A KULA PROWBOARD: AN ICONOLOGICAL INTERPRETATION *

Giancarlo G. Scoditti

In this article I shall attempt to explain the schema of visual signs found
on the prowboard of a canoe used in the kula by the inhabitants of Kitava,
an island near the Trobriands in the Marshall Bennett Group, Milne Bay,
Melanesia. The aesthetic object ' considered is known in the local languages
(Nowau and Boyowa) as a lagim, and it is carved and painted by profes-
sional artists.

In this case I am analysing a particular lagim carved by Towitara, a toka-
bitam bogwa* who lives in the village of Kumwagea. The islanders consider
Towitara an artist who expresses the classical aesthetic features of the lagim
with great skill and a stylistic innovator at the same time.

Towitara’s lagim will serve as a point of reference and as a schema for
analyzing the logical and structural processes involved in the carving of the
signs and their meanings. While this implies that I have already introduced
the idea of “ schema ” with reference to the aesthetic object, suffice it here
to state that a schema has actually been discovered, thanks to a particular
methodology and helpful information from the tokabitam bogwa Towitara.

* This article is based upon material collected
during fieldwork in Kitava Island (Milne Bay
District, Melanesia) June 1973 — August 1974
and July 1976 - November 1976. Financial
support was provided by the Italian Consiglio
Nazionale delle Ricerche. In its present form
the article was presented at a seminar at the
School of Pacific Studies, Department of
Anthropology, University of Canberra.

I am much indebted to Anthony Forge,
Roger M. Keesing, Michael W. Young, and
Howard Murphy for comments made during
the seminar,

I would also like to thank John Beattie
(Oxford University), B.A.L. Cranstone (Cu-
rator of the Pitt-Rivers Museum, Oxford),
Paul Kay (University of California-Berkeley),
and Emilio Garroni (Universita di Roma) for
stimulating criticism.

1' T use the term “ aesthetic object” as

defined by ]J. Mukafovsky (1973: 136-140),
since his definition is general and abstract.
Furthermore, the notion of “ art object ” makes
it possible to analyze “any kind of ” object,
whether it be found in a simple or complex
society.

2 The term tokabitam bogwa in Nowau, the
language spoken in Kitava Island, is applied
to an artist who succeds in introducing new
symbols into the non-modifiable structure of
the lagim and the tabuya. The new symbols
must, however, be in harmony with the basic
schema. The term bogwa also refers to the
artist’s technical skill. In addition to the
tokabitam bogwa, there are also apprentice
tokabitam. Both the tokabitam bogwa and the
tokabitam are specialists in carving lagim and
tabuya. The carving of the canoe itself is the
job of the tokataraki. A tokabjtam may also
be a tokataraki but not the other way round.
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METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

1. My interpretation of the lagim is based on the conviction that in order
to analyse any object or event we must construct a theory.

2. Such a theory can then serve as a working hypothesis for the analysis
of a concrete object or event. In an anthropological study of this kind it
follows that, if we use a general and abstract theory applicable to any kind
of artistic expression, in both simple and complex societies, we can avoid
ad hoc methods developed case by case, methods that would upset the unity
of the logical process, having recourse to inductive rather than deductive
reasoning *.

3. Because of the unitary nature of this logico-deductive process, by artic-
ulating thought according to categories that classify and express nature
(as well as ourselves), we can hypothesize the existence of a congeries of
models (applicable to any kind of verbal or non-verbal expression) that can
be used to analyze events, objects, words, etc., in their relation to those
models.

By this I mean that there is a unitary nature in the way we express out-
selves and the way we interpret expression according to determined mode's;
and that the difference between the mode of expression of a simple society
and that of a complex society does not lie in the fact that the product of a
simple society is more easily related to a model or congeries of models. Nor
is it true that a simple society’s mode of expression cannot follow a logico-
deductive process. On the contrary, the difference may probably be found
in the different models that can be produced by applying the same logical
deductive principles. But the logical method of developing and applying
these models is the same in each case. The members of simple and complex
societies alike produce and interpret their own artistic expression according
to an ensemble of models. Methodogically speaking, therefore, we now know
that an act or an object can be explained only if we establish its relationship
to a model, or models, as in the case of a linguistic proposition. Moreover,
a single aesthetic expression or a group of aesthetic expressions can be analyt-
ically interpreted only if we have a clear idea of the ensemble of models that
has produced it.

Of course at a methodological level, once we maintain that any act or
expression may be appraised only according to a particular reference system,
the problem arises whether this appraisal should be made from within the
group that proposed the system (and for whom it is most valid) or from
the outside.

