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Figure 1 Images of women in the PMB collection. Slide prepared for Gender Institute Research Showcase in 2023. 

 
Report by Kari James, Executive Officer, Pacific Manuscripts Bureau, 2025 

 
Grant details 
The Pacific Manuscripts Bureau (PMB, or Pambu) was established at the Australian National 
University (ANU) in 1968 to make preservation copies of archival materials about the Pacific 
Islands and to make the copies accessible to researchers through an international consortium of 
libraries.  
 
In 1992, in response to researcher demand, then PMB Executive Officer, Gillian Scott, created an 
index of the Bureau’s collection materials written by or about women. The index had not been 
updated in 30 years, though around 500 collections had been added in the intervening years. The 
grant enabled work on an updated finding aid to contextualise these collections for present day 
researchers and applied a contemporary research lens to highlight records of diverse women in 
the Pacific.  
 
The updated guide was launched with a public webinar and a presentation at the 2023 Pacific 
History Association conference. When finalised, the guide will be available on the PMB website 
https://asiapacific.anu.edu.au/pambu/onlineresources 
 
 
Project/event details 
The project, Women in the Pacific, Women in Pambu: Creating a finding aid to enable research 
into women in the Pacific Manuscripts Bureau archive, took place primarily in 2023. 

Stage One: Scoping (2022) 

Project scoping, preliminary archive search and funding application to ANU Gender Institute to 
recruit Research Assistant, Deborah Lee-Talbot.  

mailto:pambu@anu.edu.au
https://asiapacific.anu.edu.au/pambu/onlineresources


Stage Two: Research (2023) 

PMB Executive Officer, Kari James, undertook a thorough search of the PMB catalogue to identify 
collections added to the archive since the original 1992 index was published. These were 
compiled into a spreadsheet and loosely categorised (contact pambu@anu.edu.au for access to 
Appendix A). 

Research Assistants, Annie Kwai and Deborah Lee-Talbot, selected women from the compiled 
spreadsheet, to write a series of brief biographical vignettes to illustrate the importance of 
spotlighting women’s stories in an archive dominated by male voices.  

Stage Three: Collaboration (2023) 

On 30 August, we held a public webinar to share progress. Kari James, Deborah Lee-Talbot and 
Annie Kwai each presented on their work to date. We had 96 registrations, with 55 attending on 
the day. People joined the webinar from all around Australia, as well as Auckland, Michigan, 
Lautoka, Wellington, Dunedin, Amsterdam, Honolulu, Utah, Port Vila, Suva, Los Angeles, San 
Diego and Port Moresby. The webinar is accessible via the PMB Vimeo Library Webinar: Women 
in the Pacific Manuscripts Bureau collection. 

Stage Four: Production (2023 - ) 

This stage stalled due to time constraints. The final work of compiling the various components of 
the guide resumed in 2025. We are committed to publishing the guide by the end of 2025. 

Stage Five: Dissemination (2023 - ) 

Though incomplete, we launched the guide at the Pacific History Association conference held at 
Deakin University in November 2023. We launched the guide by hosting a panel discussing 
women’s stories in the archives. The speakers were Kari James, Deveni Temu and Deborah Lee-
Talbot. The session was well-attended, followed by excellent audience discussion. Refer to 
Appendix B for panel proposal. 

The project fell short of expectations due to time and resource constraints at the Bureau. 
However, the work carried out by the Research Officers (one funded by the ANU Gender Institute 
grant, the other funded by PMB), was excellent work. The webinar and conference panels were 
very successful.  

 

Impact 
Though incomplete at present, the project has already achieved significant impact.  

• Identification of 291 collections by or about women in the PMB archive. This is 169 more 
than were listed in the original guide. PMB has just over 2,000 collections today.  

• Brief biographies of seven women were authored. 
• PMB collection metadata has been enhanced to name and profile a number of women 

previously only identified in the catalogue in relationship to their husband. Refer to 
Appendix C for examples. 

• The webinar and conference presentations exposed the work of PMB, and the stories of 
women in the Pacific, to a new, global research audience.  

