Simon Fraser 
University in 2012.179 

 

 

Figure 5. 10 Molituva Workshop Site Survey & Basic Mapping Principles in 2011.180 
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In response to this pressing need, from May 2011, the museum led training in 

archaeological surveying and mapping workshops. The first one was undertaken in Voua 

Village, Nadroga Province. The second, Molituva Workshop Site Survey & Basic 

Mapping Principles, sponsored by the French Embassy, in association with the PIMA and 

the Fiji Museum, was held in November 2011 at Kuku, Tailevu for seventeen participants 

from the Naitasiri, Rewa, Namosi and Tailevu provinces.181 The villagers were taught 

that economic and cultural gains can be achieved by protecting such sites and if feasible, 

may, through the establishment of eco-tourism sites, benefit the villagers in the form of 

visitor fees. Bilo Battery (Veisari, Suva) and the Tavuni Hill Fort are two such examples 

that have attracted local and international visitors to the sites and helped in their upkeep. 

The main objectives of the workshops of this nature are to train villagers on: 

� how to choose which cultural site is of more importance  

� how to survey and map the site 

� use of these maps to show the local and international developers the important 

heritage areas within their land boundaries and what they want to safeguard using 

Fiji’s POAPI Laws 

� to improve the grassroots persons’ ability to map and be able to speak to 

developers, companies, farmers, lease holders etc. of their desire to safeguard 

their cultural sites in leased land, which is of importance to them (land owners). It 

will also help them to record any cultural site in land that has not been leased. 

In August 2012, the third workshop took place at Wasavulu, Labasa, Vanua Levu, 

was again sponsored by the French Embassy. By having these workshops, the museum 

aims to raise awareness among indigenous communities in Fiji about the importance of 

safeguarding their old village and other cultural heritage sites and how best to record 

them. It also makes them decision makers in the protection and management of the 

cultural and natural heritage of Fiji. 182  

The excavation of sites and EIAs is just part of the mandate of the Archaeology 

Department. In the second semester of 1996, museum staff from this department entered 

the academic world, working in conjunction with the Sociology Department at the USP to 
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introduce a one-unit course on archaeology. This course aimed to promote a greater 

awareness about cultural heritage, more specifically archaeology, in this region.183 

Course components included a field trip for the students, visits to the museum, class 

presentations and assignments, and invited guests from different fields to lecture in 

certain weeks on language, ethno-biology, land management and tourism.184 Three years 

later the programme continued as the Head of the museum’s Archaeology Department 

assisted in teaching the first-year course, which provided students with an introduction to 

the archaeology and history of Fiji.185 A course such as this showed more awareness 

about the relevance of archaeology and cultural heritage out in the field to Fiji. 

Concerning video production, the Archaeology Department compiled a 

documentary on mat-weaving, which was shown during the Fiji Museum’s exhibition on 

this subject. The department also prepared and modelled three archaeology kits, which 

were used by the Education Department. They served as a mode of interactive teaching 

for students by making the subject of archaeology more easily understandable.186  

A museum-based volunteer and training programme for local people was also 

implemented by the museum as an educational activity. Volunteers between the ages of 

17 and 25 were invited to participate in excavations at the Sand Dunes between January 

1995 and 2001.187 This initiative increased its profile and public interest in work at the 

Sand Dunes. The programme, which was the brain child of Tarisi Vunidilo, who was then 

Head of the Department, was advantageous since it assisted the staff with its work while 

promoting archaeology to the youth.188 “Many of the young people were so excited by 

that experience that they all wanted to become archaeologists even if they did not 

understand what it really meant but that is what we wanted at the time, to drive interest in 

the museum in any way that we could.” 189  

The use of volunteers has been an integral component to functioning of the 

Archaeology Department. For instance, in 1998, with three volunteers working on the 

                                                           
183Fiji Museum Five Year Corporate Plan, 14. 
184 Ibid., 6. 
185Fiji Museum 1999 Annual Report, 11. 
186Fiji Museum Five Year Corporate Plan, 9. 
187Vunidilo, discussion. 
188Fiji Museum 1999 Annual Report, 12. 
189Vunidilo, discussion.   



117 
 

inventory programme, three-quarters of the Collection Storage room was inventoried.190 

In 1999, more volunteers were recruited to continue manual cataloguing of 

archaeological material. Ten volunteers, mostly university students, both local and 

overseas, and two computer students were able to input data into the computer database, 

thereby assisting the Field Officer with the inventory computerisation.191 In that same 

year, volunteers worked on the archaeology and oral history collections.  

The Archaeology Department made use of the media, specifically through radio 

programmes, newspaper interviews and an archaeology newsletter produced as part of its 

community outreach. For example, Matararaba was a guest on Radio Fiji, where he 

discussed the finds in Cikobia and was interviewed on issues involving the preservation 

of rock art in Vatulele. Staff also appeared on television, discussing the Levuka Maritime 

Project and the head of department continued to host the Fijian programme ‘Talanoa’ on 

television.192  

The Fiji Museum, particularly the Archaeology Department, is involved in 

partnerships with local entities such as the National Trust. One such place is at the 

Sigatoka Sand Dunes, which was recognised as a national park in 1987 and opened ten 

years later. The national park, the only one of its kind in the Pacific Islands, is significant 

for ecological, educational and archaeological reasons.193 The dunes comprise 690 acres, 

390 of which are private. The Fiji Museum assisted with the development of the visitors 

centre. In April 1998, a joint National Trust and Fiji Museum project was launched with 

the aim of developing a medium to get an environmental and archaeological message 

across effectively to the community. Two thousand colour posters were printed to attract 

primary and secondary school students. The French Ambassador, His Excellency M. 

Michel Jolivet, officiated at the launch, which took place at the Sand Dunes Visitor 

Centre. Financial assistance and the presence of archaeologists Jean-Pierre Siorat and 

Jean-Paul Galipaud were made possible by the assistance of the French Government.194  
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The working relationship between the two entities is such that the National Trust 

is charged with the conservation of this archaeological site, which dates back to 3000 BC. 

Lapita pottery pieces and skeletal remains exist here. As a result of the geological 

environment of the Dunes – where the sand is always shifting – some of the bones and 

pottery are quite frequently exposed.195 When community members walking in the area 

come across any of these exposures, they will usually inform the park rangers, or if park 

rangers come across such finds, they call the Fiji Museum in to inspect the marked site.196 

Sometimes, the bones are brought back to the museum and stored there to reduce further 

degradation.197 This site is valuable to the Fiji Museum because it is there that Lapita 

pottery, earthen ovens and burial grounds can be found. 

Since 1996, Professor David Burley of the SFU has conducted archaeological 

research work in the Dunes. Further, every two years there is an archaeology field school 

for SFU students, which the museum oversees, between June and August (the northern 

summer vacation). The National Trust, the museum and SFU excavate the privately 

owned area where most of the Lapita remains lie on the shifting sands. Some of the park 

rangers are part of the excavation team.198 A report is then presented and the information 

is used for interpretation purposes.199 This working relationship has been beneficial for 

the Fiji Museum in that ‘over years, Professor Burley has gathered enough data that has 

determined that the Dunes is a site that showcases the different pottery sequences from 

the early Lapita dentate designed to the plain ware and salt trays of the late period.’200 

    

Figure 5. 11 Skeletal remains (at left) and Lapita pottery (at right) at the Sigatoka Sand 
Dunes National Park. Personal photographs by Allison Ramsay. 
                                                           
195Tutani, discussion. 
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with the author, March 2013. 
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200The Fiji Museum Web site, www.fijimuseum.org.fj, (accessed January 2013). 
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Though it is not under the mandate of the Archaeology Departments, at this stage, 

it is imperative to mention yet another site that the Fiji Museum is involved in within the 

community. The Fiji Museum and members of the mataqali Nakaubeqa manage the Bilo 

Battery Site at Veisari near Suva. A project funded by the American Embassy in May 

2010 facilitated an initial clean-up of the site.201From then, the responsibility of site 

maintenance is under the Fiji Museum. The Bilo battery was built in January 1941 by the 

New Zealand army, which had replaced the Fiji Defence Force. It was an instrumental 

part of Fiji’s defence during the Second World War because it was one of the several gun 

positions guarding the entrances to the reef.202 The guns once pointed out from the side of 

Bilo peninsula down to the Bay of Islands in Lami and across Suva harbour to the capital, 

to guard the passage in the reef leading into the Suva harbour. The current site features 

two gun turrets, a lookout post, tunnels, underground cellars and an ammunition storage 

place. Since the Second World War, this space has been used, informally, for multiple 

purposes: a drinking spot, lovers’ lane, scenic lookout, a film shoot location, a haven for 

Bilo villagers when they sought refuge in the underground rooms during a hurricane and 

is still a hurricane shelter for villages, it is now a tourist attraction too.203 

At least three museum staff members work at this site, which is set up like a mini-

museum. Inside one of the tunnels are posters providing information on the war and in a 

glass case are relics from the war, including a small empty glass Coca-Cola bottle from 

1942. Tourists pay $5, Fiji residents $3 and children $1. In this way, the Fiji Museum is 

also able to earn some revenue from the site while engaging the community in an open 

space. Through highlighting some of the work of the Archaeology Departments, it is clear 

that the museum has made valuable contributions to the documentation, preservation and 

education of Fiji’s cultural and historical sites and has played an important role in the 

cultural heritage management in Fiji. 
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Figure 5. 12 A view of the Bilo Battery Site. Personal photograph by Allison Ramsay. 
 

 

Figure 5. 13 Glass case featuring a glass Coca-Cola bottle (at left) and a view from the 
Bilo Battery Site. Personal photograph by Allison Ramsay. 

 

Collections Department 

Though the Collections and Conservation departments do not engage with the public in 

the same manner as the Education and Archaeology departments do, they are crucial to 

the museum’s history and substance and provide the basis for the outreaching 

departments’ endeavour. The Collections Department is responsible for the registration 

and accessioning of the collection of artefacts, archival materials; photographic, natural 

history and library collections. The more than 10 000 cultural objects are mainly of the 

nineteenth and early twentieth century, but also contain archaeological material dating 

from as early 1590 BC. The Collections Department has a conservation laboratory for 

care and restoration of the collection of artefacts that predominately represent Melanesia, 

Micronesia and Polynesia, particularly the Solomon Islands, Tonga and Samoa. The 
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majority is Fijian.204 It is likely that this occurred because of the strong traditional bonds 

and rivalries among these groups and due to the overlapping arenas of European mission 

and trading interests. 

Artefacts range from a large double canoe and the massive steering oars from the 

voyaging canoes, through to a wider range of fishing, agricultural, domestic, ceremonial 

and religious items and include an array of Fijian weapons and ornaments. The historical 

collections date from the salvaged relics of the Bounty mutiny in 1789 through the violent 

sandalwood and bêche-de-mer trading and whaling era to the introduction of Christianity, 

the Great Fijian Wars of the 1800s, British colonisation, settlement and indenture.205  

The library’s book collection which started in Wall’s era continued to be 

enhanced by private collections from a former Government Entomologist in Fiji, H.S 

Simmonds, books that belonged to R.A. Derrick, as well as copies of books, papers and 

contributions that he produced. An Australian volunteer librarian and USP library staff 

catalogued and classified the books. Some valuable items include Wallis’ 1851 

publication.206  

In June 1999, Sagale Buadromo, then the Registrar, requested that the Pacific 

Manuscripts Bureau make preservation microfilm copies of archives and manuscripts 

held by the museum. Among the manuscripts are the diaries of Rev. John Hunt, and the 

Rev. David Cargill, two of the earliest missionaries in Fiji, journals and other papers of 

Sir John Bates Thurston (for whom Thurston Garden is named) and Robert Swanston, in 

addition to the Allardyce and Brewster Collections.207 In the research library, which was 

formerly located where the Indo-Fijian Gallery now resides, there are approximately 12 

000 rare books, more than 200 periodicals and microfilm. Transferring information to 

microfilm started in 1999 as a precaution against fire and natural disasters. There are the 

more than 500 cassettes of oral history on indigenous Fijians, collected from as far back 

as the 1970s. They are catalogued on a database on subjects such as Fijian legends, folk 

tales and migration. Some of Indian oral history is in Hindi and is still in process of being 
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transcribed into English. The collection of Indo-Fijian oral history has been 

discontinued.208 It took some time for the oral history of this other major ethnic group in 

Fiji to be recorded but at least efforts were made to bring more balance to the oral history 

project. 

Cultural material is donated to the museum by interested parties, who sign a deed 

of beneficial interest or a deed of absolute gift. The state of the artefact is checked; 

background information is obtained, the item(s) fumigated, classified and then stored. 

Material in most cases is received as absolute gifts but some artefacts are left in the 

museum’s care solely for security and conservation purposes. This is the better option 

that suits indigenous Fijians, who believe that some artefacts have supernatural powers 

and are linked to their fortune in life, therefore they would still have access to the cultural 

objects. Depending on what is worshipped traditionally, it is believed that some powers 

can reside in items such as the yaqona bowl, an image of a human, a walking stick or the 

whale’s tooth. Over the years, most donations have been throwing clubs, stone carvings, 

masi and pieces of stone blade used for carpentry tools. Some of this material culture is 

typically found on old plantations, by road workers during excavation or unearthed 

because of heavy landslides. Often, these found items are Lapita pottery pieces and some 

come from very rare Fijian cooking pots. Usually, such ancient items are sent to New 

Zealand for carbon dating since that equipment is not available in Fiji.209 

Into the twenty-first century, gifts continue to flow into the museum. For instance, 

in 2005, nine artefacts including traditional Fiji clubs, masi-kuvui, a WWII Chinese 

national flag and a woven mat were donated to the museum by their local owners.210 In 

2009, fifty-two artefacts including forty-two from Naitauba Island were donated in April 

2009 by Suzi Backerster, the owner. These included: Fiji clubs, cannibal forks, 

ceremonial adzes – Papua New Guinea, one dance club – Solomon Islands and a stone 

blade used in canoe building from Papua New Guinea.211 

The Collections Department fields many inquiries are made by members of the 

public who either sold or donated cultural material to the museum previously and those 
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such as students and academics studying about them. In 1999, it was approximated that 

the amount of time spent on research was at least 60 per cent of a day’s work for the 

Registrar and Librarian.212 Again, this was a positive development for the Fiji Museum 

since it is increasingly being seen by researchers as a repository where information about 

Fiji’s history and culture can be sourced.  

The longest serving member of the Fiji Museum, Ratu Sela Rayawa, works in this 

department. He joined the museum in 1970 while still a teenager. Confined to a 

wheelchair because he was stricken with polio as a child, in his first post he was 

appointed door attendant, when the entry fee was ten cents. After five years, he was 

trained and became Assistant Librarian. In 1990, he was promoted to Reference 

Librarian.213 In 2000, he was promoted and is in charge of the Collections Department, 

where he is both Librarian and Registrar. He is responsible for the collection of books on 

history, anthropology, archaeology and primitive arts, as well as keeping records on all 

the artefacts exhibited in the museum.214  

 

Figure 5. 14 The longest serving member of the Fiji Museum, Ratu Sela Rayawa.215 
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Conservation Department 

The Conservation Department is responsible for developing procedures and guidelines 

for storing, displaying and handling the museum’s collections. In 1998, the conservator 

designed the new Art Gallery, determining light, temperature and other requirements. For 

the Indo-Fijian Gallery, the conservator assisted with the designing in line with 

conservation requirements.216  

Since 2006, the museum has been without a trained conservator.  The last was 

Tubuka Raikaci.217 Mereia Luvunakoro, who is the assistant librarian, in 2012, also 

assumes the duties as the conservation assistant, along with Sakiusa Kataiwai.218 

Operating without a trained conservator is a major challenge for this department; it is 

essential to have a trained person on staff to safeguard the cultural material located there. 

The situation has arisen because in the past when staff has been trained, they have 

eventually left the museum. Nevertheless, in 2013, Luvunakoro will undergo training in 

conservation at the Smithsonian Institute.219 The dire need for a conservator has been 

compounded by a less than ideal infrastructure, which has allowed open access for insects 

and the elements.  

 

Figure 5. 15 Fiji Museum staff being trained in conservation of bark cloth. At far left is 
Mereia Luvunakoro. Source: Fiji Museum. 

