
A COLLECTION OF SIX RARE VANUATU, NEW HEBRIDES, MEN’S ARM BANDS
A COLLECTION OF SIX RARE VANUATU, NEW HEBRIDES, MEN’S ARM BANDS

SHELL DISCS, EUROPEAN GLASS BEADS, BARK FIBRE
WITH OLD HANDWRITTEN LABEL READING ‘BEAD – ARMLET, TONGUA ISD. NEW HEBRIDEES’

LATE 19TH CENTURY 
SIZE: 4.5 CM HIGH – 1¾ INS HIGH ( MIN. ) 14.5 HIGH – 5¾ INS HIGH ( MAX. )

CF EXAMPLES IN THE W.O.OLDMAN COLLECTION 1948. NO’S AM 31586, AM31590

 
LITERATURE

VANUATU MEN’S GRADE TAKING CEREMONIES CEASED AROUND 1890 BECAUSE OF THE DISEASE EPIDEMICS BROUGHT
BY THE COLONISTS TO THE ISLANDS. CHIEFDOMS HAD BEEN FOUNDED ON A HIERARCHY OF GRADES AND MEN OF
POWER WOULD COME TO THE FORE THROUGH COMPETITION OF AN ECONOMIC SORT, BUT IN THE CENTRAL AND

SOUTHERN ISLANDS CHIEFDOMS WERE PARTLY HEREDITARY, PARTLY ELECTIVE AND BASED ON TITLES RATHER THAN
ACHIEVEMENTS. 

FOR EVERY GRADE THERE WERE CERTAIN INSIGNIA AND RITUAL ORNAMENTS SUCH AS THESE ARM BANDS. THIS RANK IS
OBTAINED BY PASSING AN ECONOMIC TEST AND THE HIGHER THE GRADE FROM ISLAND TO ISLAND AND FROM ONE

CULTURAL AREA TO ANOTHER. THE GRADE TAKER MUST PAY FOR ALL THE RITUALS CONNECTED WITH THE GRADE AND
SACRIFICE PIGS TO A VALUE PROPORTIONATE TO THE RANK HE IS TAKING. 

TAKING A GRADE IS THE COMMUNITIES POLITICAL SEAL OF APPROVAL OF SUCCESSES ACHIEVED BY A MAN OF RANK
ELSEWHERE IN THE SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC FIELD. HE MUST BE A ‘WINNER’ IN WHATEVER HE UNDERTAKES AND THUS

CHIEFLY POWER IS NOT JUST HEREDITARY OR ELECTIVE, BUT IS INTERESTINGLY WON BY COMPETITION. IT IS THESE
HIGH RANKING ‘FATHERS OF TRADITION’ THAT SHOW THEIR GRADE THROUGH THE WEARING OF THESE ARMBANDS.

 