This problem is especially important in anthropological studies and even
more so in the analysis of aesthetic objects. In the present case I begin with

3 The deductive method (Hjelmslev, 1969:  aesthetic object as deyeloped by J. Muka-
11-13) suits the general abstract notion of an  fovsky.
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an analysis of a single object, the lagim or, rather, a collection of lagim
(i.e., different versions of the same object/schema) and try to establish its
concretization (in both a formal and a material sense) of one version of a
probable abstract lagim model. This is possible if we consider the lagim as
a form of communication, a semiotic process, a structure of heterogeneous
elements that implies a dual reference: “ to itself (horizontal, syntagmatic-
contextual) and to that ensemble of possible but not necessarily actualized
choices that are equivalent or in opposition to the choices that have been
made (vertical-paradigmatic-systematic references) ” (Garroni 1973: 52).

This means that an aesthetic object produced by a simple society can be
interpreted both by looking at the object (syntagmatic reference) and by
referring it to an abstract model, in this case, a particular ensemble of possible
but not actualized choices. The aesthetic object and the abstract model are
linked in a relationship of equivalence/opposition.

It is possible, therefore, to discern the  abstract ” schema in the object
by analyzing a group of similar objects seen as specific examples of the
same schema. When interpreting the meaning and importance of the signs
of an object we should remember that they “ present themselves ” (Brandi
1974: 26)* in their visual function, that is, they do not have to be referred
to anything apart from their visual components (lines, spots, colors, light,
shade, depth, chromatism, form, etc.). If, however, we want to understand
other kinds of meaning (which T roughly call symbolic) as well as the visual
significance (the non-verbal elements of communication), then we cannot
ignore other kinds of information — in this case ethnographical data.

For the same sign, therefore, we shall find an ensemble of non-verbal com-
municative elements and verbal ones as well. When analysing the non-verbal
communicative elements we do not need a verbal  translation ” of each one
of them, but if we want to interpret the symbolic meaning of a sign, we need
a set of elements, even heterogeneous ones, that are to be found outside the
actual structure of the object.

Therefore, there must be an iconological as well as a visual interpreta-
tion. Both interpretations serve to explain an object, in that it is “ hetero-
geneous in type ”. But any appeal to data external to the “ formal ” structure
of the aesthetic object loses much of its importance in anthropological studies
if it is overemphasized.

For this reason, once we have accepted the notion of a model, an aesthetic

4 T use the expression “ present themselves ”
to stress the difficulty of assimilating a non-
verbal sign to a verbal one. The difficulty
arises because the non-verbal sign “ presents
itself ” (Brandi, 1974: 26-77) in its totality.

But the dual articulation of the non-verbal
sign should not be neglected. It must be
understood in a metaphorical sense and inter-
preted in a different way from the dual artic-

ulation of the verbal sign. While it is possible
to speak of the “ expression” of a red spot
— a tiny dot —, difficulty arises when we try
to discern its “ content ”.

In my opinion an analysis of “ content”
must be sought in an ensemble of signs — even
a minimal ensemble — rather than in the single
sign.
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object »1 that follows an abstract and general schema of rules, M will be
interpreted only by reference to those norms it has achieved at a certain
degree and level of specification. In this way, we can measure the distance
between an abstract schema M and the real object 7. This gap will constitute
the specific nature of the object and its difference from any other object
that refers to the same schema. If we know that two objects »: and 2
share the same structure but differ from each other, because the artists were
influenced by different master carvers or because they belong to clans that
use different symbols, the difference will have no effect on the abstract
schema M, which is the same for all objects, but will affect only the inter-
pretation of M that is made concrete in 7z, m2, ms,... M. g
An analysis of the concrete object, referred to the abstract schema M, shows
_ that it has some individual values expressed through the combination of signs
that constitute it; in order to determine these values we need further informa-
tion (economic, political, mythological), but we must remember that the
meanings are already established in the notion of the abstract schema M.

II

The aesthetic object analysed in this article is therefore to be considered
as a schema of signs/symbols°.
It should be borne in mind that:.

1. Each sign/symbol has its meaning in each specific case as a part of the
schema it belongs to and in relation to other signs/symbols; but if we consider
the sign/symbol by itself and as part of a material model (the art object
concerned), we can grasp the relationship between the symbol (a color, for
example) and its meaning, as well as the multiple levels of meaning involved °.

2. The same sign/symbol carved on one lagim (itself a schema of signs/sym-
bols) may have a different value from that on another lagim, even though
it still retains the same meaning. The difference in value is determined
“ par ce qui l'entoure ” (Saussure, 1974: 160).