The importance of conserving all cultural objects is evidenced by the extension of 

conservation practices to the photographic collection. For many of the Fiji Museum’s 

projects, several agencies and embassies resident in Fiji sponsored programmes. For 
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example, the United States Information Service facilitated a month-long visit by a 

conservator, Gary Albright, to work with the museum’s collection of more than 10 000 

historical photographs. Albright worked closely with the Museum’s photographer, 

William Copeland, teaching him about different types of historical photographic 

techniques and basic conservation treatment on historical photographs.220 

Copeland, the Fiji Museum’s photographer and videographer, has filled this 

capacity since 1985. His duties include working on the photographic database and on 

photo conservation. The former began in 2007 and involves scanning and digitisation of 

all images so that soft copies can be made and at the same time, so that original copies 

can be stored away safely in the archives. It is hoped that in the future, soft copies will be 

available online to allow overseas researchers easy access.221 

The photographs that are being digitised often originate from early European 

officials who came to work in Fiji during the nineteenth century. The photographs 

typically feature Fijian people, such as the historic portrait of the late Vunivalu Ratu 

Epenisa Seru Cakobau, various Fiji scenes including one rare view of the Navua sugar 

mill in its early days, Levuka and Suva in the early days, early Girmit years and artefact 

shots. In the collection, there is also an album print with about 120 glass-plate negatives. 

As a general description of the Fiji Museum’s extensive photographic collection it 

suffices to say that it is diverse in subject coverage and physical format. There are more 

than 800 head-and-shoulder shots of Europeans who migrated to Fiji, such as government 

officials, farmers and young adventurers who came seeking to make their fortune in a 

‘wild’ and challenging place, most of whom came from Australia and New Zealand.’222 

The Collections Department not only scans photographs but consistently captures images 

of Fiji in the contemporary period. For example, in 2005, the department was also 

involved in the photographic documentation of new buildings constructed in the Suva 

City areas. Construction of the second Rewa Bridge was also photographed.223 

Researchers, primarily local students, visit the Fiji Museum to use the photograph 
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database or to inquire about photos of family members, to try to trace their genealogy in 

Fiji.224 

At one stage in-house video production was tried but that fairly soon came to a 

halt. Nevertheless, there exists raw footage of more than 100 minutes of viewing time of 

recordings of World War II veterans who talked about their experience.225 In 2005, the 

video unit was involved in documenting oral history on the Solomons/Vanuatu 

communities living in the Nasinu, Wailoku, Tacirua and Ovalau areas. Areas of interest 

that were also videoed include WWII gun sites in the western division.226  

In such ways, the museum has expanded its name as a research facility through 

improving its cataloguing of items and conservation of print and other material. 

 

Indo-Fijian and Art Galleries Open 

We may recall that in 1979, the beginnings of an Indian gallery were discussed. In 1998, 

a new chapter in the history of the Fiji Museum was realised with the official 

inauguration of the Indo-Fijian Gallery. It must be stated that though not displayed the 

Fiji Museum did have in its storage, Indian cultural artefacts such as cooking pots and 

implements, spice containers, religious idols, jewelry and a groom’s costume. To obtain 

more in order to make the gallery possible, the museum made an appeal to the public for 

the donation or loan of additional artefacts for display.227 Museums and galleries have 

recently emerged as central sites of the creative and heritage industries, dealing not just 

with the presentation of artistic works and historical artefacts, but also with issues of 

regional and national identity, and social, economic and cultural regeneration. 

The Fiji Museum is a contested space and challenges were made to its 

reinforcement of the ethno-national model in the national museum. One such opposition 

came to the fore in the 1990s when there was increased agitation from some members of 

the Indian community on the issue of Indo-Fijian history in Fiji not being adequately 

represented in the museum and, a gallery was strongly advocated. In 1996, of the 780 000 

population of Fiji, the ratio of Indo-Fijians to indigenous Fijians was 51 per cent to 43 per 
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cent. What was occurring at the museum was a microcosm of what was transpiring in the 

wider society since there were political struggles taking place. Indo-Fijians were not in 

favour of the 1990 Constitution which they considered as reducing them to second class 

citizenship though they contributed to the society and should be afforded political 

equality while indigenous Fijians stressed indigenity as the basis for political control.228  

Buadromo maintains that the intention was not to belittle the other ethnic groups 

but the permanent displays which had been there since the 1970s was trying to present a 

chronological ordering to Fiji’s history. Moreover, space was lacking for adequate 

coverage of even one other ethnic group.229 The argument can be made that the ethnic 

groups in Fiji used the museum as one means to politically to speak out against the 1990 

Constitution, to express their view that they were marginalised in the society in which 

they lived because at the national institution, their history was not part of the permanent 

exhibition in the History Gallery. In the 1990s then, through the example what was 

transpiring at the Fiji Museum it was evident that ethnic groups such as Indo-Fijians were 

contesting what Hau‘ofa mentions is the term Fijian, that which is reserved for the 

indigenous population. The other ethnic groups no longer wanted to be considered as 

guests. Hau‘ofa questions to what extent do Indo-Fijians consider themselves Pacific 

Islanders, but through the lens of the museum, it was apparent that they did consider 

themselves Pacific Islanders because they made the effort to finance and contribute to the 

establishment of an Indo-Fijian Gallery, to create a space in this national institution, to 

ensure that they were represented.  

Prior to these developments which transpired in the 1990s, the evidence does not 

suggest in the immediate post-independent era that there were concerns about the 

displays noted on public record. In chapter four, it was previously stated that issues were 

raised about the need for a museum in the west of Viti Levu to reach the people on that 

side of the island by some members of the society and museum staff. There was also an 

acknowledgement by persons such as Clunie in particular of the need to include Indo-

Fijians in the history presented at the museum. From the reading of the available 
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documents on the museum, the lines are blurred as to whether these issues were in 

response to wider societal comment or the desire of museum management solely.  

However, it must be acknowledged that museums too are creators of power 

relations. The Fiji Museum is a site of power and not including the multicultural history 

of Fiji in a more even-handed manner created an authoritative discourse by its 

manipulation of that exhibition space. Through its control of the displays and knowledge 

that it creates for the visiting public, the Fiji Museum, like any other museum in the 

world, determines inclusivity and exclusivity, naturalises and legitimises identities and 

power relationships. In a highly politicised space such as Fiji, where tensions have 

existed historically, first among different tribal communities and second between ethnic 

Fijians and Indo-Fijians, as a national museum, it sent the message that it, too, was 

excluding the contributions of the latter and other migrant groups, such as the Chinese to 

Fiji’s history. It begs the question as well as to who is identified as Fijian and who is seen 

as relevant to Fiji’s cultural history and identity. On the other hand, the argument must be 

taken into consideration that as an underfunded institution that the museum simply could 

not have afforded the undertaking of mounting permanent exhibitions for each ethnic 

group, thereby making their exclusion attributable to financial matters not a political 

stance.  

The Indo-Fijian Gallery was opened on April 23, 1998 by the Minister for 

Women and Culture, the Hon. Seruwaia Hong Tiy. A joint public/private sector venture, 

this gallery was developed with the support of the Fiji government, through the Ministry 

for Multi-Ethnic Affairs and with assistance from the corporate sector. It was greatly 

enhanced by donations of family objects and heirlooms for exhibition.230 The research on 

Indo-Fijian history was conducted by an American volunteer and vetted by a panel of 

experts for the museum.231  

The gallery provides a representation of the Indo-Fijian community not previously 

available at the museum. It is a journey into the history of the Indian indenture experience 

in Fiji and keeps alive the art, craft and dance of this group of people.232 Displays 

illustrating homes, places of work, language, music, dance and the arts, religions and 
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customs of the Indo-Fijian community are all featured. A former education officer at the 

Fiji Museum, Kalpana Nand, in highlighting the importance of this gallery states, “As 

nearly half of the current population of Fiji is made up of descendants of immigrants 

from India, it is vital to the mission of the museum to convey the considerable impact 

upon our country’s history by the Indo-Fijian community.” 233 Nand adds that the purpose 

of the exhibition was to highlight the cultural heritage, traditions and experiences of the 

Indo-Fijian community.234 Professor Subramani Sotheeswaran of the USP was of the 

view that the gallery was a bold step in the context of the current political reform. 

Speaking in the first year of operation of the 1997 Constitution, in which the racial quota 

was less strict and the racial restriction for the Prime Minister was abandoned,235 he said 

the museum was seen as creating a multicultural space, forging a different identity. 

According to him, “The Indo-Fijian Gallery represents a significant part of Fiji’s 

multicultural identity. It has to be viewed for its intrinsic value and in relation to the 

Fijian heritage. The two cultures represented should enable our people to make 

discoveries about each other.”236 The museum as an evolving entity was evoking and 

contributing in new ways to a discourse and representation of the cultural identities of 

Fiji. 

With the opening of an Indo-Fijian Gallery, there was some outcry from other 

ethnic groups, who also called for gallery space because they were not represented in the 

nation’s story and wanted to be placed in the history at the national institution. Again, 

this national institution became a contested domain. The museum stood by its conviction 

that the Fiji Museum is for everyone and so the Indo-Fijian gallery remained.237  Its 

position was that if the other minority groups could finance such an undertaking, the 

museum could expand the galleries, but this did not materialise. It must be noted though 

that Chinese display did come to pass.  Like the Indo-Fijian community display, it only 

came about due to the contribution (financial and artefacts) this group gave to the 

museum. Currently, in the History Gallery, several ethnic groups such as Rotumans, 

Chinese, Banabans share two display cases. It may be noted that though some changes 
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were made to include more ethnic groups, the Vaitupuans from Tuvalu who own and live 

on Kioa are not represented. The position of the museum, due to its limited fiscal 

resources, is that it wishes to represent the various ethnic groups of Fiji and this could be 

made possible if every community contributed to a display. Community partnership with 

the Fiji Museum could ease the tensions of not being represented at the national 

institution and provide the visiting public with a better overview of the various ethnic 

groups’ contributions to Fiji’s cultural heritage and identity. Nevertheless, it is asserted 

that with the inclusion of previously marginalised groups in the museum’s permanent 

exhibit in the History Gallery, the museum assumed the role of creating an alternative 

national narrative and consciousness by making the progressive step of including other 

ethnic groups in the permanent exhibits of the Fiji Museum, thereby etching their space 

in the history. The issues of nationalism, post-colonialism and multiculturalism which 

have come to the fore in national politics in in Fiji arguably have been played out in the 

Fiji Museum 

There are plans to update the Indo-Fijian gallery in keeping with the appeals from 

the Gallery’s supporters to make the display more contemporary. 

They want to see what the Indians have achieved, not just what happened when 
they came in under Girmit. Not everyone identified with the Indians coming in 
under the Girmit, especially those who came as free business men or the Muslims 
or the Sheiks and they want to be represented. We are trying to update the history. 
We are trying to get the ethnic groups to collaborate with us so that we can 
address their needs and what they want to showcase about their own people and 
culture. I think the museum needs to open up more to what people want, rather 
than what we used to do in the past. 238 

 

It must be acknowledged that in multi-ethnic societies, “to represent the nation through 

displaying tradition is not easy. Each ethnic group has its own tradition. The nation 

encompasses each different tradition, but none of these is able to represent the whole 

nation.”239 The Fiji Museum has changed its tactic, from a top down to a bottom up 

approach in some respects. Its direction is to seek community partnership to present what 

the people want to be told about themselves, which would allow all ethnic groups in Fiji, 
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an opportunity to exercise their voice and be able to tell their story in the nation’s 

narrative. This is yet another way that the Fiji Museum contributes to leading a new 

national narrative of an inclusive Fiji. There is a vision that the people of this nation must 

be allowed to take ownership of their cultural and national heritage. When the nation 

claims this heritage, perhaps the public and private sector will see the need to further 

support this national museum to allow it to facilitate the needs of all of the people of Fiji.  

Several months prior to the opening of the Indo-Fijian Gallery, the then 

Australian High Commissioner officially opened the new Fiji Museum Art Gallery on 

January 26, 1998. The new gallery, funded by the Australian Government, provided a 

space in which to exhibit art collections held by the Fiji Museum, as well as travelling 

exhibitions from abroad.240 Award winning paintings from previous National Fine Art 

competitions coordinated by the Fiji Arts Council were exhibited in the new Art Gallery 

during mid-year, as well as an exhibition of water-colour paintings by William Belcher 

from the Fiji Museum collection. For example, Prints by seven Australian Aboriginal 

artists went on exhibition to the public during February 1998 and ‘Paringa Ou’, a 

travelling exhibition of work by Cook Island artists based in New Zealand, was exhibited 

for the first two weeks of October.241 Thus, the new gallery expanded what the Fiji 

Museum had to offer to local and international visitors. 

Into the twenty-first century, the use of this space has continued. There are three 

or four exhibits each year for the visual arts. 

It shows the growing art movement in Suva where we have a lot of artists coming 
in. Sometimes we give the space to artists for free so that our people can have the 
opportunity to showcase their art to promote Fiji’s art and for them to get some 
sales. We also use that space to promote awareness on issues such as mental 
health and women’s rights. It is not just an exhibit area but an open and 
interactive community space whereby people can come and share their knowledge 
and views with the public.242  

 

Through the use of this exhibition area, one argues that the museum is forging another 

avenue for the community to come into its space. It is providing the opportunity for its 

populace to utilise the museum as a platform to articulate issues and educate the public. 
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The museum is also facilitating more promotion of the visual arts and giving artists the 

opportunity to earn revenue at the same time. 

 

National Centre for Culture and the Arts  

Despite opening two galleries, a lack of space has always been one of the challenges 

hindering the growth and limiting the potential of the Fiji Museum. By 1995, on-going 

efforts to address this circumstance had produced little result. In 1996, the Fiji Museum 

continued to investigate funding to expand its current premises into a National Centre for 

Culture and the Arts for the following year.243 There was a long-term plan to develop 

such a facility with extra display and storage facilities, an auditorium and administration 

offices. There was even a museum ball held to fundraise for this purpose.244  

The justification at the time for a facility of this kind was that the collection of 

cultural and historical material held at the Fiji Museum is one of the earliest and most 

extensive in the region and is priceless in value. Yet this valuable collection is currently 

held in a facility that is severely congested, without adequate security and fire 

precautions, with antiquated wiring, a leaking roof, and where only a third of the 

collection can be displayed at any one time. The proposed facility would incorporate an 

art gallery, auditorium, planetarium, administrative block, café and shop. These new 

additions were predicated on the possibility of enabling Fiji to host future South Pacific 

Festivals of the Arts and Culture held on both national and regional bases. They would 

have represented potential revenue through the rent of administrative officers of 

departments of culture, as well as increased shop and café facilities and the hiring out of 

the proposed auditorium.245  

Into the twenty-first century, efforts continue to lobby for a National Centre for 

Culture and Arts. The idea was to move away from being a primarily research-oriented 

museum to being an attractive centre with lively programmes and activities that invite 

community participation, deliberately to serve local needs. It was hoped that it would 
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become a centre that promotes greater cross-cultural awareness and understanding.246 

However, with two further coups since then and financial restraints, realisation of this 

vision has not yet been possible. The worry of smaller ethnic groups feeling excluded 

from the national museum would be dissipated as there would be enough room to include 

their cultural objects and history if this initiative was to come to fruition. It would be a 

promising positive step. 

 

Summary 

This chapter, in continuing the historical evolution of the Fiji Museum, has examined the 

major changes in the museum’s history, the 1994 to 1999 era. It has argued that with 

increased staff and departments, the Fiji Museum sought to build bridges between itself 

and the wider society through educational programmes, heritage conservation and media 

campaigns. The purpose was to increase community engagement, provide an opportunity 

for the people of Fiji to find out about their own heritage and to help them realise that it 

was through their active participation that the heritage is kept alive. It sought to highlight 

the relationship between the museum and changing social and political context of Fiji, in 

particular a burgeoning national pride. It demonstrated to some extent the parallels 

between the opening up of the Indo-Fijian gallery in 1998 and what was happening in the 

wider society. Chapter five highlighted further expansion with the opening of the art 

gallery also in 1998 to promote visual arts in Fiji. The following chapter delves more into 

the contemporary period of the Fiji Museum, that is, into the twenty-first century, and 

suggests that while some progress was made in the 1990s, severe challenges remain, 

which have been compounded by the effects of the 2000 and 2006 coups that reverberate 

through the society, contributing to hindering the ability of the Fiji Museum being able to 

operate at its full potential. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

The Fiji Museum in the 21st Century 

The previous chapter has outlined the historical development and the roles and 

contributions of this national institution until the end of the twentieth century. The new 

century has ushered in a new mission for the museum, and a journey towards its vision of 

becoming a more community oriented entity that promotes and preserves both the 

tangible and intangible heritage of this set of islands in the Pacific. This chapter charts the 

progress of the Fiji Museum into the twenty-first century. It argues that the improvement 

identified during the 1994 to 1999 period was severely limited by the effects of the 2000 

and 2006 coups, and outlines the challenges stunting the development of this over 100-

year-old institution. These issues are contextualised further through exploring cultural 

heritage and identities in the Pacific by making some brief references to the permanent 

exhibitions, outreach initiatives and challenges of the Levuka Museum, the Museum of 

Samoa and the Vanuatu National Museum. The chapter ends with the Fiji Museum’s 

vision for its future by incorporating the voices of its current staff. Working at the Fiji 

Museum is their everyday lived experience and their suggestions must be privileged in 

this writing in an effort to provide Pacific perspectives and solutions to questions posed 

in this study. 

