
AUSTRALIAN CENTRAL DESERT ABORIGINAL RAIN MAKERS PEARL SHELL ORNAMENT ‘RINGILI’
AN AUSTRALIAN CENTRAL DESERT ABORIGINAL RAIN MAKERS PEARL SHELL ORNAMENT ‘RINGILI’ DECORATED WITH

ENGRAVED LINES WORN SMOOTH FROM USE
A LABEL ATTACHED READING: ‘NORTH WEST AUSTRALIA COSSACK – PORT WALCOT’

19TH CENTURY
SIZE: 14.5CM HIGH, 4CM WIDE - 5¾ INS HIGH, 1½ INS WIDE

 
LITERATURE

ORIGINALLY ONLY THE ABORIGINES OF THE DAMPIER ARCHIPELAGO IN THE EXTREME NORTH WEST OF AUSTRALIA MADE
THESE ENGRAVED PEARL ORNAMENTS AND THEY WERE USED AS PUBIC ORNAMENTS BY PARTLY INITIATED BOYS. AFTER
INITIATION, WHEN THE SHELLS WERE NO LONGER REQUIRED, THE YOUTHS TRADED THEM TO NEIGHBOURING TRIBES
AND AS THE SHELL ORNAMENTS MOVED FURTHER AND FURTHER AWAY FROM THEIR SOURCE THEY BECAME MAGICAL

OBJECTS SUCH AS THE ‘RINGILI’ SHELLS USED IN THE RAIN MAKING CEREMONIES AMONG THE PEOPLE OF THE CENTRAL
DESERT OVER 1000 MILES AWAY.

DURING RITUALS THE ‘RINGILI’ DECREASES IN SIZE AS THE EDGE IS GROUND ON A ROUGH STONE TO RELEASE THE LIFE
ESSENCE OF RAIN. REMNANTS OF THE LINE DECORATION REMAIN, BUT THE SURFACE IS REDUCED AND BECOMES SOFT

TO THE TOUCH AS IN THIS EXAMPLE. AT THE START OF THE CEREMONY NATIVE TOBACCO IS CHEWED AND THE LIQUID
SPAT ONTO A GRINDING STONE. HAVING THE SAME ODOUR AS RAIN IT COMBINES WITH DROPLETS OF SPITTLE

CONTAINING GROUND PEARL SHELL WHICH IS THE RAIN’S LIFE ESSENCE. THIS FORMS THE NUCLEUS OF THE SMALL
CLOUDS WHEN SPAT BY THE RAIN MAKER INTO THE AIR. ONCE STARTED, THE CLOUDS WILL GROW LARGER UNDER THE

INFLUENCE OF THE CHANTING OF SPECIAL SONGS. WHEN THIS HAPPENS THE ESSENCE OF THE GRASS MIXED WITH
GROUND PEARL SHELL AND SOME OF THE RAIN MAKERS BLOOD WILL CAUSE THE CLOUDS TO ‘STICK’ SO CLOSELY

TOGETHER THAT THE RAIN WILL FALL.
THE RAIN MAKER WILL TOUCH THE PEARL SHELL ‘RINGILI’ TO INDIVIDUAL CLUMPS OF MULGA GRASS, WHICH IN THEIR



WHITENESS OF COLOUR AND HABIT OF GROWING APART, RESEMBLE FRESH CLOUDS AND THIS ENSURES THAT THE
CLOUDS ONCE FORMED WILL RUN TOGETHER QUICKLY. THE SWINGING OF THE PEARL SHELL ON ITS STRING WILL

BECKON THE RAIN TO THE PLACE OF CEREMONY AND AT THE CONCLUSION OF THE RITUAL, THE RAIN MAKER HANGS IT
ON A LOW BUSH SO THAT IT CAN SWING FREELY IN THE WIND BECKONING THE RAIN.

 