51 apply the term sign/symbol (which I 6 The meaning of a S.sym. comes from the

abbreviate S.sym.) to each of the minimal
elements that together make up the aesthetic
object as a “schema”. I use the term to
stress the heterogeneity of an aesthetic object.
S sym. not only communicate at level of mean-
ing, but they are above all representation in
so far as they recall “a mental image to
those who use the signs” (Ducrot-Todorov
1972: 115):
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relationship between the thing signified and
signifier, which in a particular code distin-
guishes it from other S.sym. and gives it

‘specificity. In addition to the basic “ strict

meaning ” of a S.sym., there are othgr mea-
nings, which form successive layers over the
first meaning. These meanings are established
by historical, psychological, and other factors.



3. The fact that a single sign/symbol may have different values is due to
the existence of a model of the symbol’s meaning, in the sense that a sign/sym-
bol may be envisaged as a micro-schema with an abstract meaning that acquires
various values according to its relation to other micro-schemas, thereby con-
tributing to the meaning of a macro-schema, the lagim. Instead of a single
meaning there may be an ensemble of different meanings, and in this case
it becomes a synonym for sense.

4. However, there are also some signs/symbols that always have the same
value (which I will here call absolute value), even if the subsidiary elements,
or micro-schema change. In this case both the meaning and the ensemble
of meaning values remain unchanged, and it is through the discovery of these
absolute signs/symbols that it becomes possible to reconstruct the abstract
schema both in the formal sense of a logico-visual process and in the material
sense of a model of a concrete object.

In this context, therefore, the idea of a schema should be understood as
the logical process of formation and classification in space and time of the
categories that constitute the signs/symbols on the surface of the lagim.
While the sign/symbol must be considered as a material feature, the schema
to which it is referred (M) is not “ material ” even though it is perceived
in a concrete way when it is part of a specific aesthetic object.

III

My reconstruction of the schema of the lagim is based on information
from Towitara, the carver which made it clear that the tokabitam them-
selves are aware of a schema before they express it in the single object, the
lagim. When an apprentice « sees » ' a lagim in a vision or a dream during
his initiation period, the lagin must also be interpreted as a visual metaphor
for the notion of « schema ». The boy who is to become a tokabitam sees
the whole structure of the lagim with its signs/symbols carved in the correct
“ spaces 7. What he sees is in fact, an “ ensemble of interconnected signs ”,

the visual image of a mode of organising concepts, which together with the

important aspect of his apprenticeship. Here
I wish to emphazise the fact that the “ vision ”

7 One of the more important stages in an
apprentice carver’s initiation is the “ vision ”

ot “dream ” of the lagim and the tabuya.
Although my information is not all of a kind,
it is reported that the boy who has been
“spurred on” by a series of initiatory rites
“sees ” the lagim and tabuya as “ finished ”
objects. He probably sees the structure of the
object; the carving of the S.syz. is the most

of the lagim and tabuya serves to establish
the logical priority of the notion of schema
or structure with regard to the various S.sy7.
of which it is composed.

It is worth stressing that the schema and
its elements exert reciprocal influence.
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external expressive element (in this case, the carved symbol) and its color
form the sign.

The organization and articulation of there signs/symbols will be the young
man’s main concefn as he strives to become a tokabitam and make the sign
he carves identical with the sign he has “ seen ”.

Among the terms used by the tokabitam there is one that expresses this
concept of schema or structure: 7’wa or mwata. It is used only in connection
with the lagim and the tabuya, another piece of the prowboard®. The tern
kwabu, on the other hand, is used for a collection of parts that lack the
characteristic of the first term, namely, the opposition as well as the correla-
tion between signs/symbols, which acquire their meaning and value only
within the schema. The term kwabu, for example, is used only for the parts
of the canoe (seen as a whole, parts which call up an image of a single unity).

A third term, which is generic and all-inclusive, is used to describe the
surface or, more precisely, the external image of the lagim and the canoe.
This is migira, which means “ face ”.

Moreover, there are certain elements that Towitara considers “ basic ”
to the schema; and there are other elements related to them that I call
“ subsidiary ”. Characteristic of the basic elements is that they always have
the same value and the same meaning. The subsidiary elements, on the other
hand, may have different values in relation to the same meaniigs.

The connection between basic and subsidiary elements reflects the problem
of external influences and the possible modifications they may entail, although,
according to my informants, these influences do not affect the schema/structure
of the lagim. The problem arises because, in addition to the abstract schema
and the actual object, there is a third element, the model created by the
master carver, which at a secondary level is taken as a reference point in
relation to the schema M. It is in connection with this concrete model that
the problems of modification and reciprocal influences between basic and
subsidiary signs/symbols must be considered.