 

Beyond the 2000 Coup 

Just five months into the new millennium, members of the Counter Revolutionary 

Warfare Unit led by civilian George Speight stormed Parliament and took the People’s 

Coalition Government hostage. 431 As a result of this third coup, the country’s economy 

suffered in most sectors, such as the tourist industry where tourist arrivals dropped by 

more than 50 per cent.432 As previously stated, the Fiji Museum derives most of its 

revenue from tourism and in the first fifteen days of June, only 6831 visitors had visited 

Fiji, compared to the 38 445 for the whole of June 1999. The country lost almost $20 

million.433 Managing the museum during this difficult period was Tarisi Vunidilo. 

Vunidilo, who headed the Archaeology Department between 1997 and 2000 before her 
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brief stint as the Director from June 2000 to January 2001, states that after the May 19 

coup, she tried her best to obtain the government’s attention and respect. “It was a 

struggle to get funding. I had to do a lot of advocacy for the Government to take notice of 

us. I used the media to get our voice out there and ensured that I had face to face 

meetings with the Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Finance to make sure our 

importance and funding was not forgotten.”434 Concentration was on survival during the 

aftermath of the coup. It can be contended that the coup in stifling political and public 

dialogues stopped the contest for public space which manifested itself just two years prior 

with the creation of space for the Indo-Fijian Gallery and the debate on its place in the 

national museum. 

 

 

Figure 6. 1 Former director of the Fiji Museum, Tarisi Vunidilo (2000 to 2001). 

During the year of the third coup itself, the museum’s operations and visitor 

numbers were not affected. According Buadromo, “the Fiji Museum maintained its stand 

on the grounds of neutrality – without being swayed by external political forces.”435 The 

planned programmes continued and the year 2000 reported a record number of 15 000 

visitors, an increase of 5000 over the previous year.436  

 In contrast, the year 2001, though, was a financially difficult period as the 

museum struggled to operate in the aftermath of the coup, which affected its revenue 

earning capabilities. In the post-coup period, some museum staff went on strike to force 
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the museum management to increase their pay from the volunteered decrease in pay, the 

justification for which was to ensure that the museum kept its doors open to the public. 

The strike though was not successful, but management managed to pay all those who 

worked a full day instead of half a day (due to half pay) when the government reinstated 

the grant to its normal rate.437  

Furthermore, the museum’s survival depends mainly on the revenue from tourists’ 

entry fees and the museum’s shop sales. The entry fee for Fiji residents and children is 

considerably lower than for tourists. For Fiji residents, the price is $2.20 for adults and 

$1.50 for children; tourists are charged $7.00 for adults and children, $5.00. While 18 133 

Fiji residents, the majority of whom were school children, mainly on school tours, visited 

the museum in 2001, a mere 6322 tourists came, bringing the total visitor numbers to 24 

455.  

 

Figure 6. 2 Former head of Education Department, the late Tevita Seru. 

The museum’s Education Department led by the late Tevita Seru and the 

Temporary Exhibitions programme contributed to this increase in local numbers. The 

support of the local population continued into the following year. In May 2002 the 

number skyrocketed to more than 3000, compared to May 1999, which had been fewer 

than 500. This upward trend continued into 2003.438 Into 2004, for example, in July, there 

were 25 school visits with 2529 students and 99 teachers. In August, there were 50 
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schools, 2829 students and 117 teachers visiting the museum and in September, 11 

schools with 462 students and 27 teachers.439 This was a significant increase in the 

number of school visits with a combined total of 88 in three months, compared to the 

entire year of 1994 with its 127 school visits when the programme first started. Hence, 

this initiative garnered improvement and success. It is essential that schoolchildren visit 

museums because experiencing one’s cultural heritage is a multifaceted way of looking at 

history. Furthermore, it can foster a better understanding of how the past relates to the 

present. While it was excellent that the nation’s children were visiting the museum in 

such large numbers, this, in the absence of substantial tourist visitor numbers, translated 

financially to less revenue earned from admission fees and the purchase of souvenirs at 

the visitors’ shop.  

 

Figure 6. 3 Students at one of the school visits to the museum. Source: Fiji Museum. 

The situation did not remain dire for the museum’s finances for too long as a 

bounce-back increase in visitors meant a more favourable financial status for the 

museum. In 2002, tourist numbers rose to 9395, plus 21 158 Fiji residents, totalled to 30 

553. The number of Fiji residents dropped, though, to 12 437 in the year 2003.440 

However, this was virtually equalled by the tourist visitor number of 12 414, which was 

twice the total immediately after the coup. This indicated that the museum earned more 

money in that year,441 although the situation was still dire enough for Buadromo to 
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appoint a fundraising committee between March 2005 and March 2006 to seek funds to 

offset operational costs.442 

 Regarding the individual departments, though some difficulties did become 

apparent after the political upheaval, work continued. In the Conservation Department, 

despite the fact that for some time work involved only maintenance of the display, the 

department was able to revamp and began a new maintenance programme for the rest of 

that year and aimed to concentrate on preventative conservation.443 

 The Education Department was heavily involved in community engagement. In 

2001, it worked closely with schools painting and beautifying buildings around Suva. The 

department also established a counterpart to the existing Friends of the Fiji Museum, 

called Young Friends of the Fiji Museum.444 This was another testament to the museum’s 

diversification of ways to increase youth involvement. Additionally, the staff in this 

educational department began a prison cultural studies programme.445 This initiative, the 

first of its kind, was requested by a prisoner from the Naboro Maximum Security Prison. 

On Wednesdays two classes of eleven males each became a fixture in the education 

programme. In 2004, cultural classes were conducted at the Nasinu Training School every 

Friday.446These continued into 2007 under Seru. Cultural classes included Na Yavusa 

(Social structures-specifically looking at Yavusa), Veiqaravi Vakaturaga (Traditional 

Ceremony of Welcome), Qoli Vakaviti (Traditional Fishing Methods) and Na Veiliutaki 

Vaka-turaga (Chiefly leadership). In 2007, cultural classes were also conducted for the 

inmates of the Suva Women’s Prison.447 Spreading the message of iTaukei culture in the 

prison system was an undertaking that demonstrated the willingness of the museum’s 

staff to work with all sectors of society to try to improve general appreciation of the 

diversity of Fiji’s cultural roots about Fiji’s culture.  

 Despite reeling from the effects of the coup in 2000, the Archaeology Department 

was quite active and even made a historic discovery. In 2003, the department extended its 

oral history database by collecting, compiling and dubbing the originals of the oral 
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history collected under the theme ‘Forced Migration in the 1800s’. The target for the year 

was the Fiji Islanders who hailed from the Solomon Islands.448 A second collection of the 

oral history from the Girmit and post-Girmit period of Fiji was undertaken in 2002, with 

further collections being made in 2003.449 Research on Japanese labourers who arrived in 

Fiji in the late 1800s was also collected that same year.450  In 2004, oral traditions were 

recorded at several points from groups such as Vanuatu and Solomon Islander 

descendants living in Nasinu, Tamavua, and Wailoloa areas, Solomon Islander 

descendants living in Ovalau and from Indo-Fijians in Vanua Levu, from Labasa and 

Savusavu.451 The Fiji Museum, then, was committed to its goal to diversify its oral 

history collections by researching other ethnic groups Fiji and, ensuring that their oral 

history was recorded. 

 Later in December of that same year, the USP and the Fiji Museum located the 

oldest archaeological sites in Bourewa, Sigatoka, in a research outing. Led by Professor 

Patrick Nunn, formerly of the USP Geography Department, the team scouted around 

Natadola and Bourewa beaches in the Rove Peninsula in Nadroga and, other surrounding 

areas searching for Lapita pottery pieces. Bourewa was a particular site where they found 

Lapita (dentate shards) in abundance. After excavating, in an area of sugar cane fields and 

scrub, they found beneath silty clay, a shell midden deposit and some fragments of 

pottery. Beneath the shell midden layer was a layer of yellow calcareous beach, which 

contained cultural material within its upper layer.452 Excavation continued from 2003 

until 2009 with students from the USP, overseas experts and volunteers during the 

semester break.453 Professor Patrick Nunn is one such noted expert who has been able to 

reveal valuable information on the Lapita, climate change, sea level change and 

prehistoric settlement in relation to Fiji and the Pacific. 454  
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Perspectives (2007): 96-132. 
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 The Fiji Museum was also part of a joint long-term Historical Archaeology 

Project with the Simon Fraser University, British Columbia, to reconstruct the history of 

Levuka. Furthermore, Jotika Singh, who worked in the Archaeology Department at the 

time, initiated a joint project between museum and the National Trust to conduct a review 

of all heritage related legislation, to formulate new legislation that provides “better legal 

protection for both moveable and immoveable heritage in Fiji.” The aim was to produce a 

legal framework to assist in establishing a National Site Register of Heritage Sites and 

drawing up site management guidelines for the listed sites.455 By 2002, the Historic Sites 

Inventory was completed. It provides information about access to site maps and research 

of the Historical Archaeology Department.456  

 In 2002, the department completed mapping for the Nasonini gun site, on the 

Rewa Delta, the Naililili Church, Rewa and Borron House, Sambula. The museum also 

requested and received approval from the Cabinet for legal protection for the Nasonini 

gun site.457 Since 2005, the Archaeology Department has returned to some of the sites in 

its databases that do not have GPS locations. From September to December, the 

department mapped cultural sites in Sigatoka and Nadi, namely the World War II sites in 

Votualevu, Momi, Sabeto Road, and Lomolomo and the prehistoric sites in Sigatoka and 

Nadi.458 In November 2012, the museum did a site visit with engineers to determine the 

structural soundness of the Naililili Church .459 

 

                                                           
455Fiji Museum Annual Report 2000, 8. 
456Fiji Museum Annual Report 2001-2003,  18 
457“Trowel & Tapes: An Archaeological Update, Time Connections: A Quarterly Newsletter from the 
Friends of the Fiji Museum 3rd Quarter, July 2002 (Suva: Fiji Museum, 2002), n.p. 
458 See Appendix B. Taken from the Fiji Museum Web site. 
459 I accompanied the Fiji Museum staff and engineers on this site assessment on November 29, 2012. 
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Figure 6. 4 The Naililili church in Rewa, and its interior. Personal photographs by Allison 
Ramsay. 

Further, the Fiji Museum played a role in Fiji’s campaign to obtain UNESCO 

World Heritage status for its old capital, Levuka, a historic port town that re-

contextualises European colonialism in the Pacific region as a site of cultural interaction 

between indigenous peoples of the region and European settlers.460 From November 2005 

until June 2006, staff of the museum travelled to Levuka to gather as much information 

as possible on the people and society of this former capital.  

This work was conducted with assistance from the townspeople especially the 

heritage committee, even though most of the townsfolk were against the concept of 

having the declaration of this place as a Heritage Town. Areas covered in this project 

included: Present State of Conservation; Environmental Pressure and Natural Disaster 

and Risk Preparedness.461 This process involved taking an inventory of historical 

buildings, mapping the sites, taking GPS of the buildings and providing copies of old 

Levuka photographs located at the museum.  Photographs of the buildings in Levuka 

were taken and digitised for preservation purposes. . A document of the work undertaken 

by the museum was presented to the Department of Culture, World Heritage Secretariat 

Committee (Fiji) and the Levuka Town Council.462  
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The museum has continued to push the message to the people of Levuka of the 

necessity to retain the character of the town and not to modernise the buildings.463 The 

museum has worked to convince villagers that there is a future in tourism for them and 

that having a recognised UNESCO status would boost tourism. The Department of 

Culture undertook this role in Fiji’s UNESCO bid.464 The country was successful and is 

now on the World Heritage List as of June 2013.465 

 Into the twenty-first century, the Fiji Museum focused more than ever on what the 

institution has defined as national heritage. According to its 2001 mission statement, it 

aimed to be “a dynamic institution for the preservation of the country’s national 

heritage.” The museum defines national heritage as “the culture and history of the people 

of Fiji and their relationship with the people of the South Pacific and the rest of the 

world.” 466 Arguably, the museum sought to be on the level of its worldwide counterparts 

during this era of a promotion of heritage studies, heritage legislation and the push to 

protect heritage sites in the developing world. Further, the museum recognised that it 

needed to do more in relation to highlighting the linkages of all of the peoples of Fiji and 

their connections with the Pacific. This is bearing in mind that Fiji is the home of Pacific 

Islanders from many different island countries.  

 

Fiji Museum’s Galleries 

 Arguably, this new vision has influenced the organisation of the permanent 

exhibitions in the galleries of the Fiji Museum. The museum’s displays are held on two 

floors. On the bottom floor, the layout starts with the Maritime Gallery, then flows into 

the History Gallery and Art Gallery. Upstairs are the Masi, Indo-Fijian and Natural 

History galleries in that order. The latter was opened in 2010 and funded by the Darwin 

Initiative with the USP.467 These are the cultural narratives that the museum has chosen in 

order to highlight the identities of Fiji. In the past, the Prehistory Gallery was located at 

the entrance of the museum where the Maritime Gallery stands today. That gallery 

highlighted the history of indigenous Fijians before the Europeans ‘discovered’ the 
                                                           
463Buadromo, discussion. 
464Buadromo, discussion. 
465Torika Tokalau, “World class town,” Fiji Times, June 24, 2013. 
466Fiji Museum Annual Report 2001-2003, 1 
467Exhibitions/Display 2010 Annual Report (Suva: Fiji Museum, 2010), n.p. 
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already populated Pacific and the period following their arrival. In the past, the museum 

focus had been predominately on the iTaukei identity.  

 The Maritime Gallery features information on canoes, fishing in Fiji and 

examples of fishing equipment. Some of the canoes acquired by the museum over the 

years hold special significance. For example, the last waqa drua or double-hulled canoe, 

Ratu Finau, Tui Nayau was built in 1913 at Vulaga by a craftsman who knew how to 

create canoes of this type of the nineteenth century. It was acquired by the Fiji Museum 

in 1918 and restored.468   

 

Figure 6. 5 The double-hulled canoe in the Maritime Gallery Personal photograph by 
Allison Ramsay. 

The justification for the change that now gives Fiji’s maritime history prominence 

is to highlight the importance of transportation by the ocean to the history of Fiji. 

Through the use of canoes, there were long-standing inter-island linkages between Fiji, 

Samoa and Tonga.469 The museum wishes to emphasise that the group’s history, as far as 

we can tell so far, began with the Lapita people and the importance of the ocean to their 

survival. “The first settlers have been called the Lapita, named after the site in New 

Caledonia where a distinctively-patterned type of pottery was first unearthed by 

archaeologists. This type of pottery has subsequently been found from northern New 

Guinea through to Fiji, Tonga and Samoa . . .”470 “Some Fijians think that their 

immediate past began with cannibalism and the missionaries coming to Fiji, which is just 
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back to the 1800s but that is not the case. Many of them do not know about the pre-

historic side and that is what the museum is trying to promote.”471  

 Despite this being the reasoning, the public has their view. “Some complain that it 

looks empty because it is simple and focuses on the marine life but we needed to rest the 

artefacts that were previously there which began to fade and crack under the heat. There 

was a lot of insect infestation. We had to close off the entire gallery and had to have it 

fumigated.”472 Prior to the gallery’s change in 2008, the Maritime Gallery had remained 

the same since its opening in the 1990s. The current Maritime Gallery has not been 

changed since 2008;473  therefore, to some extent, a modernised gallery is now already 

dated. 

 The second gallery of the museum is the History Gallery. Organised in 

chronological order, it highlights the origins of the Lapita people, showcasing their 

artefacts such as pottery and their links with regional neighbours, Tonga and Samoa. 

