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Tambu—

Traditional
Sacred Wealth

Introduction

In the Tolai modern world tambu,! shell-money, the traditional
wealth, is used for many purposes. As a medium of exchange, tambu
is used in exchange for goods, property or a piece of land, and as the
Tolai standard bride-price. Among Tolais in the villages and Rabaul
markets tambu is found side by side with the national currency of
Kina and Toea when selling and purchasing. In the village or market
tambu is used to buy fish, eggs, bananas, vegetables, taros, peanuts,
betel-nuts and its supplements of lime and mustard. In business
transactions tambu is used to purchase cash crops such as cocoa
and copra which are then managed and re-sold using Kina and Toea.
Piglets raised for either consumption or sale can be obtained with
shell-money. Tambu is the medium of exchange in acquisition of
subsistence farming or cash-cropping. In obtaining a wife or
adopting a child tambu is always used.

In the socio-economic field, tambu acts as a means of
fostering peace, harmony and order in the community. In upholding
traditional moral codes in society, the tambu is an essential factor.
To establish new relationships, restore older ones or mend broken
ones, shell-money is the necessary means. Tambu instigates
economic support and cooperation as well as inter-clan political
activities.

The Link Between Tambu and Lo and Lotu

In treating this precious wealth I am inclined to narrow it to its
fundamental aspect, a core which I believe concerns lo and lotu.
There is no specific and distinct dichotomy between traditional laws
(Lo) and religious worship (Lotu) in the Tolai culture (which involves
the way these people relate to their environment). The Pidgin term
lo, for law, refers strictly to customs and traditions,? while the other
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generations up to the present generations. However, there is a
common speculation about the origin of tambu. A people known as
the Gunantuna from the main island of New Ireland, which is called
Laur, and from some of the smaller islands like Anir and Siar, landed
on the Duke of York Islands. Some of them landed on the south
coasts of the Gazelle Peninsula of East New Britain. The people of
Laur used the shell-money, apela, as their wealth. When the
Gunantuna were moving across the waters to their new destination
they possibly found the tambu shell and selected it to be more
valuable than any other type of shell. They began using it extensively
to distinguish themselves from the people they had left at Laur, and
from the Sulka people they found on the South Coast of the
Peninsula, and who used a different shell as their wealth.

Tambu and Its Sacredness

Tambu is considered very sacred and seen as a means of contacting
the spirit world. It is more or less identified with ancestral spirits but
not identical with them. Every single ritual and rite that is connected
with traditional dancers, sorcery, magic for dances, healing of the
sick, making of rain, love magic and divination always involves
tambu. That is why tambu is referred to at times as the ‘true
traditional religion’ of the Tolai people. The famous tubuan dance of
the Tolais is a classical example that epitomizes how the people
revere the tubuan or mask-dance by a particular male dancer. This
mask is identified with ancestral spirits especially by the elders of the
clan. Perhaps it appears to youngsters as a symbol but to the chiefs
and elders the tubuan is the reality of the ancestors. It can demand
tambu and food from the people. It has to be adorned with tambu
whenever and wherever it appears for dancing and visiting. As long
as the tambu continues to prevail among the Tolai, Christianity will
never become a way of life for the people.

There is a case of a youth of about seventeen years of age
who had to suffer the consequences of mishandling tambu. An old
man died in the village and after his burial a minamai was to be
carried out. Four older men were being appointed to prepare the
shell-money for allocation. The youth, a relative of the dead man,
was to help in getting tambu ready. The young man without awaiting
orders from the older men proceeded immediately with the
unwrapping and loosening of the fathoms of shell-money from the rill
frame. As an energetic youth he found the quickest and easiest
possible way to do the job. Earlier than expected the work was
finished and the young man was found riding his push-bike.

Between four and seven the ceremony had taken place; the
relatives were left in the house of the dead and the youngster was
among them. While they were discussing something the boy
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just to get tambu which they purchase with national currency. A
Tolai can have a lot of money in the bank, but if he has very little or
no tambu, he has, traditionally speaking no place in society. He
simply cannot meet the different social and feast obligations because
these are dependent on extensive tambu usage.

