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Afterword: Polynesian Barkcloth Past, 
Present, Future

Mark Nesbitt, Frances Lennard, Andy Mills

Our original research proposal set out an ambitious programme to integrate conservation, 
scientific analysis and art history for the study of Polynesian barkcloth. In this afterword, 
written just over four years after we started work, we reflect on the evolution of the 
project and its outcomes, and suggest some directions for future research. As with many 
of the chapters in this book, we write from a personal perspective: no research project is a 
mechanical undertaking, and this is even more true when working with tapa objects that 
are deeply endowed with intangible properties. As Pauline Reynolds writes of Pitcairn 
tapa cloths made by her ancestor, they ‘represent and hold the essence of her ancestresses. 
They are therefore the ancestresses, and access to them is essential for ongoing cultural 
and spiritual connection.’ (Chapter 14, p.197).

At the beginning of this project the programme of work with community scholars 
and tapa makers was incompletely articulated. Both Andy Mills and members of our 
advisory board urged that this strand should be accelerated; we are deeply grateful to 
them and to our many colleagues in the Pacific who joined the project, and this volume, 
so enthusiastically and generously. They are named in the book’s Acknowledgements 
and Introduction. Museum curators and other Pacific contacts in London helped us 
invite visiting researchers to travel from London to Glasgow, while the Bernice Pauahi 
Bishop Museum and the Auckland War Memorial Museum Tāmaki Paenga Hira were 
superb bases for community meetings for makers from the Hawaiian islands, and the 
wider Pacific diaspora, respectively (Figure 23.1). These meetings both built on and 
reinforced the museums’ existing outreach programmes, an approach we developed 
in our follow-on project that shared our results with curators and Pacific communities 
around the world.

Given the project’s focus on material aspects of barkcloth, it will be no surprise that the 
project team spent substantial amounts of time working with tapa, both in the company of 
makers, and with curators in museums (Figure 23.2). Field collaborations with traditional 
knowledge holders in Hawai‘i, the Cook Islands and Tahiti demonstrated that hands-on 
experimentation with the preparation and use of raw materials is absolutely essential in 
clarifying those aspects of tapa making that have been lost through time, although it was 
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Figure 23.1. Workshop participants at the Auckland War Memorial Museum Tāmaki 
Paenga Hira, Aotearoa New Zealand, October 2017.

Figure 23.2. Alice Christophe, Kamalu du Preez, Adrienne L. Kaeppler and Andy Mills consult 
kapa collections at the Bishop Museum, Hawai‘i, December 2017. 
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necessary to be cautious in extrapolating from the present back into the past. Equally, 
the opportunity to handle large numbers of tapa cloths, a technique championed by 
Adrienne Kaeppler from the start, and to examine them under a binocular microscope, as 
demonstrated by project scientist Margaret Smith, were also essential. We relied heavily 
on the willingness of many curators to show us large numbers of pieces, a reminder that 
digital representations are not a substitute for generous access to physical pieces.

We gave significant time to researching the provenance of the tapa in the Hunterian 
and Kew collections, following lines of research pursued by Kaeppler over many years, 
most recently in her study of the United States Exploring Expedition. The importance 
of these objects’ cultural biographies is two-fold: first, they lead to previously forgotten 
details of encounters between Polynesian peoples, explorers and settlers; second, they 
(with due caution) establish dates and places at which specific materials, techniques and 
uses are in place. Thus, much of Mills’ exploration of tapa making through time and space 
is based on the historical studies we publish here of the Hunterian and Kew collections. 
In terms of encounters, this book highlights the previously incompletely recognised 
significance of The Hunterian as a repository of Cook-voyage objects, and draws attention 
to the extraordinary gifts made to Prince Alfred, Duke of Edinburgh, during the visit of 
HMS Herald to Tahiti and Hawai‘i in 1869, and now housed at Kew and other museums. 
There is much work remaining to be done on this remarkable evidence of relatively late 
tapa use in these islands.

The results of our programme of scientific analysis are published elsewhere but are 
cited in this volume. The expertise in chemistry of the project scientist, Margaret Smith 
(Figure 23.3), proved crucial in the identification of dyes, using relatively well-established 
techniques that had been rarely applied to tapa, and in highly innovative work in the 
application of Fourier transform infrared (FTIR) spectroscopy to the identification of fibre 
source plants. Its success in identifying fibres to source genus is a major breakthrough 
offering the future prospect of combination with techniques of microscopic analysis 
pioneered by Caroline Cartwright at the British Museum. We sought to integrate DNA 
analysis into project work; these results are still being analysed. The gold standard for 
species identification would be consistent results from chemistry, microscopy and DNA – 
and this work is still in progress. Nonetheless, the combination of results from chemical 
analysis and the visual examination of modern and museum pieces of tapa bearing species 
identifications has enabled Mills to corroborate some strong indicators for identification 
of tapa fibre plants based on visual examination alone.