Leaping centuries later, displays provide information on early traders such as the 

sandalwood and bêche-de-mer traders, and beachcombers who explored Fiji in the 

nineteenth century. It may be noted that there is some disconnection between the eras of 

Lapita sites to the nineteenth century, which is not explored in the narrative of Fiji’s pre-

history. Whaling in Fiji, which existed primarily from the 1820s to the 1860s, is shown 

and the environmental message of the importance of a whale sanctuary is put forth. The 

old religions and their artefacts are on display. The role of the missionaries and spreading 

Christianity is also to be seen. Different ethnicities of this multicultural society are 

represented in the two display cases featuring immigrant groups as the Rotumans, 

Chinese, Solomon Islanders and Banabans. 
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Figure 6. 6 War clubs on display in the History Gallery. Source: Fiji Museum. 

 

 

Figure 6. 7 People from all walks of life visit the Fiji Museum. Here Sepeti Matararaba 
explains the relevance of some artefacts in the History Gallery. Source: Fiji Museum. 

The section also highlights rivalries and struggles inherent in the experiments in 

government between 1865 and 1871, moves into the first government in the 1870s and, 

among the artefacts are Fiji’s first printing press, which played a pivotal role in the early 

mission work in Fiji, guns that men on expeditions brought with them for trade are there, 

the history early European settlers is portrayed through a replica of an European house 

and the gallery also shows the contributions of the statesman Ratu Sukuna.474 The 

placement of Ratu Sukuna who is known for his contributions to Fiji mainly in the 

twentieth century, in the History Gallery that which mainly features the history of Fiji 
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prior to the nineteenth century, may be a reflection of the museum’s difficulty to support 

an informative and coherent narrative of the history in this gallery, which can be 

broadened in scope at least into the late twentieth century. 

 In the past, the History Gallery predominately featured indigenous Fijian cultural 

objects such as war clubs, religious artefacts that elders believed in and worshipped such 

as the yaqona bowl, and a cannibalism theme which featured bones and cannibal forks.475 

The war clubs, the drua and the shoes of Thomas Baker would have attracted visitors 

sure to have been regaled with the story of this early missionary’s being eaten by 

cannibals – right down to the inedible shoes that remained to bear sole witness to his 

fate.476 The temporary exhibit, Cannibalism “Veikanikani,” focused on why Fijians ate 

their enemies and how the practice was linked to their old religions. It also depicted a 

cannibalism history from across the world.477 It was quite popular with Fiji residents and 

tourists, with Fijians in particular, because they learnt that indigenous Fijians are not 

alone in having had a cannibal past. 478  

In 1984, work began on a masi gallery to exhibit “outstanding nineteenth century 

examples. The Masi Gallery, as an important part of indigenous Pacific Islander identity 

that has persisted for decades, is one of the most important galleries in the Fiji Museum. 

Masi, also known as tapa or bark cloth is mostly identified by masi kesa which is usually 

decorated with geometrical and free patterns in black and white, with perhaps a little 

brown. Straight lines are drawn with the aid of bamboo strips (rulers), repeating motifs 

and patterns created with stencils (banana leaf or thin cord) dots and discs done with the 

end of a tin. Masi kesa is usually used for wall hangings, decorating beams and so 

forth.479 “Masi is important to our culture because it is what we used to wear in the olden 

days and we use it to decorate the house. Individual masi has different motifs and 

patterns, which represent various provinces. The smoked masi, which looks brown, is of 

chiefly origin. Most of the masi at the Fiji Museum comes from the provinces of Vatulele, 
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in the western part of Viti Levu and from the Lau group, Kabara Island.”480 Of its 

significance, it can be said that “in Fiji, masi is everything. It is cultural material that 

must be present at every important stage, from birth, to marriage, chiefly installations and 

even at funerals.”481 

In 2006, the Masi Gallery underwent an upgrading with the removal of all masi 

on display. These were replaced with a display showcasing contemporary wedding 

dresses designed using masi texture to depict how its use has changed over time. All masi 

removed were photographed and later put into storage. This changed Masi Gallery, which 

displays the bark cloth of Fiji, remains to date and provides information on the origins of 

masi, and examples of men’s and women’s wear in traditional and contemporary 

designs.482 

 

Figure 6. 8 Dresses in the Masi Gallery. Personal photographs by Allison Ramsay. 

 The Indo-Fijian and Art Galleries respectively, showcase the Girmit period and 

Indian cultural objects and, art work. Some of what is displayed in the former includes 

information and artefacts ranging from religion, namely Hindusim and Islam in Fiji, 

jewellery, Indian Art, instruments used for music and dance, the Girmit period and the 

role of Indians in trading and in the sugar industry.  

                                                           
480Mereia Luvunakoro (assistant librarian, conservation assistant, Collections and Conservation 
Departments), in discussion with the author, November 2012.  
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Figure 6. 9 A display on Hinduism (at left) at jewellery in the Indo-Fijian Gallery. 
Personal photographs by Allison Ramsay. 

 

The Natural History Gallery features the biodiversity of Fiji through showing the 

public endemic species of bats, birds, snakes such as the ogmodon vitianus, marine life 

and rare plants from the museum’s and USP’s Biology Department collections.483 

 

Figure 6. 10 Displays of bats and marine life in the National History Gallery. Personal 
photographs by Allison Ramsay. 
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Figure 6. 11 The Fiji Museum showcasing its work at a USP open day in 2012. At left 
Mereia Luvunakoro and Vika Koro. At right, one of the former staff of the Archaeology 
Department showing interested persons some artefacts at the event. Source: Fiji Museum. 

 

Travelling exhibits or special requests for displays made by businesses and hotels across 

Fiji have also allowed the museum to show the public more cultural material than can be 

on display at any one time at the Thurston Gardens complex. Depending on the theme or 

the time of the year (Diwali, Fiji Day etc.) various cultural objects such as Indo-Fijian, 

Rotuman or indigenous Fijian artefacts are displayed.484 For example in 2005, the 

Exhibition/Display department set up displays during Girmit celebration week in 

Lautoka, Nadi, Tavua and at the Suva Civic Centre.485 In the past, the Fiji Museum has 

done work on the Girmit display at that Cultural Centre in Lautoka.486  

Another way in which the cultural material of Fiji is displayed is on the internet. 

Since May 26, 2005, the Fiji Museum’s photography collection has been highlighted on a 

website called “Fiji’s Treasured Culture,” found at http://museumvictoria.com.au/fiji/. 

This project, led by Dr. Ron Vanderwal, Senior Curator in Indigenous Cultures (Museum 

Victoria) and Buadromo, emerged from a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) 

created in 1999. Project development began in 2001 with the selection and digital 

imaging of objects from the collection at the Museum Victoria. The following year 

photographs were selected for reproduction from the Fiji Museum’s collection to add 

cultural and historical meaning to the objects. The result is educational and entertaining 
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as the user selects a category to investigate, such as warfare, domestic activities, 

ceremonies and so forth. 487  

In spite of the progress the museum was making, it was still working in an 

environment whereby, up to this time, the roles of the National Trust, the museum, the 

Fiji Arts Council and the National Archives were not clearly defined and developed. 

Further, not all of the conservation agencies fell under the same Ministry. For example, 

the Ministry of Archives was under the Ministry of Information.488 A situation such as 

this did make an impact on the effectiveness of cultural heritage management in Fiji. 

 

The 2006 Coup and Beyond 

Still reeling from the effects of the third coup, the Fiji Museum was confronted with even 

more challenges when Army Commander Commodore Voreqe Bainimarama took 

executive control of the country on December 5, 2006.489 During Fiji’s fourth coup and 

the critical economic crisis that followed – revenue flowing into the museum reduced 

dramatically – staff wages were cut by half to ensure that there would be no layoffs. This 

issue made the local newspapers and generated some debate within the public domain. In 

March 2007, the Fiji Times states that interim Fijian Affairs Minister Ratu Epeli Ganilau 

was to investigate reports that staff members had their pay cut by 50 per cent.490 That 

same month, Buadromo responds, explaining that the reason for this cut was the 

uncertainty faced at the museum following the military takeover. “The 50 per cent cut to 

salaries and wages was done as we were not getting the usual tourist numbers at the 

museum due to press coverage of the coup overseas.” 491 She adds that the museum was 

not a government institution but run by the Fiji Museum Board of Trustees, and that since 

the Government grant of $260 000 was not sufficient to pay staff salaries and wages and 

other related costs, the pay cut was the only feasible option.492 Several months later, in 
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September 2007, chairman of the Board, Winston Thompson, asserts that staff pay was 

reduced because income from admissions had dropped to almost zero after the coup. 

Thompson said before the coup, the museum would amass up to $10 000 a month from 

admission fees alone but this had dropped drastically. Visitors to the museum ranged 

between 7000 and 8000.493 Tourist arrivals fell by 40 per cent in December 2006 and 

since the coup in that month, the tourism industry was the first to feel the impact, 

resulting in loss of jobs and decreased occupancy rates.494 For the most part, Fiji Museum 

staff reported to work during this period and the pay owed to them was given as 

promised.495 

Despite some decrease of tourists immediately after the coup, school visits 

continued. The numbers dipped slightly compared to the figures for the previous year of 

158 schools, 517 teachers and 10 015 students. Table 6.1 shows that year started out 

slowly but by July there were considerably more school visits, with the highest number in 

November.496 Indeed, through these school visits, the children of Fiji and their teachers 

continued to be exposed to the culture and history of Fiji in a more visual way that the 

museum offers. 

 

Table 6.1 School visits to the Fiji Museum in 2007497 
  SCHOOLS    TEACHERS   STUDENTS 
FEB   3  10     208 
MAR   4  15     259 
APR   9   18      272 
MAY   4  12    193 
JUN   10  34    738 
JUL   16  39    577 
AUG   25  62   1513 
SEPT   14  36    756 
OCT   17  77   1429 
NOV   51           234   3062 
DEC   2    5   69  
TOTAL  155           542   9076 
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Figure 6. 12 Fiji Museum staff with former chairman of the Board of Trustees Winston 
Thompson and current museum director Sagale Buadromo (both at front, in centre). 

 

Sepeti Matararaba 

Despite a challenging financial period, the Fiji Museum had cause for a 

celebratory mood. In April 2009, the USP honoured Sepeti Matararaba, who had worked 

for the Fiji Museum for the previous 30 years. He received an Honorary Master’s Degree 

for his achievements in the field in Archaeology and Prehistory. From the Lomati Village 

in Matuku, Matararaba was “happy and delighted” with his accomplishment. As a Field 

Officer in both the Pre-Historical Department, he participated in more than 135 

archaeological field trips for research and assessment. He has been out in the field every 

semester break from 1992 to 2009.498 Matararaba has co-authored two books, produced 

seventeen peer-reviewed papers and two book chapters, in addition to numerous 

unpublished notes in English and Fijian.499 He was also part of the development team that 

started the eco-tourism site, the Tavuni Hill Fort, Sigatoka.500 
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Figure 6. 13 Sepeti Matararaba loves to dig in the dirt of Fiji. Here he is working on the 
Vorovoro Site in 2010.501 (At centre) showing the giant footprint found in 2010.502 (At far 
right) Matararaba was conferred an honorary Master’s degree from the USP in 2009.503 

Matararaba, who commenced his career at the Fiji Museum as a carpenter and driver, is a 

self-taught archaeologist. Through reading books and gaining knowledge in the field over 

the years, he has passed on that knowledge to USP students, teaching them many aspects 

of archaeology work, such as how to conduct excavation work and how to recognise 

pottery.504 He is a tireless advocate for Fiji’s prehistory and the need to rescue tangible 

remains from modern development.505 In fact, one of his recent discoveries, in 2010, was 

a giant footmark in a piece of coral at the old Namuka Village site in Nadroga, which 

according to him was the first of its kind in Fiji.506  

Some of his most memorable moments included the 2005 discovery, with a USP 

and Fiji Museum team led by the then USP Geography Professor Nunn, of obsidian 

(volcanic glass rock) at Bourewa, near Natadola in the southwest Viti Levu. According to 

him, this was a rare find as only three pieces of this stone have ever been found in Fiji.507 

Another proud time for Matararaba was the 1985 acquisition of the biggest breast plate, 

according to him, ever obtained by the museum. The breastplate which originates from a 
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village in Naitasiri, he explained, was worn by the first chief, Tui Waimaro, was 

decorated with whale’s teeth on the outside and also placed upon it, was the mother of 

pearl shell that has a connection to his people. Recalling some outstanding discoveries he 

has been part of out in field, at the Sigatoka Sand Dunes, he mentions three human bodies 

that were excavated, still wearing their necklaces. On another archaeological dig in 1997 

at Cikobia, a skeleton was unearthed that was buried with a spear tip inside his rib cage 

and bangles on its wrist. In another example, a skeleton was found buried in a kneeling 

position! On yet another archaeological dig, he recollects, 25 burial mounds with 52 

skeletons were unearthed at the dunes. 508 

 

Figure 6. 14 Skeleton unearthed with bracelet and spear tip during archaeological 
excavation. 

 Working with international institutions such as the University of Hawaii, the 

University of Alabama, the University of Auckland, the Southampton Historical Museum 

and Simon Fraser University, for more than three decades, Matararaba has been the 

liaison between archaeologists and the villagers of Fiji to ensure that protocol is followed 

and that international personnel respect the people and customs of Fiji. He is very serious 

about doing his duties, so much so that during the 1987 coup, he was still working in the 

field with foreign archaeology teams at the Sigatoka Sand Dunes. 509  

I remember we were travelling to the dunes and the soldiers stopped the vehicle 
and asked me, ‘Where are you going?’ I said, ‘we are not concerned with any 
politics; we are going to do the work for the people of Fiji.’ They let us pass. I 
remember one Friday evening when we were returning to Suva from the dunes, 
we were stopped by soldiers who asked me, ‘Where are you going?’ I said, ‘Back 
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to Suva.’ They said to me, ‘don’t you know that people burnt some of the shops in 
Suva! I said no, we were in Nadroga.’ I showed them my badge and said who I am 
and that I am from the Fiji Museum and I have to get these people back to Suva; 
they let me pass and there were no problems! All during that coup, we did our 
work. Over the years, people have grown to know me from seeing me in the field 
or my appearances in the media. When we go out in the field, there is no problem. 
I am a recognised person and this helps people being receptive to the work of the 
Fiji Museum. 510 

 
While admitting that he was surprised when he learnt that he was being honoured by the 

USP, for Matararaba digging in the earth of Fiji, is what he loves to do. “Doing the work 

that you like really pays off. I have truly enjoyed working at the Fiji Museum.”511 

Matararaba has been a stalwart and a valued part of the Fiji Museum’s history. 

 

Repatriation of Fiji’s Cultural Material? 

While Fiji’s history continues to be unearthed in the islands, across the world, 

there is an abundance of cultural artefacts of Fiji in public and private collections. While 

serving as the director of the museum, Fergus Clunie was an advocate for the repatriation 

of the cultural material back to Fiji. The market for these artefacts still exists and items 

continue to be legally and illegally sold. For example, at the National Museum Australia 

in Canberra, on display in the Western Polynesia section is cultural artefacts from Fiji that 

were purchased within the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. A masi kesa (bark cloth) 

of the 19th century was procured in 1979. A Bulutoko (priest’s fork) ca. 1750–1850 was 

bought in 2009, a Darivonu (Inspiration dish) ca. 1800–1850 was purchased in 2010 and 

a Kinikini (shield/club) of the nineteenth century was obtained in 2011.512 While Fiji has 

an extensive amount of its own material culture, outside of Fiji, the Cambridge 

University Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology (CUMAA) holds the largest 

collection of these cultural artefacts because “by 1884 the ‘curios’ that festooned 

Government House at Nasova, Fiji in the mid-1870s, had come to form the core founding 

ethnographic collection of the CUMAA.”513 Furthermore, Baron von Hügel whose 

enthusiasm for things Fijian had inspired their collection became the museum’s first 
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curator, in addition to objects acquired from 1870s by Sir Arthur Gordon, private 

secretary to Sir Arthur, Alfred Maudslay and 20th century collector George Kingsley 

Roth.514 In the case of Samoa, the Museum of Samoa’s collection does not compare in 

size to the large collections housed in Berlin, Stuttgart and Bremen in Germany. The 

latter holds 490 of the more than 500 cultural objects such as ornaments, fans, bark cloth, 

insignia, models and games. They were collected by Otto Tetens who, in 1902, founded 

the Apia Observatory and spent three years living and working in Mulinu’u.515  

 The fact remains that not all of the cultural objects of Fiji will ever return home 

but the aforementioned examples demonstrate that into the twenty-first century, there is 

still a demand for these priceless artefacts. The feasibility of repatriation of all of the 

material culture to the Fiji Museum is highly debatable, bearing in mind the lack of space 

for storage and exhibition and the need for a trained conservator to improve conservation 

management. The Fiji Museum, though, is one of the nine official project partners in the 

Fijian Art Research Project, sponsored by the Arts and Humanities Research Council and 

jointly hosted by the Sainsbury Research Unit at the University of East Anglia and the 

CUMAA. The collaborative three-year project, which started from May 2011, ends in 

April 2014. Its purpose is to unlock the potential of the collections of indigenous Fijian 

art, material culture and associated photographs and archives since the eighteenth 

century, held in museums in the United Kingdom and abroad. It can be asserted that this 

is a virtual form of ‘repatriation’ for Fiji. Clunie has been involved in this project. It will 

bring to light many of the cultural objects of Fiji in museums, which have never been 

displayed, thoroughly researched or documented, and bring meaning to the interested 

persons, especially people in Fiji and in the diaspora.516 
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Figure 6. 15 Fergus Clunie (at left) and others from the CUMAA examining indigenous 
Fijian cultural material. Source: Fiji Museum. 