Fear of Death

An elderly man or woman can fear death because he or she has very
little or no shell-money. Fear sets in because of uncertainty. A
student who has studied his homework well does not fear his exams
because he already has a fair idea of what the exams will include.
Someone who has not studied for the exams is scared because he
does not know what lies ahead. It could mean failure, losing a job or
becoming a drop-out. Likewise the aged person. If he has not
accumulated sufficient tambu or has none at all, he has great fear
since he does not know what will happen to him when he dies. Nor
does he know what will happen to his clan relatives after he has been
buried.

One religious dimension of tambu in the face of death is that
tambu provides a sure guarantee of proper relationships with the
ancestral spirits. When a man dies he suspects that the ancestral
spirits will not accept him easily into their kingdom in their world. He
also knows that for some reason or another he has broken the lo by
not accumulating shell-money for distribution after his death. His
surviving relatives will suffer the consequence of this by being
bombarded with evil talk and unkind sarcastic remarks from
neighbouring clans. Fear sets in because he knows that he has not
accumulated shell-money, and that the turmoil and misfortune
which will come upon his relatives after his death will have been
caused by him.

The strength of this belief is illustrated by an incident which I
recall of people discussing two corpses left in the opentorot, tornto
pieces and devoured by dogs, instead of being buried with the
proper rites. The obvious reasons given for this situation were that
neither the dead persons nor their relatives had prepared any tambu
for the celebration following their burial. Here we see tambu being
more valuable than human beings or the lo for human society.

The Varvamamvai

Varvamamuai is the ceremony of distribution of tambu belonging to
the dead. This traditionally happened to those who worked hard, did
their “homework” by law and faced death in a calm and peaceful
manner. Depending on how traditionally rich, notorious and faithful
a man has been in attending different festivities with his tambu, his
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The Iniat Society

Iniat is the famous Tolai secret male society, also known as the
pepenalom. In the taraiu or secret place where the rites and rituals
are performed, young men and boys are initiated into the society.
The initiation into the iniat Society is implemented by tambu. For the
recruits to learn and be educated in the taraiu, their parents and
relatives must pay amounts of tambu to the sponsors and those in
charge of the taraiu. The boys and men have to stay in confinement
and seclusion from parents and relatives for some days before the
ceremony of public declaration. During this confinement food of all
sorts is brought to them and their sponsors. Women and girls
prepare the food but men bring it to the taraiu; all females, under
strong edict, are not allowed to approach or see the secret place. In
the taraiu the new members learn a number of things. As members
of the pepenalom, some become specialists as supervisors of dances
or composing songs, as traditional doctors, as herbalists and as
specialists in curing all persons attacked by spirits. Some become
weather controllers and others become skillful in killing people,
either by physical force or by using words with specnal powers
capable of taking life.

The ritual seclusion involves a transition period from
boyhood and adolescence to manhood or adulthood. The members
are taught to face life as mature men with a deep sense of
responsibility for the communal activities of adult life.

While in the taraiu the recruits also learn all the stories of the
deceased ancestors (tubuan). The clan structure, the trading
systems, tambu manipulations and all the inter-clan relations are
explained to them. Having been initiated, they possess the
necessary knowledge for life as well-informed members in society.

The Tolais regard the tubuan dances of the taraiu as
powerful and sacred, a scene when the ancestral spirits are present
and closely identified with the dancers. During the initiation rites the
youngsters are categorized into one iniat Society or pepenalom to
which they belong; they assume a tubuan name and think of
themselves as being in line with their ancestors. For instance, the
name of the tubuan that my clan follows is Iakaia, which is the name
of one of our female ancestors. The whole of the iniat Society is
implemented and based on tambu. When a big feast is held as in a big
dancing, the different tubuans and dukduks perform dances.
Because they have the tambu available at home the older relatives
sing, beat the kundus and sometimes shout out words. They are
excited, happy and feel the presence of their deads’ spirits close by;
when the masked men are dancing they are felt to be identified with
spirits. The tambu and the tubuan dances together create a feeling
of sacredness and the presence of super beings.

It is worth mentioning here that the initiation ceremony
coincides with the reviving of the tubuans. We refer to this revival as
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acquiring them with tambu and confirming them in the taraiu of the
iniat Society. Such an individual is the co-ordinator or mediator
between the world of the living and the world of the spirits.

