
COLLECTION OF TEN PAPUA NEW GUINEA EAST SEPIK PROVINCE PRINCE ALEXANDER MOUNTAINS ABELAM PEOPLES
CASSOWARY BONE ‘DAGGERS’

A COLLECTION OF TEN PAPUA NEW GUINEA EAST SEPIK PROVINCE PRINCE ALEXANDER MOUNTAINS ABELAM PEOPLES
CASSOWARY BONE ‘DAGGERS’ 

INCISED WITH STYLISED ABSTRACT GEOMETRIC DECORATION PROBABLY USED IN RITUALS SURROUNDING THE
CULTIVATION OF LONG YAMS SOME WITH STONE DRILLED WORN HOLES FOR USE AS ATTACHMENT

AN OLD LABEL ATTACHED READING ‘YINA... USED FOR YAM CUTTING. NYIYGALIMTI’
TRACES OF RED OCHRE LIME AND BLACK CHARCOAL PIGMENTS

ALL WITH OLD SMOOTH WORN CRUSTY PATINAS
19TH CENTURY

SIZE: 33.5CM LONG - 13¼ INS LONG (MAX) / 22CM LONG - 8¾ INS LONG (MIN)

 
LITERATURE

THE ABELAM MADE A LARGER RANGE OF BONE OBJECTS THAN ANY OTHER SEPIK GROUP AND THE MAJORITY OF THEM
WERE FASHIONED FROM THE LEG BONES OF CASSOWARIES. BEING HARD AND DURABLE IT WAS AN IDEAL MATERIAL FOR
THE CARVING OF ELABORATE ABSTRACT DECORATION AND FOR EXTENSIVE USE IN RITUAL CEREMONIES. THE STYLISED

GEOMETRIC DESIGNS, OFTEN OUTLINED WITH PIGMENTS PROBABLY REPRESENT SPIRITS LIKE THOSE FOUND ON
HOUSE POSTS AND THE GABLES OF THE CEREMONIAL MEN’S HOUSE.

IN NEW GUINEA MYTHOLOGY THE CASSOWARY IS REGARDED AS THE MOTHER OF MAN. AT FIVE FEET HIGH IT IS SECOND
ONLY TO HUMANS IN SIZE AND AN AGGRESSIVE AND DANGEROUS CREATURE. A PRIMORDIAL CASSOWARY-WOMAN IS
SAID TO HAVE CREATED BOTH THE WORLD AND THE FIRST HUMAN BEINGS. WHETHER A PRIMEVAL ANCESTOR OR A

LIVING BIRD, ALL CASSOWARIES ARE BELIEVED TO BE FEMALE AND THE FLESHY WATTLES THAT HANG FROM THEIR NECK
ARE IDENTIFIED AS BREASTS. HOWEVER, THE DANGEROUS BIRDS EASILY EMBODY AGGRESSIVENESS, THE IDEAL

QUALITY SOUGHT BY A MALE WARRIOR.



BONE DAGGERS WERE SUPERNATURALLY POWERFUL OBJECTS THAT FREQUENTLY PLAYED IMPORTANT ROLES IN MALE
INITIATION CEREMONIES AND OTHER RITUALS. ORNATE EXAMPLES SUCH AS THESE WHICH HAVE RELATIVELY BLUNT TIPS

WERE PROBABLY CREATED AS CEREMONIAL OBJECTS AND WERE MOST LIKELY TO HAVE BEEN USED IN THE
CULTIVATION OF LONG YAMS. CULTS ASSOCIATED WITH YAMS ARE PARAMOUNT AMONG THE ABELAM. THESE MASSIVE

TUBERS ATTAIN LENGTHS OF UP TO 3.7 METRES LONG AND THEIR CULTIVATION IS A SACRED ACTIVITY SURROUNDED BY
MAGIC AND RITUAL. IT IS ALSO HIGHLY COMPETITIVE AS AN ABELAM MAN’S SOCIAL STATUS IS DETERMINED NOT ONLY BY

HIS ABILITIES AS AN ORATOR AND WARRIOR, BUT ALSO BY HIS SUCCESS IN GROWING LONG YAMS. EACH MAN HAS A
PERMANENT EXCHANGE PARTNER ‘CHAMBERA’ TO WHOM HE PRESENTS HIS LONGEST AND LARGEST YAMS FOLLOWING
THE ANNUAL HARVEST RECEIVING THOSE OF HIS PARTNER IN RETURN. AS THE MASSIVE YAMS ARE PRESENTED THEY

ARE MEASURED AND THEIR DIMENSIONS CAREFULLY NOTED. MEN WHO ARE ABLE TO PRESENT THEIR ‘CHAMBERA’ WITH
LONGER YAMS THAN THEY RECEIVE GAIN PRESTIGE AND RENOWN. 

THE EXCHANGE IS A HIGHLY PUBLIC AFFAIR IN WHICH EACH MAN BRINGS HIS BEST TUBERS TO BE DISPLAYED ON THE
VILLAGE DANCING GROUND IN FRONT OF THE MEN’S CEREMONIAL HOUSE. LAVISHLY DECORATED, THE LARGEST
EXAMPLES ARE SUSPENDED IN A RECLINING POSITION FROM LONG POLES AND CROWDS OF PEOPLE GATHER TO

WITNESS THE SPECTACLE AND INSPECT THE YAM GROWERS’ ACHIEVEMENTS.

 


