
SANTA CRUZ ISLANDS TRIDACNA CLAM SHELL BREASTPLATE
A PACIFIC SANTA CRUZ ISLANDS TRIDACNA CLAM SHELL BREASTPLATE ‘TEMA’

DECORATED IN AN ABSTRACT FRETWORK DESIGN OF TURTLE SHELL 
LATE 19TH - EARLY 20TH CENTURY 

SIZE: 15CM DIA. - 6 INS DIA.

 
LITERATURE

DISC SHAPED ORNAMENTS OF WHITE CLAM SHELL DECORATED WITH CUT TURTLE SHELL MOTIFS ARE MADE
THROUGHOUT THE SOLOMON, SANTA CRUZ AND ADMIRALTY ISLANDS AND PAPUA NEW GUINEA. COMMONLY KNOWN AS
‘KAP KAP’ THEY WERE WORN ON THE FOREHEAD OR SUSPENDED AROUND THE NECK. THEY WERE THE PROPERTY OF
HIGH RANKING INDIVIDUALS AND ACTED AS SYMBOLS OF STATUS. ‘TEMA’ FROM SANTA CRUZ ARE MADE FROM THE SAME

MATERIALS USED FOR ‘KAP KAPS’ IN THE SOLOMON ISLANDS, BUT INSTEAD OF THE LARGE INTRICATE RADIAL
OPENWORK DISCS OF THE TURTLE SHELL WHICH OVERLAP THE ENTIRE SURFACE OF THE ‘KAP KAP’, THE ‘TEMA’ IS

ORNAMENTED BY A SMALLER TURTLE SHELL CARVING THAT COMBINES SYMMETRICALLY ARRANGED VERTICAL
COMPOSITIONS OF ANGULAR MOTIFS.

THE DIVERSITY OF MOTIFS FOUND ON THE FRETWORK TURTLE SHELL DESIGNS INDICATE A MEANINGFUL
ANTHROPOMORPHIC IMAGERY. THE CURVED AND WINGED MOTIFS SUGGEST THE BODIES OF FISH OR FRIGATE BIRDS

MEETING AMONGST ABSTRACTED WAVES. ALTHOUGH THE DESIGN VARIES FROM ONE TO ANOTHER IT ALWAYS
RESEMBLES AN ABSTRACTED FUSION OF FRIGATE BIRD AND FISH FORMS. THE PACIFIC FRIGATE BIRD IS NOT A FISHING

BIRD BUT AN AGGRESSOR WHICH SWOOPS, INTIMIDATES AND STEALS PREY FROM THE FISH HAWKS AND TERNS. IT IS TO
THE FISHERMAN OF SANTA CRUZ AND THE SOLOMON ISLANDS A ‘CLOUD ANIMAL’, ONE OF THE PATTERNS IDENTIFIED

AND SEEN BY MEN ON A FISHING EXPEDITION IN THE CLOUDS.

 


