
HAWAIIAN ISLANDS HOOK SHAPED SPERM WHALE TOOTH ROYAL PENDANT
A LARGE HAWAIIAN ISLANDS HOOK SHAPED SPERM WHALE TOOTH ROYAL PENDANT ON AN EIGHT PLY BRAIDED HUMAN

HAIR NECKLACE ‘LEI NIHO PALAOA’
EARLY 19TH CENTURY

SIZE: 27CM LONG – 10½ INS LONG (APPROX)

 
LITERATURE

NO OTHER ETHNOGRAPHIC OBJECT IS AS ELOQUENT IN ITS REPRESENTATION OF THE PEOPLE OF HAWAII THAN THE ‘LEI
NIHO PALAOA’. THEY WERE WORN EXCLUSIVELY BY CHIEFS AND PERSONS OF ROYAL AND HIGH RANK OF BOTH

GENDERS. THEY SERVED AS VISUAL SYMBOLS OF EXALTED STATUS AND NOBLE BIRTH, MUCH LIKE THE ROYAL CROWN
ACTED AS AN ELEMENT OF FORMAL REGALIA IN EUROPE. WORN IN BATTLE AND ON OCCASIONS OF CEREMONY THEY

OFTEN APPEAR IN EARLY EUROPEAN PORTRAITS OF HAWAIIAN NOBILITY.
LARGE NECKLACES OF THIS KIND WERE A DEVELOPMENT OF THE EARLY 19TH CENTURY WHEN WHALERS AND TRADERS
BEGAN TO SUPPLY SPERM WHALE TEETH IN QUANTITY TO THE ISLANDS ALLOWING CRAFTSMEN TO CREATE IMPRESSIVE
VERSIONS OF THE OLD SMALLER HOOK SHAPED PENDANT, WHICH WERE MADE WHEN THE PRECIOUS WHALE IVORY WAS

OBTAINED ONLY THROUGH CHANCE STRANDINGS.
EARLY HISTORICAL EXAMPLES ARE MADE OF SHELL, CORAL AND OTHER MATERIALS AS WELL AS WHALE IVORY, AND IT
CAN THEREFORE BE CONCLUDED THAT IT WAS THE SHAPE AND FORM OF THE PENDANT RATHER THAN THE MATERIAL

THAT SERVED AS THE SYMBOL OF CHIEFLY AUTHORITY.
THE NECKLACE IS MADE OF EXQUISITELY FINELY BRAIDED HUMAN HAIR. THE EIGHT-PLY BRAID IS FORMED FROM A
SINGLE CONTINUOUS LENGTH GATHERED INTO TWO LARGE COILS ON EITHER SIDE OF THE CENTRAL PENDANT

THROUGH WHICH A SMALL NUMBER OF BRAIDED LOOPS ARE PASSED. THE COILS ARE TIED WITH FIBRE AND ATTACHED
TO CORDS, WHICH TIE AT THE BACK OF THE NECK. CAPTAIN JAMES COOK, THE FIRST EUROPEAN TO VISIT HAWAII,

OBSERVED THAT THE ISLANDERS OFTEN EXCHANGED LOCKS OF HAIR, WHICH WAS REGARDED AS A SACRED



SUBSTANCE. THE HEAD WAS CONSIDERED THE MOST SUPERNATURALLY POWERFUL PART OF THE BODY AND SO THE
BEAUTIFULLY BRAIDED COILS OF HAIR ENHANCED THE ‘MANA’ OF THE NECKLACE AND THAT OF ITS NOBLE WEARER.

 