Tenabui falls into two main categories, namely, the
tenaagagar and the tenadarar, the former term referring to the
specialists in the field of magic, sorcery and murder. These, in turn,
have two titles: the tenataring, (sorcerer or poisen man) and the
tenavarvardodoko (murderer). The term, tenadavar, refers to the
traditional doctors, the herbalist and the weather controller or
rainmaker.

To remove sickness or to gain some form of security against
future mishaps, the client approaches the specialist, the tenadavar.
To provide rain for the crops or to induce good weather for an open
celebration it is necessary to see the tenabakut. The right amount of
tambu is essential if it is to be effective. Rituals and rites performed
by the specialists however, sometimes do not work. The reason
often given is that the right amount of tambu is not provided. For
every rite and ritual there is a standard price known to everybody.
As aresult, the spirits are not pleased with a lesser amount and thus
cannot fully do the service. We could say these specialists use their
titles to gain wealth and tambu. However, in the case of healing the
sick, the payment is always made after the patient has been treated.
Sometimes those who pay the right price expect their patient to get
well and he does. Some consciously pay only a portion and when
their patient does not recover they conclude that the standard
amount of tambu was not paid and caused the sickness to continue.
Here again we see the significance of tambu in invoking the spirits.

An apprentice in traditional medicine may want to know
more herbs for his profession. He too goes to the tenadavar with
tambu and presents his request. In most cases these two people are
closely related. The specialist does not reveal anything directly to his
apprentice but refers him to the expert who taught him in the first
place. In cases where the expert has died, the expert who has died
gives the apprentice the revelation when he is asleep at night. Thus,
the apprentice has a religious experience through the spirit of an
ancestor. This is possible for him because he has paid shell-money.
In such circumstances where shell-money is being used, the spiritual
world is as real as the human world. To the people who participate
actively, the spiritual world is a reality of life.

The Tena Agagar

Unlike previous examples ] have mentioned, this religious
experience is a more violent one. If a young person dies and his
relatives suspect that his life has been terminated by murder,
sorcery or magic, they go to a specialist to discover the cause. They
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sorcery, illness and death, he turned to both the ancestral and bad
spirits. For his garden to gain fertility and increase its yield or for an
expedition to the bush for game, or to the sea for fish, he had to
comply with the spirits first. Even though some missionaries were
already here talking about God, the Tolai still preferred his own
ancestral spirits.

’ Throughout this paper, | have understood culture as a way a
people relates to its environment. In the Tolai culture, to have a
religious experience and feel the presence of the sacred whether for
good or for ill, one requires tambu. Shell-money is the surest
guarantee for such an experience. I suppose that today experiencing
the sacred in some of the events that [ have described is not so
rigorous and as formal as it used to be. In the iniat Society, the
tubuan and dukduk dances are not as strict and sacred as they used
to be. Nowadays they are mainly used for ceremonial purposes.
Some of its pagan norms, rituals and allurements are no longer-
strictly observed.For such dances to be arranged and performed,
however, tambu usage and payment still continues to be important.

Culturally, tambu is the surest guarantee for contacting the
ancestral spirits. It is used in rituals, dancing ceremonies, inter-clan
celebrations, performance of magical rites and sorcery, weather
controlling, exorcism of bad spirits and healing of sickness. Where
rites and rituals are involved tambu prevails.

For establishing new human relations on an inter-clan basis,
tambu is crucial. This is so in relation to the bride-price, although |
think the term bride-price’ to describe the use of tambu for wives
among Tolais is misleading. Bride-price when seen in a wider
context, vields a concept with a more commercial connotation. The
Tolai terminology for bride-price is varkukul or tambu na .
varkukul—thus indicating that shell-money is used for a wife. The
use of tambu in connection with bride-price however, implies
establishing new relationships with in-laws, or new norms of respect
and support which have to be observed as a result of the new
relationship. Our society is matrilineal, and the marriage partners
must never come from the same maternal line. When the husband
dies the widow and children always go back to the mother’s clan. |
think this is one reason for the use of the term varkukul with tambu
for wives.

Conclusion

In this article I have attempted to describe and analyze what tambu
means and what its features are in my society. Imust admit that [am
somewhat handicapped since | have not been initiated intc the iniat
or pepenalom and so am not able to describe what goes on during
the period of confinement. The ritual is very complicated and in
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