It must be acknowledged that while some of Fiji’s cultural material is held across 

the world, it also holds some material culture from other Pacific Islands such as Tonga, 

Samoa and Solomon Islands. Similarly, these countries have material culture from other 

Pacific Islands in their museums. For example, at the Museum of Samoa among the 

collection are artefacts from Papua New Guinea, Norfolk Island, the Northern Marianas 

and New Caledonia.517 The Fiji Museum’s current stance on repatriation is that it would 

not give these items back to those respective countries unless it was certain that they can 

be well taken care of.  Buadromo states: 

I agree to some extent with repatriation but unless a country has the means to 
keep artefacts in the best condition as possible, they should remain where there 
are. It is best to keep these cultural objects for longevity, for people to research, to 
identify with. . . A lot of museums have expressed interest and want to return 
some of our Fijian objects but we are telling them to keep it because we do not 
have the space to keep them in the best possible condition. Some of these items 
are mats and baskets in Australian museums. As it stands right now, most of those 
items if repatriated would likely be never displayed. But if we have a bigger 
museum, maybe we can. We really need to have a bigger structure. It would make 
no sense to bring them back and we do not have the space to store or display 
them.518 

 Compounding this litany of abuse is the illegal trading of Pacific Islands’ cultural 

material. In one case in 1985, Palmer, took action when he was made aware of a fossicker 

selling a substantially complete Lapita bowl from Tonga to an American visitor. The 
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518Buadromo, discussion. 



158 
 

artefact was intercepted in Suva and is now held at the Fiji Museum.519 The Fiji Museum 

is aware that the material culture that is located in its villages is very old and valuable. 

She recalls that there have been cases in the past where dealers pay Fiji residents in kind 

with items such as generators and refrigerators for these precious items.520  

When we tell the villagers of the value of the items they sold, they stand there 
with open mouths. They don’t know how much they are worth. Ivory pieces made 
out of whale’s tooth fetches a minimum price on the black market of about US 
$80 000, a good war club about can cost from US $3000. There was an instance 
where there was a small ivory piece, the “Radini Waimaro” (an ivory figurine –
carved from tabua). There were two of its kind, we have one in the display and 
we heard that another one was kept in a village but we were never allowed to see 
it. The museum had been trying to get this piece to safeguard it but the chief did 
not want to give it to us. The chief died and we believe that it was sold to an arts 
dealer for a fridge and generator.521  
 

For the first time ever in its history, the Fiji Museum contacted Interpol.522 Though it was 

not an artefact in its possession, the museum was still aware of the item’s significance to 

the nation’s heritage and sought assistance. Unfortunately, to date, the artefact has not 

been retrieved.  

  The museum encourages the community to bring their cultural material into the 

museum for safekeeping. It is aware of the situation where items, particularly war clubs, 

have been leaving the country and is trying to stem to flow of these valuable cultural 

objects from the Pacific. 

We try to tell villagers to give the items to us and that they can come by and visit 
them whenever they so desire. We even give them back if they wish to use them 
temporarily. The item is usually accompanied by one of the staff and then it is 
brought back to the museum. There has been just one incident when one family 
did not want to give an artefact back. We have put the message out to the public 
that the museum is their community cultural bank and we want more people to 
bring in those valuable items that we can store for safe keeping.523 

 

This message continues to be spread in the media through radio programmes and by the 

archaeology teams when they conduct EIAs. Based on the public’s reaction to the 
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museum’s plea, there has been some response by some members of the Fijian community 

who are using the museum to secure their family heirlooms such as war clubs and ivory 

pieces.524 In this way, the museum assumes the duty of literal protector of Fiji’s cultural 

heritage.   

 

Reaching out to the community 

The demands on the Fiji Museum are great. In the twenty-first century, it seeks to 

engage with popular media, to represent the entirety of history and culture, to be socially 

inclusive, and adequately represent both the diversity and singularity of the nation. To 

attempt to achieve all of these goals, the Fiji Museum’s community engagement policy 

has continued into the twenty-first century. The public is invited to use the location to tell 

their stories through exhibits. In October 2008, thirty girls between the ages of nine and 

fifteen gathered at the museum to address violence against women issues through art. The 

event, which was organised by the Fiji Women’s Rights Movement, showcased the art 

work during the 16 days of activism against gender based violence.525 In another 

example, in December 2011, members of the original group of 212 Fijians who were the 

first to be recruited by the British Army marked their anniversary by launching a photo 

exhibition featuring medals, stories and pictures, as a reminder of the legacy past Fijian 

soldiers left behind.526 In 2012, there was a recyclable material exhibit by some youth 

who suffered from mental illness. Using old hospital equipment, the exhibition depicted 

how they felt about fitting back into the society, and how they want to discourage other 

youth from depression and committing suicide.527 “We will continue to encourage the 

community to bring in artefacts, to use exhibits to highlight their art, hobbies, and work 

with museum. We even had children bringing in their favourite toys. We want to engage 

everybody.”528  

Within the twenty-first century, the Fiji Museum also relies heavily on technology 

to reach a worldwide audience. Originally set up between 1996 and 1997 by Mara 

Fulmer, a former media officer at the USP, the museum’s first website continued until 
                                                           
524Ibid. 
525“Women showcase art at Museum,” Fiji Times, October 04, 2008. 
526Samisoni Nabilivalu, “Exhibition to celebrate first recruits,” Fiji Times, December 16, 2011. 
527Buadromo, discussion. 
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2002. Fulmer continued to operate it until 2010, from the United States. In 2010, the 

website was changed to www.fijimuseum.org.fj and is updated by Copeland.529 It features 

information on its history, galleries and even an online exhibition on subjects such as 

traditional weaving and historical Levuka. The exhibit on weaving, for example, is a 

resulted from a six-month weaving exhibition held in the past.530 In a virtual 

environment, the Fiji Museum is able to offer more of its collections to the public than a 

lack of space can currently facilitate to display at the museum, thereby reaching more 

people not only in Fiji but across the world at the same time.  

 The Fiji Museum also uses the social media to target a younger audience, 

particularly those aged between 20 and 30.531 The museum created a Facebook account 

on April 19, 2011.532 Keying in the words Fiji Museum on Facebook’s search engine 

brings up the page. The museum offers interested persons a chance to communicate 

directly on their page. They can share photos, particularly old photographs of many 

subjects such as Fiji’s landscape, culture and people, discuss topics and in general be 

educated about the museum’s activities and anything to do with Fiji’s material culture.533 

Up to June 2013, there were 3502 fans of the page.534 This is another means to 

disseminate information about Fiji’s cultural heritage. 

 The museum continues to be a face for advocacy for the protection of Fiji’s 

heritage and seeks to continue on this path. It has sat on several committees such as the 

Natural Research Committee, the Levuka Heritage Committee, and the World Heritage 

Committee.535 It assists the Suva City Council by showing it appropriate photographs in 

its collection of heritage site buildings. In a recent case, the Fiji Museum was involved in 

advocacy to save the ivi (Tahitian chestnut tree) in central Suva that marks the foundation 

place of Suva, at the apex of The Triangle, junction of Thomson St, Renwick Rd., and 

Victoria Parade. It was reported on October 20, 2012, that it was one of ten landmark 
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trees that the Council wanted to cut down for public safety.536 The museum intensified its 

recommendations for this not to occur by posting the significance of this tree to Fiji on its 

Facebook page. In this forum, citizens also voiced their concerns. This worked and the 

tree was not cut down. After consulting with a tree expert and one week later on October 

27, 2012, the Council decided that these ivi trees will be maintained as heritage trees for 

the city.537 One of the principal aims of the museum is to make people more aware of 

their heritage, not just about buildings but trees, sacred sites, historic sections of the 

beaches along the Coral Coast of Viti Levu used for worship, and so forth, so that people 

can take care of all aspects of Fiji’s heritage for posterity. In the future, the museum 

wishes to put such information on its website to ensure that sites and places of cultural 

and spiritual significance are accorded importance and value.538 

 

Figure 6. 16 The Fiji Museum staff in this 2012 photograph. Source: Fiji Museum. 

 

Challenges and Hopes for the Future 

Over the years several challenges have continued to plague the Fiji Museum’s 

development. The major concern raised by staff is a lack of financial resources needed for 

upgrading, expansion, purchasing equipment and for hiring more staff. Other main issues 

are a need for more training for staff, and a lack of understanding of by the wider society 

and government of the museum’s contributions, role and purpose to serve the historical 
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and cultural needs of the nation. Arguably, perhaps greater fiscal support and interest by 

the government would provide the necessary example for the wider society to embrace 

the work of the Fiji Museum more wholeheartedly. However, within a regional context, 

these are concerns that affect other Pacific Islands, especially against the reality that some 

many countries do not have national cultural policies. For example, Vanuatu though it has 

legislation for copyright,  preservation of sites and artefacts, cultural research policy, 

national education policy, and so forth,  is no cultural policy in place, There is a draft but 

it has not been approved, neither is there a Department or Ministry of Culture.539 To date, 

thirteen Pacific Island Countries and Territories (PICTs) have developed and are 

implementing national cultural policies and just six PICTs are regularly using cultural 

impact assessments in development planning.540 

 

Funding 

In Small Island Developing States (SIDS) such as Fiji, pressure is mounting on 

overstretched budgets that must achieve several social development goals in areas such as 

health, education, economic stability and growth. Therefore, traditionally, heritage was 

not a priority at the national level for most SIDS. The Regional Culture Strategy calls for 

Pacific governments to do their part by increasing support to the culture sector as an 

economic and social investment in the future of their people since current annual 

budgetary allocations to the culture sector do not permit its full commitment. This is 

evidenced in the case of the museums under review in Fiji.541In Fiji’s case, by 2004, the 

institution was given a grant of $200 000, which covered the salary of three-quarters of 

the staff. Other revenue, for salaries, depended on the sale of items from the gift shop. In 

previous years, the museum paid for the upkeep of Thurston Gardens. With regard to 

maintenance of the building itself, in 2004, the museum sought $300 000 but was 

allocated $100 000. This grant enabled the roof to be fixed but painting and other 

upgrades to the museum were put on hold, until more funding was obtained.542 By 2012, 
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it received a grant of about $280 000, with salaries amounting to $218 000. The revenue 

earned at the museum is used for maintenance, utilities and to fund projects that ideally 

could be sponsored by the government, but which are typically dependent on funding 

from embassies and other institutions in Fiji. As a result of its financial position, the 

Value Added Tax is back-dated to 2009. The finances have not been in order for at least 

six years as the accounts are back-dated to 2006. In 2012, approval was obtained from the 

Department of Culture for the accounts to be brought up to 2011. Subsequently, there has 

not been an official financial report or departmental reports available to the public since 

the 2001 to 2003 report.543  

Director of the Department of Culture, Peni Cavuilagi, states that intentions are to 

improve the conditions of service for staff and provide funding for maintenance work of 

the main building. This, Cavuilagi notes is part of a short and long term project to support 

capacity building of staff and to seek government support for increasing the volume 

capacity of the current Fiji Museum building. Cavuilagi adds that the Department wishes 

to see the museum increase its capacity and generate its income with less reliance from 

the government through several means such as improved infrastructure, aggressive 

marketing and product development.544 

 An increased government grant, in addition to making better use of existing and 

new sources of funding and donor development assistance, would allow the museum not 

only to upgrade the physical facilities but to augment opportunities for economic growth 

and sustainable development and enable the institution to improve its portrayal of Fiji’s 

history, and its work within the community. Typically, a museum changes its permanent 

exhibits every five years, to rest the artefacts and to offer new displays to the visiting 

public. The most prominent gallery, the current Maritime Gallery, was last changed in 

2008 and as it stands, is incomplete. More financial and human resources would facilitate 

the opportunity to showcase more of the Lapita side of Fiji’s early maritime history. With 

additional funds, in the future, in this gallery, the museum wishes to showcase film on 

maritime life in the Pacific and invite people into this space who have practised this way 

of life and have that knowledge to come into the museum to give talks. One principal 
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objective is to encourage and keep indigenous Fijians sailing on the canoes and for that 

traditional knowledge that is part of their identity to be preserved and passed on 

throughout generations.545  It can be stated such an initiative would seemingly be more 

practicable at the moment than reviving the “Tabu Tabu Soro” project and could enable 

more people to learn of navigation knowledge of the ocean, stars, and moon, which is 

intrinsic to the intangible cultural heritage of the Pacific. 

 Improving the History Gallery is intended to be the next stage of the museum’s 

development project.546 A lack of space disallows more of the prehistory exhibits from 

being on display. “Fijians ask us to bring back more of what they used in the past for 

them to see, such as the yaqona dish, cannibal forks . . . We want to be able to do that. If 

the museum is extended, we would be able to display more of what we have in the 

Collections storeroom”547 and in the Archaeology Department’s storerooms. For example, 

in the case of the latter alone, there are hundreds of boxes of stone tools, decorated 

pottery shards and human bones from Vanua Levu, the Sigatoka Sand Dunes and 

Rotuma. More space could afford a proper display area for the archaeology artefacts that 

have been excavated over the years548 to illustrate a more in depth picture of Fiji’s pre-

history. Another possible future exhibit that would make prominent another aspect of the 

culture of indigenous Fijians is to include an ethnic Fijian garland display, featuring the 

traditional garlands in villages of Fiji’s different provinces.549 

 

Figure 6. 17 Some of the many wooden artefacts such as clubs in the Collections 
Storeroom. Personal photograph by Allison Ramsay. 
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It is evident that the Fiji Museum has outgrown the facility that has been its headquarters 

for more than fifty years. Under Buadromo’s directorship, some maintenance upgrades 

were done, such as creating two more exits to diminish a fire hazard, but more space is 

required for progress to be made. The museum has been given extra land on the 

President’s side of Thurston Gardens. If financial backing becomes available and the 

museum expands, it could display more objects, which could appease all of the ethnic 

groups in Fiji, and, build better storage and off-site areas.550  

 The idea for a museum in western Viti Levu, in Nadi, to tap into the tourist 

market, has been touted for several decades. However, this has not come to pass. It is 

highly unlikely that such an undertaking would be a government initiative although 

perhaps through embassy funding or a philanthropist’s aid, a museum in Nadi would 

finally be realised. However, conditions attached by donor agencies are a major issue that 

confront developing nations and this must be acknowledged as a probable concern.  

 The Fiji Museum does not have the funds to invest heavily in technology to 

enhance its permanent exhibitions but is interested in making a few of its displays, 

interactive. In 2012, a French volunteer was working on an interactive game for the 

Maritime Gallery. While the intention is to remain with a traditionally styled museum, a 

few interactive displays for children, to increase their interest in the displays, is a desire 

of the museum.551   

 For the future, the Fiji Museum is also interested in focusing more on the 

contemporary period. “A lot of people who come in want to see a contemporary look. 

They want to see what people are doing now, rather than in the past. We will change that 

slowly, it is still in progress.”552 Increased finances would allow more of a balance 

between the past and modern times in the displays. However, pushing for a more 

contemporary look may be decelerated by the government’s intention to open a new art 

gallery that will focus on the contemporary, primarily visual, art and sculpture. The new 

location is intended to be in Suva as well. 553 
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 A lack of financial and technical support has also affected the museum’s ability to 

implement its travelling exhibitions programme as in the past, to reach more of Fiji.  In 

previous years, the Education Department took replicas or photographs to remote areas 

for villagers to see. Children were especially targeted because most of them did not know 

about the Fiji Museum and this was a way to teach them. Reviving the outreach 

programmes for schools is high on the museum’s agenda. The education campaign will 

be intensified with the production of brochures and a newsletter.554 Most of the travelling 

exhibits of late are centred on Suva. In the past, they extended to urban areas such as 

Nadi and Lautoka.555 Reaching the youth and the wider public is an essential component 

in keeping the museum relevant to the people of Fiji. 