• There is potential for further research into individual women in the PMB archive, groups of 
women in the PMB archive and potential for publication. 

mailto:pambu@anu.edu.au
https://vimeo.com/manage/videos/896050823/ffe6331ab8
https://vimeo.com/manage/videos/896050823/ffe6331ab8


 
Webinar feedback 
 
“It would be great to see the ‘living guide’ [a wiki version of the guide proposed in the webinar] but 
also think these presentations could be one or several articles.” – Emerita Professor Margaret Jolly 
  
“Congratulations on an amazing project and a fantastic presentation this morning - I hope you 
recorded it as part of the archive! A really impressive initiative and achievement all round, and I'm 
very excited to see how it continues to unfold and inspire.” - Associate Professor Chris Ballard 
 
 
Materials 
Promotional page for the webinar: Women in the Pacific Manuscripts Bureau collection | ANU 
Gender Institute This was shared widely on social media. 
 

      
Figure 2 Photographs from Pacific History Association Conference presentation and accompanying photo display, 
Deakin University, 2023. 

Refer to Appendix C for slides. 

 
Planned outputs/Further collaboration 
PMB has been approached for the following future collaborations, however, they are on hold until 
the finalised guide is online. 

- We have been invited to write for an ANU publication with wide distribution. 
- We have been invited to collaborate with a podcast produced in New Caledonia. 

https://genderinstitute.anu.edu.au/events/women-pacific-manuscripts-bureau-collection?fbclid=IwY2xjawL9Q2JleHRuA2FlbQIxMQABHgTyubW5GKfcrXrjEcgxVb0uTSjIZVVJjg4SlfZtBpuzhcf_MLhbKBg6YYBM_aem_Zj-0XXGjtnM1L-vvbzIv-g
https://genderinstitute.anu.edu.au/events/women-pacific-manuscripts-bureau-collection?fbclid=IwY2xjawL9Q2JleHRuA2FlbQIxMQABHgTyubW5GKfcrXrjEcgxVb0uTSjIZVVJjg4SlfZtBpuzhcf_MLhbKBg6YYBM_aem_Zj-0XXGjtnM1L-vvbzIv-g


Pacific History Association Conference 2023: Panel proposal 

 

Panel title: Women in the Pacific: creating a guide to women in the Pacific Manuscripts Bureau 
collections 

Name: Kari James, Executive Officer, Pacific Manuscripts Bureau 

Email: Kari.James@anu.edu.au 

 

Presenters 

Kari James: Women in the Pacific: creating a guide to women in the Pacific Manuscripts Bureau 
collections 

Deborah Lee-Talbot: A delightfully terrible dilemma: finding women’s histories in the Pacific 
Manuscripts Bureau collections. 

Deveni Temu: Voices: performance, knowledge and connection. 

 

Panel summary: 

In 1992, at the request of researchers, the Pacific Manuscripts Bureau (PMB) created a guide to 
records in its collection written by, or about, women. Thirty years later, this guide has been updated 
to include the many women’s stories that have been added to the PMB collection since the release 
of the original guide. The new guide aims to contextualise these collections for present day 
researchers and apply a contemporary research lens to highlight records of diverse women in the 
Pacific.  
 
Kari James, PMB Executive Officer, will introduce the project and discuss the role of the archivist in 
creating this guide. She will cover topics such as how women were identified, the power of 
metadata, project limitations and surprising findings.  
 
Deborah Lee-Talbot, historian of Australian and Pacific histories, will speak about working with PMB 
to uncover women's voices for the PMB Women's finding aid. Using a case study from the collection, 
Deborah will consider archival presence and silences and the trends specific to the PMB collection. 
 
The final speaker, Deveni Temu (PMB Research Officer), will give life to the archive by performing 
traditional folk songs and dances in the Keakalo language and Peroveta songs spread by LMS 
missionaries from the South Sea Islands. (See following page for more detail on this presentation.) 
 

 

 

APPENDIX B



 VOICES: PERFORMANCE KNOWLEDGE AND CONNECTION 

 

Come and share voices in poetry, song, and dance in several languages from the vast Pacific Ocean 
and be fascinated by the personal narratives of the presenter, Deveni Temu. Deveni will share 
traditional folk songs and dances in the Keakalo language of the Aroma villages of Kapari Viriolo in 
the Central Province of Papua New Guinea, and a ‘Peroveta’ song or two composed and spread by 
LMS missionaries from the South Sea Islands, in mixed Vulaa/Hula, Aroma, Motu and other Pacific 
languages.  