Plants were central to the project, even though we had limited scope for new fieldwork, 
and we believe there are exciting avenues for future research into barkcloth plants that 
are grounded in the priorities and knowledge of community stakeholders. There is great 
potential for ethnobotanical fieldwork in Polynesia, focusing not only on current uses, but 
on the memories of those still living, which encompass barkcloth-related plant uses going 
back up to 80 years. This work is urgent, as memories and practices disappear with time. 
It is vital that ethnobotany and taxonomy are integrated throughout, as highlighted in our 
reviews of turmeric (Plant Profile 11) and mangrove (Plant Profile 17), where significant 
ambiguities exist in standard literature on barkcloth species. This may in turn require 
further comparison of the major island floras to ensure that the species concepts applied 
in published floras are consistent across the Pacific – a task greatly eased by the ongoing 
digitisation of herbarium specimens. However, there are surprisingly few herbarium 
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specimens from Polynesia, and these are very unevenly distributed, with a bias to island 
groups such as Hawaiʻi that have strong botanical infrastructures. New ethnobotanical 
fieldwork can help address this imbalance by integrating the collection of herbarium 
specimens (Nesbitt, 2014).

Two further topics raised by makers and researchers during our project are the use 
of genetic studies to validate and refine indigenous classifications of barkcloth plants, 
and reversing the decline in availability of plant raw materials. The most recent work 
of the Seelenfreund team in identifying patterns of human migration in Broussonetia 
DNA is an exciting advance in this first topic (Olivares et al., 2019). This technique 
could be extended to the other ‘canoe plants’ introduced to Polynesia in ancient times. 
Furthermore, collaboration with makers and other Polynesian community members is 
required to characterise the genetics and other characteristics of the landraces or varieties 
of useful plants often overlooked in standard botanical surveys. The decline in availability 
of useful plants, whether wild or cultivated, is of increasing concern in Polynesia. The 
causes are complex, and include the impact of invasive plants and animals, enclosure and 
changes in use of land, and decline in plant use, leading in turn to the loss of traditional 
and sustainable management practices. Here botanic gardens and other horticultural 
spaces such as museum gardens are likely to have a growing role in providing safe spaces 
for cultivation.

A fourth strand to our project, beyond communities, museum studies and scientific 
analysis, was the conservation of tapa. Led by Research Conservator Misa Tamura, this 
strand reflected the origins of the project in conservation work carried out by students 
of the Centre for Textile Conservation and Technical Art History on tapa held at the Royal 

Figure 23.3. Dr Margaret Smith using a microscope to gain a detailed view of barkcloth.
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Botanic Gardens, Kew, and at The Hunterian, Glasgow, as well as conservation carried out at 
the National Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian Institution. In addition to rehousing 
all and conserving many of the Kew and Hunterian pieces, Tamura was also responsible 
for preparing pieces for scientific sampling, for hosting visitors, and training students 
through work experience on the pieces. The project’s joint conference with the Institute of 
Conservation (ICON) on Recent Advances in Barkcloth Conservation and Technical Analysis, 
and the resulting publication edited by Tamura, Ridley and Lennard, represent an important 
opportunity to share approaches from projects in different contexts and countries. We are 
grateful to Jo Walsh for arranging a significant Pacific Islander presence at the conference. 
Several attendees raised the question of access to conservation advice for custodians of 
tapa in the Pacific – whether individuals or small museums. We believe this is an urgent 
question – and one that raises questions as to how large museums, with conservation teams, 
can best support smaller collections that are distant from them.

Another topic raised by Pacific community members on many occasions is the question 
of collections access. As described in this book, some museums in the Pacific have very 
well-established programmes of community access – but what about access to collections in 
Europe or North America for those who cannot travel? We have tried to make our results as 
accessible as possible, while acknowledging the result is still imperfect. The project website 
(https://tapa.gla.ac.uk) makes high resolution images available of the Kew and Hunterian 
tapa collections. The Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History collection is also 
available online in high resolution, with their documentation digitised too. Our view is that 
an important starting point for museums that hold collections from overseas, particularly 
those originating in a context of imperialism, is to make these as easily available as possible, 
subject to the cultural protocols of their source communities. This digital access is an 
essential first step into wider conversations around the decolonisation of museums.

Figure 23.4. Entrance to Barkcloth: Revealing Pacific Craft. The exhibition ran at The 
Hunterian, University of Glasgow, 29 August – 29 November 2019.
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Underlying our design of the project was the conviction that tapa needed time – that 
it was a complex, diverse, challenging material that would not respond well to short-term 
engagements. We hoped that three years would be sufficient to build a new material 
overview of Polynesian barkcloth and to resolve some of the technical challenges around 
identification and scientific analysis. We hope this book speaks for some of the advances 
made, by the project team and our collaborators. At the same time, we end this phase 
of the project with an increased appreciation of the complexity of tapa’s history  – not 
only the manifold interlacing of evidence from orally transmitted traditions, writings 
and museum collections, but also the multiplicity of contemporary voices; not only in a 
Polynesia spanning many thousands of miles, but in collections dispersed worldwide. In 
the editing of this book we have deliberately sought to retain these distinctive approaches – 
and sometimes differing opinions – rather than shaping them into a single narrative.

We end this project deeply hopeful for the future of tapa. The recent wave of exhibitions 
of Pacific barkcloth, of which our project’s display at The Hunterian (Figure 23.4) is only 
one, are emblematic of its recognition as one of the artforms at the heart of Pacific cultures 
past, present and future. Museum collections must play a central role in this future, made 
most useful through community collaborations, reassessment of object biographies, and 
scientific analysis, and made accessible through the work of conservators.