 With increased financial backing, the museum could upgrade how the cultural 

material is presented to the visiting public. Visits to the Fiji Museum between August 

2012 and May 2013 have led to the observation that for the permanent displays, there is 

currently no use of multimedia or tour guides to help interpret the exhibits, with the 

exception of the school visits where the acting Education Officer accompanies the 

schools to explain the exhibits and field questions.556 Neither are there interactive 

displays to present the information about Fiji’s history in new and interesting ways. 

Further, although English is the official language of Fiji, it may be worthwhile to have 

some more of the text – whether it is the titles of each artefact or even the names of the 

galleries – displayed in the languages of these featured groups, along with the English 

version. This would help visitors learn new words and pay homage to the languages of 

Fijians – whether they are iTaukei, Rotumans, Indo-Fijians, Samoans, Chinese or any of 

the others. 

 Fiji’s multi-cultural society should not been seen as problematic but its strength. It 

is gives Fiji its identity. Fiji is a community of communities. Representing the nation of 

Fiji given the wider diversity of the people of Fiji and their variety of needs is a 

challenging task but there is potential for progress to be made.  One way that this could 

be possible is to represent the nation as a collection of specific regions, by collecting 

cultural items other areas, and then representing the nation as a collection of items from 
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this locale. As a country of more than 300 islands, into the twenty-first century, the Fiji 

Museum has recognised the necessity of exploring more of the tradition and culture of the 

i-Taukei cultural display, since for the most part, the artefacts originate from Viti Levu 

and Fiji is a micro–‘sea of islands.’ In 2012, the museum sought archaeological and more 

contemporary items from Vanua Levu and Ono-i-Lau: mats woven from kuta (fresh water 

reed) from Cikobia Island (in Macuata) and Rotuma, traditional mats (tabu kaisi) of 

Cikobia and the renowned fans (sovatabua) from Natewa were targeted items. In 

November 2012, Buadromo spoke of talks in progress with relevant authorities to involve 

villages in the collection of items. For example, at the Wainunu District meeting in Bua, 

Vanua Levu in October 2012, villagers were informed by the museum of the need to 

gather items from their respective villages to be sent to the museum for preservation and 

display.557  

Though not a grassroots community initiative, the museum made the approach to 

try to broaden its offerings at the museum. This, however, is a start and one suggests that 

the museum could extend this further by collecting cultural material from other islands in 

Fiji such as Taveuni, Kadavu, the Mamanuca Group, the Yasawa Group, the Lomaiviti 

Group and the Lau Group so that it is truly representative of the nation and not just a 

narrative that is predominately Viti Levu oriented.  Fiji’s diversity gives it that unique 

identity and could be the way that the museum truly represents the nation’s history and 

culture. It could be a way to re-imagine the nation of Fiji and to give the community a 

mechanism to contribute to who authors the nation. For this to occur, one argues more 

resources must be invested in the museum for a long term project of this nature. Further, 

there must be a partnership with communities and consistent communication between 

parties such as the museum and the Department of Culture with the people of these 

islands for this to be achieved. Fiji is still in the process of its nation building and the 

museum can be used as one mechanism to create some understanding and to strengthen 

some semblance of the ever-evolving national identity among the people of Fiji. The Fiji 

Museum can intensify its role as a vehicle for community empowerment in the narratives 

of nationhood and the construction of ‘national heritage.’ 
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 Another major undertaking the Fiji Museum has plans for, involves mapping 

information about all different types of heritage sites in Fiji. This information, in turn, 

would be given to all public and private sector entities so that they would be informed 

beforehand that there are sites that they cannot develop.558  

 In response to the demand for Environmental Impact Assessments, the national 

museum also wishes for more funding to carry on its work to educate and train villagers 

in archaeological practice. After learning how to survey, map and analyse the scientific 

value of a site, villagers will have the tools to help themselves and, the ability to educate 

developers, farmers, businesses and local institutions on the importance of preserving 

certain sites. 559 This economic development is regarded as important for the archipelago 

but every effort must also be made to encourage the respect for the archaeological 

resources of the country, most of which are yet to be discovered.  

 The Fiji Museum wishes to proceed with its underwater archaeology programme, 

which began in 2001. The shipwreck database, of 691 shipwrecks, contains information 

obtained from institutions such as the National Archives and Hydrographic 

Department.560 These records date to the earliest possible record in 1800.561 However, a 

lack of manpower in the archaeology departments, and financial resources, has halted its 

progress though some exploration has been carried out of early nineteenth century wrecks 

of ships such as the Argo, Union, Port au Prince, Benezette and Tim Pickering, which 

sank in 1800, 1805, 1806, 1848 and 1842 respectively;562 uncovering possible treasures 

under the sea would raise the Fiji Museum’s profile. However, with only one staff 

member trained in this field, more staff needs to be trained in the area, so that GPS 

recordings may be taken of wrecks that may have moved over time due to the currents. 

“The shipwrecks are part of our heritage. We are not just concerned with what we have in 

our collections but also what we have on the outside.”563 Items salvaged from these 

wrecks and research on their history, one states, can be used to expand the offerings at the 

Fiji Museum. It can add a new concept and view point to the Maritime Gallery that Fiji’s 
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connection with the ocean is more than the traditional ways of voyaging but other ocean 

explorations took place in this region and there is evidence of this on the sea floor which 

can reveal additional layers of the history of Fiji. 

 

Figure 6. 18 The Old Morris Hedstrom Ltd. Shop, which is now the Levuka Community 
Centre. Personal photograph by Allison Ramsay. 

 

 

Figure 6. 19 A view of the room that is the Levuka Museum (at left), on the right is one 
of the display cases.  Personal photographs by Allison Ramsay. 

 

The challenges that national museum has encountered are not specific just to the 

Fiji Museum but confront the community oriented Levuka Museum as well. This 

museum is home to even fewer resources. To the untrained eye, the permanent displays 

can benefit from upgrades and chronological organisation to offer a fuller picture of the 

history of Levuka and its importance to the cultural identity and heritage of Fiji. The 

museum has eight cases along the outer perimeter and three in the centre. This small 
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museum has much potential in the history it puts on show. The first display case on entry 

is quite cluttered and features a range of items from bottles and ceramic plates found by 

divers from the wreck of mast ships off Levuka, to a sitai (stringed instrument) from 

India, to pieces of pottery found at Rukuruku Village, Ovalau. See Fig.6.11 for a 

photograph of this case. 

Another case shows trophies and photographs of old colonists, including a photo 

of Chinese migrants, in Chinese script, at the top of it. Another case includes chemist’s 

bottles marked Swann, Levuka and matua vatu (stone adzes) with which Fijian 

woodworking was done. One case depicts shipping life such as the steering wheel and 

parts of the Joyita564 found at Nasova shore. Yet another case depicts wood and iron 

colonial Levuka, and includes the tools of George Patterson and photographs of the 

effects of hurricanes of 1880 and 1895. The sixth case shows important figures to 

Levuka’s history with photographs of Ratu Seru Cakobau, Vunivalu of Bau-King of Fiji, 

J.B. Thurston (a governor) and Sir Hercules Robinson, bowling balls from the Levuka 

and Deed of Cession. The seventh case, War in Fiji, displays the weapons of war used 

such as war clubs. The eighth case, Levuka’s tribute to World War I, features weapons 

used and photographs of soldiers such as the WWI volunteers leaving the Levuka Wharf. 

In the centre of the room are three large cases with various shell collections. Two large 

artefacts, in the room are the Pearl Button Machine used to manufacture pearl buttons and 

the Fiji Times Printing Press (1872).565  

Since August 2012, the government began restoration of buildings in Levuka. 

Some have been completed such as the Old Town Hall (Victoria Hall) the Levuka Public 

Secondary School and the Bowling Club.566 The National Trust and the Department of 

Culture acknowledge that renovations to the old MH building and an upgrade of the 

community centre is essential but due to a lack of funding, that project is on hold.567  The 

Department of Culture has stated that the feasibility of having an eco-museum in a 

                                                           
564The ship Joyita was found drifting awash north of Vanua Levu and no trace of her 25 passengers and 
crew was ever found. 
565 Fiji’s first newspaper, the Fiji Times started in Levuka. 
566Arthur Balewai (heritage advisor, Department of Heritage and Culture), in discussion with the author, 
May 2013.  
567Elizabeth Niumataiwalu (director, National Trust of Fiji), in discussion with the author May 2013. 
 Peni Cavuilagi (director, Department of Culture and Heritage, Ministry of Fijian Affairs, Culture, Heritage 
& Regional Development), in discussion with the author May 2013. 
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selected area of Ovalau.568 At a glance, there is a need for some improvements such as a 

revamped office space, souvenirs, maps of Levuka and brochures on the museum and the 

town that can be supplied to the visiting public.569 Ensuring that this would be achieved 

would be in line with Goal 3 of the Regional Culture Strategy, which is designed to 

ensure that existing cultural institutions such as museums, cultural centres and libraries 

are upgraded where necessary and well maintained. This upgrading would apply to these 

museums under review in this study. 

One suggests that in addition to upgrading the Levuka Museum and presentation 

of the exhibits, if possible, efforts should be made to collect the oral traditions of 

Levuka’s villagers, which could be part of an audio-visual display with translations and, 

that an outreach programme be initiated to encourage villagers to donate cultural objects 

if they so desire, to boost the collection. There is room too for the complex history of the 

Levuka villagers themselves and nineteenth century chief rivalry to be presented. For this 

eventuality to occur, it would require extra personnel and training on oral interview 

techniques and so forth for current staff.  

It can be advised that more of the cultural diversity of Levuka be portrayed at this 

museum. Though there are two cultural objects that hint that other migrant groups other 

than Europeans, such as the Indians and Chinese, migrated to Levuka, it does not depict 

that Levuka was the first landing point for these two groups as well before eventually 

most of them were transported to Viti Levu. There is no indication either that that some of 

their descendants still live in Levuka today. Furthermore, it is recommended that the Fiji 

Museum offer some of the cultural artefacts from excavations at Levuka to the Levuka 

Museum so that more can be seen on Levuka’s pre-history, while at the same time, 

raising the profile, work and contributions of the Archaeology Departments at the Fiji 

Museum.  

The contemporary period of Levuka could also be shown to highlight the 

importance, for instance, of the Pacific Fishing Company to Levuka’s economy. In these 

suggested ways, there can be a greater community involvement and acceptance of what is 

portrayed at the Levuka Museum and for its residents to feel more of a sense of 

                                                           
568Cavuilagi, discussion. 
569 Observations from visit to Levuka Museum May 2013. 
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ownership in the institution that displays their history to everyone. Community 

involvement would be instrumental to drive the cultural industries as an alternative 

revenue earning source for the people of Levuka and wider Fiji. This, one argues, would 

be in keeping with Goal 1 of the Regional Culture Strategy, which is designed “to support 

the development of the cultural industries and expressions of culture, the preservation of 

cultural heritage, the safeguarding of intangible cultural heritage and the protection of 

traditional knowledge.”570 According to this strategy, in the Pacific Islands, cultural 

industries offer potential to address issues of poverty and sustainability through providing 

increased income generation by communities, entrepreneurs and cultural practitioners.571 

Whether improvements in these areas will be achieved will be based on whether 

the cultural sector in the Pacific Islands continues to be financially under-resourced and 

understaffed. “PICTs for the most part have underinvested in the active promotion of 

heritage, cultural industries, cultural management, and cultural tourism.”572 PIMA’s 

Strategic Plan 2009-2013, particularly its Objective 3 is one way in which there is an 

attempt to “develop a region-wide strategy for delivery of training in cultural heritage 

management, while continuing to enhance skills of Pacific museum staff.”573 Output 3.2 

seeks to “promote further education opportunities in arts and cultural heritage,” 

particularly for youth and women. Output 3.3 addresses the development of competency-

based learning through facilitating the development of a regional cultural heritage course 

to be taught at Technical and Vocational Education institutions in Pacific region 

institutions.”574  

Some of the difficulties that the museums in Fiji encounter are not specific to this 

country but are also evident at other museums such as the Falemata’aga the Museum of 

Samoa at Malifa575 that is located at the Ministry of Education, Sports and Culture 

                                                           
570 Regional Culture Strategy: Investing in Pacific cultures 2010-2020, 11. 
571 Ibid., 13  
572 Pacific Culture and Education Strategy 2010-2015, 2. 
573 Pacific Islands Museums Association Strategic Plan 2009-2013, 4 
http://www.unesco.org/new/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/FIELD/Apia/pdf/PIMA_StrategicPlan_FINAL%20
2009-13.pdf. (accessed April 2013). 
574 Ibid., 12. 
575There is a second museum in Samoa, the Robert Louis Stevenson Museum located at his former 
residence in Vailima, Apia, Samoa. This museum preserves European material culture in Samoa as there 
are originals or replicas of furniture, clothing, accessories of Stevenson and his family. This museum offers 
an informative and guided tour of several rooms such as the Great Hall, Stevenson’s library, the Smoking 
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Complex in Apia. It is a unit of the Culture Division in this ministry. This museum is 

relatively new, beginning in 1999, as compared to the Fiji Museum’s start in 1904. Its 

first collection was held at Mulinu’u. The museum was formerly located at the Old Court 

House in Apia. The museum shifted again in the year 2005 and its headquarters itself is a 

historic building. It used to be an old German school, and is about a century old. This 

museum, which is free to the public, serves to interpret, preserve and promote the 

material and intangible culture of Samoa and its neighbouring island nations.576  

 

 

Figure 6. 20 The Museum of Samoa (on the left) and pottery in the Lapita Room (on the 
right). Personal photographs by Allison Ramsay. 

At its location, there are four rooms in which exhibits are displayed. On the ground floor, 

the archaeology of Samoa is exhibited in the Lapita Room, which provides information 

on ancient sites in Samoa, some 3000 year old stone adze and pottery, ceramics in Samoa 

and artefacts found at excavations such as the Tanoa Tusitala excavation in 2011.  

Also on the bottom floor, the Potu Aganuu (Culture Room) houses concepts of the 

fa’a Samoa and significant artefacts such as the cabinet table made from seventeen 

species of wood from Samoa’s rainforest; some of these trees are rare. In 1973, the table 

was built and assembled by the Public Works Department and was the table around which 

former leaders and Cabinet members made decisions for the people of Samoa until 1993. 

On the cabinet table there are artefacts such as the ali (head rest), afa (coconut fibre 

string), Samoa’s first translated Bible, a kava bowl and a wood carving depicting the 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Room and bedrooms. The museum in the past was purchased by a wealthy local resident Herr Gustav 
Kunst. During the era of the New Zealand occupation in Samoa, it was occupied by the administrator and 
then it served as the official residence of the Head of State Mailetoa Tanumafili. Information gathered from 
visit to this museum in February 2013. 
576Apelu, discussion. 
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legend of Mount Vaea. It also portrays the sports culture taulafoga (disc throwing) in 

Samoa. There are also several siapo (tapa) donations to be seen. Inside this room, there 

are posters that give the origins and illustrate faiga o le siapo (tapa making), weaving and 

the tatau (Samoan tattoo); the tattooing instruments are also showcased. Also on display 

are clubs such as the fa’aaufala (mace club).  

Apelu acknowledges that this room, does not showcase well known facets of 

Samoan culture such as the fautasi race, the historic vessel for inter-village or inter-island 

racing that has been a feature of independence celebrations in Apia, the fale (house), 

Samoan village life, such as its chiefly system of the matai, fishing techniques, the 

importance of oral traditions and so forth. With the fautasi and fale, one suggests more 

information could be added through more research, showcasing replicas or material used 

in their constructions or parts of original artefacts no longer used could be displayed.  

 

Figure 6. 21 The Culture Room at the Museum of Samoa, which features the Cabinet 
Table. 

On the upstairs is the Potu o le Pasifika (Pacific Room), that seeks to provide a 

chronological history of Samoa in the colonial period through a computer generated print 

out in the form of a time line glued to the wall and, old photographs on the walls. The 

room also has pieces of coral from Samoa and Hawaii. “The museum wishes to improve 

its presentation of Samoa’s history to tell a chronological story from pre-history to 

colonisation to independence but there is a need for more artefacts to achieve that as we 

would desire.”577 It also holds artefacts from other Pacific Islands, such as a nation bird 

carving from Papua New Guinea, a Northern Mariana pearl necklace, silver ware from 
                                                           
577Ibid.  
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the German warships Adler and Eber and a Norfolk Island ceramic plate. While it is 

commendable that the Museum of Samoa wishes to interpret, preserve and promote the 

material and intangible culture of Samoa and its neighbouring island nations in this space, 

one observes that through the displays and information presented on them, to the visiting 

public, there is little cohesion or understanding of the inter-connectedness of these 

nations with each other and how these items represent a regional identity of the Pacific.578 

This is especially the case where there are the known and continuing historical linkages 

between Fiji, Tonga and Samoa. 