Deveni will join a panel discussion on his family’s work to preserve the KEAKALO, VULAA/HULA and 
MOTU folk traditions by passing on cultural knowledge to Papua New Guineans living in the Diaspora 
through songs and dances.   

Deveni Temu was born and raised in Kapari Viriolo villages about 220km east of Port Moresby. After 
qualifying and working as a high school teacher, he became one of Papua New Guinea’s first 
qualified librarians. After working for a range of institutions in PNG, New Caledonia, and Australia, 
he was Pacific Librarian in the Menzies Library of ANU until his retirement. Currently, he works as a 
Research Officer with the Pacific Manuscripts Bureau at ANU two days a week. He is passionate 
about Papua New Guinean art and culture. 

 



Women in the Pacific Manuscripts Bureau collection
25th Pacific History Association Conference, Warrnambool, 2023

Kari James, Executive Officer, Pacific Manuscripts Bureau

APPENDIX C



What is the Pacific Manuscripts Bureau?

• Established at the Australian National 
University in 1968 on the recommendation 
of Harry Maude.

• Set up to make preservation copies of 
archives, manuscripts, photographs and 
rare printed materials about the Pacific 
Islands, and to make the copies more
discoverable and accessible to researchers 
through a network of supporting libraries.

• Prioritise materials at risk of loss or 
damage due to the Pacific climate with its 
high humidity and frequency of extreme 
weather events. 

• We also prioritise collections that are in 
private hands that would otherwise be 
inaccessible to researchers. 



Pacific Manuscripts 
Bureau operations

• Over 4,000 reels of 
• We don’t remove collections from 

the Pacific. We travel to collections 
with portable equipment (first 
microfilm, now digital) and work with 
their custodians to copy the 
collections at their premises. 

• Digital copies are supplied to the 
collection custodian, and also 
distributed to our member libraries, 
who facilitate access for researchers.

• Collection custodians are invited to 
set access conditions. 

Working with Davuilevu Theological College Library, Fiji, 2022.





A hybrid collection: microfilm and digital

PMB microfilms at ANU Menzies Library

Microfilm: 1968-2013 Digital: 2014 onwards



Scott, Gillian. Women in the Pacific : a Guide to the Records on 
Microfilm Written by, or About, Women in the Pacific Copied by 
the Pacific Manuscripts Bureau. Australia: Pacific Manuscripts 
Bureau, Australian National University, 1992. Print.



Updating the original guide

• October 2022: Awarded grant 
by the ANU Gender Institute to 
update the 1992 guide.

• The new finding aid will 
contextualise these collections 
for present day researchers 
and apply a contemporary 
research lens to highlight 
records of diverse women in 
the Pacific.

https://www.naa.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-06/research-guide-land-of-opportunity.pdf



Identifying collections by or about women

• Iterative search process using the PMB catalogue and other lists.
• We don’t use subject headings or standardised language in the 

database, so I had to try a variety of search terms.
• Women were often identified only in relation to a man: use search 

terms like ‘Mrs’, ‘wife’, ‘daughter’ 
• Women were often identified only by their role: ‘teacher’, ‘nurse’, 

‘sister/Sr’, ‘haus mere’
• As a monolingual English speaker, I’m not always able to identify 

gender of non-English names. There are also many records in Pacific 
and colonial languages which I don’t speak.

• Positionality: limitations of my linguistic and cultural knowledge, lack 
of access to source communities. 

• The positionality of my predecessors and how this is reflected in our 
catalogue. For example: ‘Mrs Rickard’. 



PMB MS 19: Miscellaneous papers - letters 
and diary fragment
“The Reverend Richard Heath Rickard (1858-1939) 
was a pioneer missionary in New Britain. He 
published the first New Britain dictionary and 
grammar in 1889. [Not included in this collection.]
Some of the documents in this collection relate 
only indirectly to the Rev. R.H. Rickard. The 
documents comprise:
• A copy of a letter dated May 1, 1882, from 

Rickard to the Wesleyan Church offering his 
services as a missionary in New Britain. [3 page 
letter]

• A fragment of a diary kept by Rickard's wife in 
the Duke of York Islands from May 19, 1883, to 
September 24, 1883. [9 pages]

• Four letters from Mrs C. Phebe Parkinson to Mrs 
Rickard, written between 1898 and 1939 from 
various places in the New Guinea Islands. One of 
the letters, of 1935, was written from the little-
known Tingwon Islands, off the western tip of 
New Hanover, and is one of the fullest 
descriptions known of those islands. (Mrs 
Parkinson became a friend of the Rickards during 
their early years in New Britain. For an outline of 
her career, see the Bureau's newsletter Pambu, 
November, 1968:4) [20 pages]”



Parameters
• Do we include the Rabaul volcanoes 

‘Mt Mother’ and ‘Mt Daughter’? Do 
we include records about childbirth 
customs and other anthropological 
observations? How much of a 
collection has to be ‘about’ a woman 
or women - what if a collection has 
only one record about a woman?