 

 

Figure 6. 22 Some of the artefacts in the Pacific Room (German silver ware to the left). 
Personal photographs by Allison Ramsay. 

 
Also on the upstairs is an historical photo exhibition “Old ties and new 

relationships: Germany and Samoa,” which tells some of the story of Germany’s journey 

to Samoa. Brought in by the Federal Pacific German Embassy, the photographic display 

was launched on March 16, 2011 is captioned in German but translations to English are 

available.579 This exhibition was made possible by collaborative efforts between the 

Federal Republic of Germany and the Ministry of Education, Sports and Culture. The 

Environment Room for the museum is temporarily in storage until the extension of the 

museum is completed.580As shown in the case of Samoa, similar to the Fiji and Levuka 

                                                           
578 Visits to the Museum of Samoa in February 2013. 
579Ibid. 
Apelu, discussion. 
580Apelu, discussion. 
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Museums, some additions could be made to the depictions of the histories of these Pacific 

Islands. 

While not going in depth into the exhibition hall of Vanuatu’s National Museum, 

it is noted that some of the descriptions rendered by other scholars such as Geismar and 

Tilley,581 writing in 2003 are applicable ten years later. The gallery is ni-Vanuatu focused 

except for two or three of its natural history objects (snake and bird) that are not from 

Vanuatu.582 Vanuatu’s colonial past is not in its permanent exhibition space, neither are 

recent political events. This is similar to Fiji and Samoa in the case of the latter. Geismar 

and Tilley also remark that what was noticeably absent was sand drawing or at least 

photographs of it as they debated whether there was a place for it in a museum, context 

and meaning. To date, while there are no sand drawing photographs in the permanent 

exhibition, there is a poster that explains sand drawing. While sand drawing is not 

immortalised in that manner, upon entering the museum, visitors are welcomed in the 

kastom way by viewing several cultural expressions such as live sand drawing, flute 

playing or kastom dancing. In this way, sand drawing has a presence and place in the 

national museum. What sets Vanuatu apart from the museums in Samoa and Fiji is that all 

of the labels and text are in Bislama, English and French and there are live displays of 

culture to welcome visitors and an explanation of the significance of what is presented. 

There is also a room where multi-media presentations are shown where visitors can view 

videos ranging from archaeological digs to the land diving ritual done on the Pentecost 

Island.583 Hence, there is not only visual but auditory stimulation at the Vanuatu National 

Museum. In the past, live displays of culture and multi-media presentations was done by 

the Fiji Museum, but this is not so to date. Arguably, a return to these practices of the past 

could augment that institution’s presentation of its cultural heritage and identity and 

enhance its appeal to the public. 

                                                           
581 Geismar and  Tilley, 175 
582 Hinge, discussion. 
583 Hinge, discussion. I visited the Vanuatu National Museum in June 2013. 
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Figure 6. 23 An inside view of the open space that is the Vanuatu National Museum from 
upstairs. Personal photograph by Allison Ramsay. 

 

 

Figure 6. 24 Some of the wood carvings. Personal photograph by Allison Ramsay. 

 



178 
 

 
 

 

Figure 6. 25 Edie Hinge demonstrating sand drawing and playing the flute at the VCC. 
Personal photograph by Allison Ramsay. 

 

 

Figure 6. 26 Visitors watching sand drawing. Personal photograph by Allison Ramsay. 

 It can be argued that these museums and cultural centres under review, though 

working with many limitations such as a lack of financing, human resources and written 

policies for guidance, do exhibit many aspects of the cultural heritage of the Pacific, 

particularly in their permanent displays. However, there are still some identifiable 

shortcomings in what is put forth to the visiting public as a fully accurate representation 

of the cultural identities and heritage of the Pacific. Enhanced input of resources into the 
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development of these cultural institutions would be beneficial to this region. Increasing 

regional emphasis on cultural heritage is important not only to the changing role of the 

Fiji Museum but across this region as well. 

 

Staffing Issues 

One of the major problems that the Fiji Museum faces is that since 2003, the institution 

has been without a permanent conservator.  To continue to guarantee that the cultural 

objects housed at the museum are looked after, the organisation discusses the situation 

with the embassies stationed in Fiji. In this way, conservators have been brought in to 

assist the Fiji Museum over the years, on a short-term basis. The last was a specialist in 

the conservation of bark cloth and staff members were taught how to mend the masi. 

Without the presence of a conservator, the museum tries its best to keep the collections 

area clean with good housekeeping and does not touch any object that is in need of 

conservation until a conservator is there to supervise this process.584 In so doing, the 

museum’s conservation practices, then, cannot be up to the best standard, as it is 

dependent on international agencies for assistance. 

 The Fiji Museum is the only entity that provides the service of Environmental 

Impact Assessments. This department earns revenue for the organisation. The 

archaeologists are some of the most highly qualified staff and as an incentive to keep the 

department intact, each consultancy job is split between the department and the museum. 

These departments are sought after for their consultancy for EIAs and that fee is 

$6000.585 With more staff and marketing, the department could conduct more EIAs, 

concentrate on the needs of the other islands and not just Viti Levu, and generate more 

income for the museum and serve the needs of the country in a more effective manner.  

 

Political Instability 

Fiji has sustained severe damage to its reputation as a consequence of the country’s 

political crises. Whenever there is a coup, the museum “really suffers.”586 During and 

immediately after a coup, funding is at a minimum. In the past, coups meant museum 

                                                           
584Buadromo, discussion. 
585 Ibid. 
586Ibid. 
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staff lay-offs; however, during the last coup, the Fiji Museum managed to keep its staff 

employed by paying half salary.587 A more stable environment would ease pressure off 

staff members who depend on the museum for their livelihood. It would possibly also 

increase funding opportunities from embassies, high commissions and other institutions 

or businesses that would be more inclined to support programmes that can be conducted 

in a more stable political environment. 

 

Low Admission Fees 

Seventy per cent of visitors to the Fiji Museum are tourists. At one stage, government 

subsidised the cost of children’s admission but this was not sustainable. Approximately 

16 000 to 20 000 tourists and Fiji residents per year have visited the museum post-2006. 

The majority of them are school children, who enter for 50 cents, the price having stood 

since the mid-1990s. Advocacy for an increase of student prices, local rates and tourist 

rates thus far has been turned down by government.588 

 

Enticing Fiji residents through the Doors, Changing Mindsets of the Populace 

Throughout the years, visits to the Fiji Museum have been sponsored by various 

institutions, persons and businesses, thereby allowing persons from all walks of life the 

opportunity. For instance, in May 2007, ten residents of the Father Law Home were able 

to do so. In May 2009, students of the Fiji Vocational Centre for Persons with Disability 

were afforded the same chance.589 In December 2009, more than 30 children of the 

Dilkusha Home enjoyed this opportunity. In December 2012, twenty women from the 

Vunitogoloa village in Ra were treated to a museum visit by their village. 

However, the Fiji Museum, despite its programming and its best efforts to reach 

out to the public, is still confronting the problem where into the twenty-first century, 

some “locals show little interest in the artefacts and history on display.”590 Even during 

the school holidays, the number of visits to this valuable site has not increased 

                                                           
587Ibid. 
588Ibid. 
589Dorine Narayan, “Tour of a difference for disabled students,” Fiji Times, May 1, 2009. 
590“Museum contains historical information – Seru,” Fiji Times, May 17, 2008. 
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dramatically though the museum has held programmes.591 Therefore, marketing the 

museum and the role of the Education Department is crucial to keeping the museum 

relevant to its community, so that its members embrace the institution, and do not see it 

solely as a place where tourists go to learn about Fiji’s past. Sharma pushes the 

importance of the museum to the public through the broadcast and print media, and 

maintains a good relationship with the media to achieve this.592  

An intense campaign of reaching out to the provinces to promote the Fiji 

Museum’s provincial collections, to generate interest on a community level593 is one 

method that can be used. One notes the recent developments, occurring in the town of Ba, 

in the far west of Viti Levu in relation to communities taking the initiative and creating 

their own history and space to do so. This is likely in response to the issues which 

confront the national museum and people of the society not holding the opinion that their 

history is being represented in the national museum; therefore, they seek to create their 

own history to be exhibited to the public. Against the context that museums in the west in 

Lautoka or Nadi having never materialised, in 2013, construction has started on a 

museum, which will chronicle Ba’s sugar and business history from the late 1800s. It is to 

be an investment for future generations and a tourist attraction.594 Factors such as 

distance, cost, interest, language barriers and a country where for some of the local 

population, travelling to Suva will never be part of their reality, especially for the older 

generations in the village where the village and its surrounding areas is their life, will 

continue to be issues that the Fiji Museum must face in its bid to attract more Fiji 

residents through its doors. Perhaps for the populace living in the west of Viti Levu in 

Nadi, Lautoka and Ba, this museum in Ba will generate a sense of ownership and become 

a showcase of their cultural heritage. 

One asserts that moving forward Fiji Museum would have to become the 

institution, the connection, the hub that serves to create unity between the islands of its 

archipelago and dispersed population. Perhaps, emulating the VCC's fieldworker 

programmes where citizens are not only trained in oral history techniques but 
                                                           
591“House of history,” Fiji Times, May 14, 2009. 
592 Sharma, discussion. 
Marketing Department 2009 Annual Report (Suva: Fiji Museum, 2009), n.p. 
593 Cavuilagi, discussion. 
594 Felix Chaudhary, “Town invests in museum,” Fiji Times, March 29, 2013. 
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archaeology excavation as well.  By 1991, the fieldworkers contributed to the revival of 

the Nalawan rituals in southern Makekula and the Tjupan/Chubwan rituals in south 

Pentecost began again.595 Having a similar programme but tailored to the Fiji context 

would reduce concerns of manpower and financial resources and could augment 

community interest since participants would be collecting their own histories. The oral 

traditions project, one opines, is too valuable not to be continued in Fiji. 

 It is acknowledged that imparting to the public the value of the cultural material 

and the relevance of the museum will continue to be an on-going task. Across the lands of 

the Fiji Islands, there have been some valuable finds and one of the major problems is 

policing them. Sometimes, the public is cooperative. In other cases, some people’s 

actions are driven by financial gain. Exemplifying a positive experience, in 2004, a boar 

hunter found an Old World War II plane from the United States that still contained the 

body of the pilot. In September 2004, the Director, Department of Archaeology, Shop 

manager, Exhibitions Officer and Photographer viewed plane wreckage at Naivucini596 

before the wreck was salvaged and the Missing in Action pilot was taken home to the 

USA. On the other hand, one of the major concerns the museum confronts is people 

digging up train wrecks with the intention of selling metal to scrap dealers. Trains were 

used to transport sugar, primarily during the era when sugar was the province of the 

Colonial Sugar Refinery Company. “We are trying to tell them to notify us before they 

sell it, so that we can get a look at it. We had a case recently where they dug up a whole 

train, dismantled and sold it, and that could have been used for the museum.”597 

 To engage the community further, the museum is making an effort to try new 

methods of operation. For instance, it is trying to encourage more local artists to use the 

museum to display their work in the temporary exhibitions space. Since 2004, this 

opportunity has been made available. While international artists have to pay to exhibit 

their work, usually for a three-month period, fees for Fiji residents were dropped. Further, 

if there is financial difficulty for local artists, the museum would allow them to occupy 

the space for free. There has been some success in this regard. For example, in 2008, 

                                                           
595“Museums and Cultural Centers and News and Exhibitions,” The Journal of Pacific Arts Association 
Pacific Arts No. 3 (1987):64. 
596Exhibitions/Display Department 2004 September Report (Suva: Fiji Museum, 2004), n.p. 
597Buadromo, discussion. 



183 
 

“Sacred Legacy” by Edward Curtis, a photographic exhibition of the North American 

Indians organised by the American Embassy, was displayed in the museum from June to 

August. Another called “Sails and Swim” a photographic exhibition by Anneke Silver, an 

artist from Australia, was displayed from August to October. This is a bid to promote the 

local arts, whether it is paintings, craft or fashion, to give artists that exposure and 

provide that platform for them to sell their pieces, to diversify the offerings of the 

museum to visitors and to move away from solely concentrating on research and 

archaeology as was the case in the past.598 

 

Education and Training Support for the Cultural Sector 

There is a need for an increase in governmental support to the cultural sector for an 

economic and social investment in the future of its people. In Fiji, though Pacific Studies 

exists at the USP, specialist training for museum staff in areas such as archaeology, 

conservation and museum studies is not available locally and must be sought overseas. 

Under the MOUs with the Museum of Anthropology at the University of British 

Columbia, Canada, the Museum of Victoria, Australia, the Museum of New Caledonia, 

personnel have visited Fiji to train staff. Training is also facilitated by embassies located 

in Fiji. In the case of Samoa, there is no archaeology department as the museum is staffed 

by three persons. Archaeology is a young discipline in that country and, since 2006, has 

been developed at the Centre for Samoan Studies, the National University of Samoa. 

There are now several archaeology courses and archaeology is a minor within the arts 

programme. This is one way that Samoa is seeking to safeguard its cultural heritage and 

identity by ensuring that there are trained professionals in Samoa, upon whose expertise 

they can call while at the same time, instilling the importance of archaeological to 

cultural heritage management. There is the aim as well to create a national site survey 

catalogue towards safeguarding and managing archaeological sites in Samoa. This is 

important because there are various types of ancient sites in Samoa, which are classified 

as mounds, platforms, walkways, fortifications, walls or fences, star mounds, raised rim 

                                                           
598Koro, discussion. 
Buadromo, discussion. 
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ovens and caves. A special site is the House of the Octopus (o Fale o le fe’e), which is 

constructed from sixty natural stone pillars.599  

Fiji and Vanuatu are ahead of Samoa with their site registers by having 

archaeology team at the Fiji Museum and, the field workers in Vanuatu and Vanuatu 

Cultural and Historical Site Survey but there is no Archaeology Department or degree 

available at the regional institution, the USP in Fiji. There is an archaeology programme 

at the NUS, though there is no Archaeology Department at the Museum of Samoa. 

Vanuatu, though it has its community practitioners working out in the field, is in need of 

qualified citizens to address the development of cultural industries in this locale. The 

2012 field survey report suggests that the Government Scholarship Unit create 

opportunities for its people to take courses in subjects such as Culture, Anthropology and 

management to be able to return to Vanuatu with these skills.600 

 The situation of education and training as shown with these three countries is a 

regional concern. The Pacific Culture and Education Strategy 2010 to 2015 recognises 

that regionally there is a need for training in areas such as museums and libraries in 

PICTs. The strategy suggests that these needs can be addressed through scholarships, on-

the-job training, and regional networking through bodies such as the PIMA and the SPC 

and professional training.601 

 One opines that there must be more support regionally to improve development of 

Pacific Islanders in these areas, to reduce dependency on international agencies and 

personnel. On the other hand, for external funding, more advocacy must be undertaken to 

promote the importance of heritage conservation and management to donor agencies. At 

the same time, a greater effort must be placed in attracting regional students to these 

developmental areas and for them to understand that there is a sense of ownership and 

that there are multiple ways of exploring Pacific heritage and identities. With Fiji’s newly 

obtained UNESCO World Heritage Status, one opines that its national museum has the 

potential to emerge as a central site of the creative and heritage industries and social, 

economic and cultural regeneration for Fiji. With support, the Fiji Museum is poised to 
                                                           
599 Exhibitions at the Museum of Samoa as seen by this researcher between January and February 2013. 
600Intangible Cultural Heritage Safeguarding Efforts in the Asia Pacific 2012 in collaboration with the 
Vanuatu Cultural Centre, 90. 
601 Pacific Culture and Education Strategy 2010-2015(Noumea: Secretariat of the Pacific Community, 
2010), 1. 
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become invaluable resource in educating people on the history and multiple heritages of 

Fiji and to provide a window into the complex identity of this island nation for those 

visitors who are privileged to discover it. 

 

Part of the Way Forward?  