YES! I erred on the side of inclusion 
and discoverability.

• What to do with photo collections? 
How do we make the thousands of 
photos of village life where neither 
men nor women are named more 
discoverable? 

TOO BIG FOR THIS PROJECT: These 
questions remain unanswered but are 
important.

Above: ‘Two indigenous women’, c.1891, New Hebrides. Originals held 
Presbyterian Research Centre. Below: Three ni-Vanuatu women holding 
a container’, n.d., New Hebrides. Frank and Rita Paton.



Who are the women in the collection?
• Women/girls as demographics, 

not as individuals
• Woman identified only by her 

relationship to a man
• Academic/Researcher/Scholar
• Other professional (e.g. doctor, 

nurse, teacher) 
• Missionary or church employee
• Royalty 
• Women’s Groups/Organisations 
• Indigenous/non-Indigenous 
• Many fit multiple categories

‘Self [Lynette Walker] teaching English, District School’, c. 
1950s-1970s, New Hebrides [Vanuatu].



https://awario.com/wordcloud/

https://awario.com/wordcloud/


Newspaper clippings and diary excerpt from PMB MS 1106

Sister Merle Farland



Groups and organisations

Churches
o Nuns, Deaconesses
o Women’s groups, e.g. Presbyterian 

Women’s Missionary Union in 
Vanuatu

Civil society organisations
o Young Women’s Christian 

Association (YWCA)
o Women’s clubs

Professional associations
o E.g. Solomon Islands Teachers' 

Association Women's Wing in the 
Council of Pacific Teachers 
Organisations

Activists/political movements
‘Deaconesses on Tongoa’, 1945. Foreign Missions Committee, 
Presbyterian Church of New Zealand. Original photo is held by 
Presbyterian Research Centre, Knox College, Dunedin.



Structure of the guide
• Introduction
• About this guide

• About the PMB collections
• Navigating the PMB catalogue
• Accessing collections

• Scope
• Indigenous language records
• Description of records
• Reformatting records (microfilm, digital)

• Accessing PMB collections
• Vignettes

• Katherine Scoresby Routledge [PMB MS 531]
• Eleanor Walker [PMB MS 98]
• Sarah Taber [PMB MS 776]
• Queen Salote III of Tonga [PMB MS 85]
• Ella Collins [PMB MS 650]
• Margaret Tedder [PMB MS 1366]
• Merle Farland [PMB MS 1106]

• Group of Women/ Women’s Organisation
• Unknown and unnamed women in the Index

• Appendices
• List of collection
• Significance Questions
• Bibliography
• Index



Reflections

• Archival voices and silences
• Managing expectations on what this document 

should and shouldn’t be
• Call to action: contribute to archives
• Discomfort in the archives / The Hunterian Museum 

https://www.gla.ac.uk/hunterian/about/achanging
museum/curatingdiscomfort/

https://www.gla.ac.uk/hunterian/about/achangingmuseum/curatingdiscomfort/
https://www.gla.ac.uk/hunterian/about/achangingmuseum/curatingdiscomfort/


Photo display

‘Women in the Pacific 
Manuscripts Bureau 
collection’ photo 
display, Immersia, 
2023. Photo by Kari 
James.



What next?

• Finalise and release guide
• ‘Many strands, one basket’ 

project
• Encouraged to apply for further 

grants
• Encouraged to turn vignettes into 

publications
• Interest from various scholars 

Photo: Mekim Manus basket named Presence Joy. 
By Nayahamui Rooney



Thank you 

Follow us on Facebook! 
@pacificmanuscriptsbureau

Visit our website!
asiapacific.anu.edu.au/pambu/

Contact us!
pambu@anu.edu.au

[Margaret Tedder at] 'Valehaiae 1,000m, Guadalcanal‘, 1974
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