Several issues have been raised and suggestions made for the way forward for the Fiji 

Museum and other Pacific Island museums concerning heritage and cultural identities 

preservation, promotion and education. Pacific Island countries and territories have 

recognised that more action to drive this sector forward is needed. One way is for training 

through regional and local tertiary institutions with suitable follow ups. In 2007, USP 

offered course HY306 Cultural Heritage Management, taught through distance mode by 

Dr. Anita Smith of Victoria University, Melbourne, Australia. It was made possible by a 

one-off grant from the Office of the USP’s Vice Chancellor through the Director of 

Development and Planning. It attracted 18 students, all of whom completed the course, 

most of whom passed well. Student evaluation was positive, and the course numbers 

could have grown to sustainable levels. The problem was since it was a one-off grant, 

there were no funds for Smith to be employed again, and not sufficient local expertise for 

the course to be run in-house. So it has not been repeated, though student evaluation has 

been positive with several enquiries. The material included a CD called “Conserving 

Pacific Places, a training programme for heritage managers in the Pacific, developed by 

UNESCO, ICOMOS, and Deakin University. The experience showed that with relatively 

small funds, a course on cultural heritage management could be taught online from 

anywhere and suitably equipped with internet connections, students need not come to 

campus.In partnership with regional organisations, one can imagine that a relevant 

programme could be developed to train local officers at relatively little cost to regional 

governments and museums. 

A recent initiative has been the creation of the Pacific Heritage Hub for UNESCO 

World Heritage activities in the Pacific. Launched on February 27, 2013 at its host 

institution, the Oceania Centre for Arts and Culture and Pacific Studies at USP’s Laucala 

Campus, Suva, Fiji, it seeks to provide on-going and sustainable training and 
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coordination of heritage programmes in this region.602 The Hub links 22 Pacific Island 

Countries, UNESCO, Pacific governments, institutions, organisations and, indigenous 

communities. Headed by the Pacific Heritage Hub Manager for UNESCO, Adi Meretui 

Ratunabuabua, it is to be a focal point for all heritage-related activities in the Pacific to 

help coordinate capacity building opportunities in this region, including designing and 

offering a heritage management course at the USP.603 Its creation aligns with a major 

output of the SPC’s Regional Cultural Education Strategy (2010-2015) to have a Pacific 

Heritage Academy.604 Currently, the Hub’s management is networking with heritage 

professionals; the Hub has a Facebook page and launched its website at the USP campus 

in June, 2013. Being located at the USP could be an asset whereby the Hub can forge 

better and greater collaborations with the departments of the USP such as History, 

Sociology, Marine Studies and Linguistics with institutions such as museums/cultural 

centres, government agencies and regional bodies so that there are more resources 

working together in the best interest of this region. The Hub is now in its infancy stage 

but may be the link that can help institutions such as museums in Fiji, Samoa and 

Vanuatu and the people of the Pacific to make progress in their roles in society and 

continue to make contributions to protect, conserve and preserve intangible and tangible 

heritage and to educate the public through various programmes. Museums/cultural 

centres are and with more support can become cultural powers and agents of social and 

cultural change and keepers of cultural identities of the Pacific. 

 

Summary 

The sixth chapter has sought to discuss the Fiji Museum’s evolution into the twenty-first 

century. It has emphasised the challenges that this institution has faced in the light of two 

more coups, how it has stayed steadfast in its course to serve the people of Fiji and offers 

some suggestions as to how museums could improve what they offer to the public. 

Chapter six has provided more of a regional context for a discussion on museums in the 
                                                           
602Anita Smith and Adi Meretui Ratunabuabua, “Building Regional Capacity for World Heritage in the 
Pacific Islands: Towards a Pacific Heritage Hub,” in World Heritage in a Sea of Islands Pacific 2009 
Programme, ed. Anita Smith (Paris: UNESCO World Heritage Centre, 2012), 94. 
603Adi Meretui Ratunabuabua, (manager of the Pacific Heritage Hub and chairman of PIMA Board), in 
discussion with author, December 2012. An online course on Cultural and Heritage Management was 
offered by USP’s History department in the mid-2000s was very popular with a high pass rate. 
604 Smith and Ratunabuabua, 94.         
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Pacific but demonstrating how the objects on display help in the construction of Pacific 

Islander identities in Levuka, Samoa and Vanuatu, through some discussion on these 

museums’ permanent exhibitions and by stating some of the challenges they encounter. 

The chapter ends by highlighting the importance of the Pacific Heritage Hub in putting 

forth a view of the way forward for the progress of these regional institutions as it relates 

to preserving, promoting and educating the public about the cultural identities and 

heritage of the Pacific. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Conclusion 

At the beginning of this investigation, it was stated that this study would focus on the 

writing of a cultural history of the Fiji Museum from its origins in 1904 to 2012, with 

some brief comparative reference to museums in Levuka, Samoa and Vanuatu. The 

thesis, “Challenges to a  House of Treasures: A Cultural History of the Fiji Museum,” has 

argued that since the early twentieth century, the Fiji Museum can be considered as a 

contested space in this exploration of the museum’s role and contributions in 

documenting, preserving, conserving and promoting Fiji’s cultural heritage and identities. 

 In providing an exposition on this subject, the literature on museums in the Pacific 

and the relationship between museums and national identities was surveyed. It became 

clear that while the literature was beneficial in providing discourse on the role of Pacific 

museums, and the museums and cultural identity nexus in a wider global context, there is 

a paucity of academic documentation of the museums, its functions and contributions in 

the Pacific in general and Fiji in particular.  

The methodological approach utilised in this study on museums in the Pacific 

Islands was varied, using both primary and secondary sources. These included archival 

research in repositories such as the Fiji Museum, the National Archives of Fiji, the library 

of the Levuka Community Centre, the library of the Vanuatu Cultural Centre, the 

Museum of Samoa and the library of the University of the Pacific where reports, letters 

and newspaper reports of the Fiji Times and Fiji Sun were among the sources used. The 

methodology also included the use of oral interviews. Twenty-six interviews were 

conducted. The study also required several site visits to museums in Samoa, Fiji and 

Vanuatu to view their permanent exhibitions. This is in addition to visits to places with 

which the Fiji Museum is involved in Fiji, such as the Sigatoka Sand Dunes National 

Park in Nadroga, the Naililili Church in Rewa and the Bilo Battery site in Lami, for an 

understanding of the museum’s role in cultural heritage beyond the doors of its 

headquarters in Suva. The use of all of these techniques added more depth of information 

and were valuable to this discussion on the roles and contributions of the Fiji Museum 

throughout time. 
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My thesis has sought to provide temporal depth to show that museums such as the 

Fiji Museum can offer historical re-constructions of cultural heritage in the Pacific 

Islands. The nexus between cultural identities of museums and their relation to on-going 

evolving national identities became the theoretical basis for this study. It was 

demonstrated that each theory is intertwined and all were useful to this discussion on 

museums in the Pacific. The theorists highlighted that identities are always in a state of 

becoming. This concept too can be applied to museums in the Pacific, such as the Fiji 

Museum, which do not and should not remain static. Particularly from the post-colonial 

era, the museum has sought to respond/negotiate how it has been perceived by the public 

and how it represents the cultural identities and heritage of Fiji. The theorists applied for 

this study note the issues confronting the Pacific Islands relating to national and regional 

identity. Some also discuss how identity formation can contribute to the marginalisation 

and exclusion of some groups. These theories are applicable to the Fiji Museum, where 

migrant groups other than indigenous Fijians were excluded from the narrative presented 

at this institution for the majority of the twentieth century and this played a role in the 

contestations on this issue which was raised from the 1970s and manifested itself even 

more in the late 1990s on the contention of all people of Fiji having a place and space in 

the national museum, during a time of objections to political events at the time . 

After laying the foundation for this discussion to provide a history of the Fiji 

Museum, this research highlighted the efforts of certain members of the European 

diaspora to transplant this aspect of their culture to the Pacific. It was argued the Fiji 

Museum was a hallmark of the colonialist enterprise that was started through a desire of 

some to collect cultural objects of Fiji before, in their view, the people and their material 

culture quickly passed into oblivion. Though focused on the indigenous Fijian cultural 

identity and heritage in the initial stages, the Fiji Museum enterprise was a white male 

dominated space for the most part. The thesis examined the progress towards establishing 

a museum in Fiji, starting with its predecessors, the Fiji Society and then Fijian Society, 

and the eventual advancement to legislation, in 1929 and 1940, for creation of a museum 

and to protect artefacts. This study has demonstrated that originally, the museum was 

being measured by its internal possessions. The thesis then explored the museum’s 

development after completion of its headquarters in 1955 and some of the challenges it 
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faced prior to Fiji gaining its independence from Britain in October 1970. This period 

(1955 to 1970), it is argued, was one with a colonial outlook, a time when the museum 

administration was white and male dominated, projected an image of being exclusive to 

persons of high social standing and the focus was on archaeological work, conducting 

research primarily on indigenous Fijians and on tangible heritage of indigenous Fijians 

and some other Pacific Islands.  

The thesis traced the path of the Fiji Museum’s development in the post-

independence period, which was dominated by a leadership of locally born persons and 

was predominately female. The examination of the roles and contributions of the Fiji 

Museum establishes that this institution has not been static; its vision and mission was 

constantly contested and changed to recognise the importance of and to include as well 

the intangible heritage of Fiji. This was achieved, it is argued, through the first recorded 

intangible project, in 1975, an oral traditions project that originated after a UNESCO 

funded meeting in 1971 and, facilitated through UNESCO project funding. Arguably, this 

could be seen as part of a decolonisation process but with the exception of this major 

project and prior to 1994, the museum predominately remained patterned on the model it 

inherited in the colonial period and focused on symbols of what Europeans would have 

thought as an archetype of Fiji 100 years prior. It is unclear whether a project of this 

nature would have been possible without this pivotal meeting but this project set the 

platform for an inclusion of intangible cultural heritage in the Fiji Museum’s work in the 

wider society. However, this oral traditions project in itself set a precedent whereby, until 

the twenty-first century, the oral traditions of only one ethnic group, the indigenous 

Fijians or iTaukei, were preserved. In a multi-ethnic society, trying to assert multiple 

identities in a national history in a national institution made the museum a politically 

contested space, particularly in the era when marginalised ethnic groups in Fiji were 

protesting against the 1990 Constitution and how it defined them. 

Nevertheless, the study shows how the Fiji Museum in the post-colonial period, 

predominately from the year 1994, sought to raise its community profile and engagement 

and intensify its promotion of the arts and culture. Programmes such as visits to schools 

and communities across Fiji, cultural production such as meke performances, workshops 

on masi making and weaving, working with prisoners, the “Tabu Tabu Soro” project 
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(which enabled persons to experience a voyage on a canoe) and a proposed National 

Centre for Culture and the Arts were some of the ways that the Fiji Museum sought to 

educate, promote and preserve the culture of Fiji. The museum, then was not defining 

itself purely by collections and exhibitions as had been the case during its development in 

the colonial era but was evolving to become a more community oriented organisation. 

Arguably, the focus was on iTaukei cultural expressions but this step alone was a major 

philosophical shift from just the tangible heritage to both tangible and intangible heritage. 

These shifts are part of the processes that have shaped and become part of the Fiji 

Museum’s history. It demonstrates as well an effort to lead by example in an environment 

where at the local government level and regionally, there was not a great deal of capacity 

to support cultural initiatives of this nature. 

This research has lifted the veil on some of the major challenges the Fiji Museum 

faced throughout its history, ranging from a lack of financial and human resources, and 

space, the effect of four political coups, to acceptance of its importance by successive 

governments and multi-dimensional communities. Despite the obstacles it has had to 

overcome, this national institution has persevered and continues to serve its society, one 

century later. The thesis contextualises some of these challenges and concerns by offering 

glimpses into the origins, exhibits and concerns of the Levuka Museum, the Museum of 

Samoa and the Vanuatu National Museum. The intention was to demonstrate that some of 

the issues the Fiji Museum has had to face are not unique to Fiji but some are regional. 

The study has also shown how the region is seeking to improve its role in the cultural 

heritage and identities preservation and education as regional cultural and education 

strategies seek to make museums/cultural centres one of the agents for social change in 

the Pacific Islands. 

It is hoped that this research has contributed to a study of the cultural identities 

and heritage in the Pacific and has added to the body of knowledge of the wider cultural 

literature, socio-cultural issues and history of Fiji and, other Pacific Islands. The intention 

was to provide a justification of a study of a history of the Fiji Museum as a valid part of 

the Pacific’s history, cultural heritage and cultural identity. The thesis can be of use for 

other Pacific museums in encouraging an understanding of the nature of cultural 
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identities and the role played by museums and heritage sites in building audiences both 

within the their communities and among tourists visiting the islands.  

Due to the limited scope that could be presented for this thesis, the research did 

not expect to satisfy all of the questions that emerged from this area of study. What is 

hoped is that the investigation has made a valid contribution to a study of a history and 

culture of museums in Fiji and selected islands in the Pacific. The thesis has opened up 

several areas for exploration. In Fiji, a study on a history and functions of the Fiji Girmit 

Centre for Multi-Cultural Studies could be undertaken. A comparative analysis could be 

done between the Girmit Centre, the Levuka Museum and the Fiji Museum. A more 

detailed examination of the histories, roles, contributions and challenges that 

museums/cultural centres face in the Pacific Islands can also be researched to provide 

detail on their development, comparisons between these institutions can be made and 

suggestions put forward for their enhanced use to augment their role in the area of 

cultural heritage and the preservation of Pacific cultural identities, in light of competition 

to traditional cultures from Western influences. 

The thrust of this thesis, “Challenges to a House of Treasures: A Cultural History 

of the Fiji Museum,” was to demonstrate that the Fiji Museum, similar to the society with 

which it is a part is never fixed. Through an historical and cultural approach, this study 

has documented the Fiji Museum as a valuable part of the culture and history of the Fiji 

and the wider Pacific. Unlike Samoa and Vanuatu, the Fiji Museum has had to operate 

with the complexities of a multi-ethnic society and throughout its history, it has been 

argued that the Fiji Museum can be likened to a contested domain where issues of race, 

ethnicity, nationhood, national identities and cultural identities prevailed and shaped a 

history of an institution that over time has sought to address the tangible and intangible 

heritage needs of Fiji.  

This writing has sought to show that that despite the challenges that the Fiji 

Museum has encountered over its history, its trials and errors of representation, its 

struggles with being an all-embracing institution that caters to the entire country of Fiji, it 

has not remained static but has evolved over time. Its future role in Fiji remains valid, so 

too is its significance. Arguably with more support by all sectors of society, the Fiji 

Museum can truly fulfil its vision to be a dynamic institution, serving the needs of all of 



193 
 

Fiji. The thesis has been an undertaking to write a history of the Fiji Museum from 1904 

to 2012, an initiative not previously done before and reveals the need for continued 

extensive research of a history of museums/cultural centres as shown not only in the case 

of Fiji but of other museums/cultural centres of this region as well.  
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Appendix 
Appendix A 

1. What material does the museum collect? 

2. What are some of your community programmes? 

3. How much of the collection is on display, and why not more? 

4. How many visitors come to the museum and who are they? 

5. What is your job description? Please expand. 

6. How does your job aid with cultural heritage preservation? 

7. What is your department’s role at the museum? 

8. What challenges does the museum face? 

9. What are some ideas for solving some of the problems at the museum? 

10. What role do cultural institutions play in preserving and promoting cultural 

heritage and identities? Please explain 
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Appendix B 

World War II Sites 

•Nasonini gun batteries/bunkers (situated at Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, Ratu 

Sukuna Rd, Suva) 

•Parliament House gun batteries/bunkers (Parliament House hill, Veiuto, Suva) 

•Flagstaff radar stations/bunkers (Reservoir, Laucala Bay Rd, Suva) 

•Lighthouse (Lighthouse Restaurant called Fringing Reef, Suva) 

•Bilo gun batteries/bunkers, Veisari; Momi gun batteries/bunkers, Western Division; 

Lomolomo gun batteries/bunkers 

•Tamavua Hospital, Suva 

•Tamavua Underground Hospital, Suva 

 Historical buildings 

•Borron House, Samabula, Suva 

•Veivueti House (Draiba) 

•Cable and Wireless Office, Victoria Parade, Suva 

•Suva City Library, Victoria Parade, Suva 

•Nasova House, Levuka 

Churches 

•Naililili Catholic Church, Rewa 

•Church of St Francis, Rakiraki 

 Prehistoric 

•Bourewa, Sigatoka 

•Labalaba crossing, Deuba 

•Thurston Gardens, previously Suva Village 

•Na Uluvatu village, Suva 

•Tavuni Hill fort, Sigatoka 

•Sigatoka Sand Dunes 

•Navo Island, Natadola, Sigatoka 

Other Sites 

•Volivoli Caves, Volivoli, Sigatoka 

•Qara ni vokai Caves, Volivoli 