Following Leach’s example (1954: 103-105) in the interpretation of the
painted Trobriand war-shields, I have applied my knowledge of the linguistic
terms that denote (i.e. refer to material elements, such as colors) and represent
(i.e. call to mind a corresponding image) the signs/symbols that are carved
and painted on the lagim. But this does not mean that I have treated linguistic
and visual signs (verbal and non-verbal signs) on the same level, or treated
two different elements as if their nature were homogeneous. I have used
verbal terms in an attempt to interpret the lagim and the fabuya iconologically,
although I shall consider the latter only to complement my analysis of the
lagim. The sense of the ensemble of meanings of an aesthetic object can

A J

8 The tabuya is the other piece of the canoe  set obliquely to the lagim and can be observed
prowboard. Together with the lagim it forms from two sides, both of which are carved
a more complex “ meaningful unity ”. It is (Plate V and VI).
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only be discerned by relating it to a linguistic-visual, that is semiotic, system
of which it is one possible example.

Finally, by tracing each stage of the carving of a lagim 1 have been able
to classify the logico-temporal succession of signs/symbols as they are applied
to the surface of the lagim.

AN INTERPRETATION OF THE LAGIM

Plate 1. shows a lagim carved by Towitara, which is the reférence model
for my interpretation of the values of the carved S.syms (or signs/symbols)
and of the visual meaning of the object as a whole. Looking at the surface/
schema of the lagim we note that it is the result of the interplay of spatial
and temporal elements.

Temporal elements: I use this term for the S.syms. that are carved first
and thus establish a logico-temporal progression, i.e. they make concrete the
categories which order the elements in time.

Spatial elements: I use this term in reference to the order of distribution
of the S.syms. on the surface of the lagim.

These categories of S.syms. are of fundamental importance in the visual
and verbal reconstruction of the lagim. They distinguish the basic S.syms.
in space and not even a tokabitam bogwa may change them. Each S.sym.
then can be read on both the logico-temporal and the logico-spatial planes,
since they occupy both planes at the same time:

S.sym.
T x = logico-spatial plane
7 y = logico-temporal plane
X S.sym. = sign/symbol

-

On the logico-spatial and logico-temporal planes the particular importance
of any S.sym. will depend on the role it plays in determining the structure,
and it can be read in a hierarchico-normative sense; but as far as visual
perception is concerned, the S.syms. are all of equal importance in estab-
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lishing the form of the aesthetic object as a whole’. This means that while
the subsidiary elements have no relevance as regards the abstract schema M,
they play an important role in establishing the visual meanings of the lagim,
its aesthetic form seen either in itself or in relation to the viewer.

Another logico-technical element to be considered is the “ direction ” the
carving takes, that is, on which part of the surface the S.syms. are carved first.

I have shown this in Fig. A. The triangle represents the abstract form of
the lagim divided into three horizontal bands (X, Y, J). In each band all the
S.syms. are shown according to their actual distribution, that is, the order
in which they were carved by the tokabitam. In band X I have grouped all
the basic S.syms. as defined by the tokabitam: doka, gigiwana (i), weku,
kwaisary. In band Y I have shown the subsidiary elements functioning as
a link between band X and band J, even if this is not true in the case of
every lagim. In this band we have the S.syms. dudua or dudwa, which plays
a key role in my interpretation of the lagim. In band J the S.syms. do not,
at least on first showing, have any great importance in determining the lagim’s
structure, although I disagree somewhat with Towitara about this. The
horizontal divisions are my own, but they are based on the actual distribution
of S.syms.

Another spatial division is made by the tokabitam, and there are specific
terms for it. Looking at the lagim frontally (Plate I) we have the following
vertical divisions:

A = vatakora
B = kailamilabeba
C = kaimatarabeba

The intersections between vertical and horizontal bands form a network
(see Fig. B), and the surface of the lagim is articulated into squares, which
establish the temporal and spatial order followed by the tckabitam Towitara.

Square CXi: Z::ZZZZM } subsidiary S.syms.

zg‘j §Zzana & } basic S.symzs.

mataraina
ubwoli subsidiary S.symzs.
monikiniki

9 Subsidiary S.syms. have a secondary func- form of an aesthetic object, the distinction
tion in regard to the lagim’s structure, but between basic and subsidiary S.syms. does not
when they are perceived “aesthetically ” they have the same value that it has in the area
have the same value as the basic S.syms. of logic.

Therefore, in determining and perceiving the
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Moreover, in square CXi one of two supporting side bands begins and
ends with karakaimalaka (red), F.

Square AAo: susawila

kabilabala } subsidiary S.syms.

gigiwana-i

doka

basic S.syms.

karau (karawa)

Square BX:  susawila
kabilabala
gigiwana-i
kwaisaru

subsidiary §.syms.

tokwalu

ubwoli subsidiary S.syms.
} basic S.syms.

mataraina

ubwoli

rekoreko

ubwara

subsidiary S.symzs.

In square BX the other supporting band karakaimalaka (Fi) also begins
and ends.

Square CYi: dudua or dudwa
inataraina

Square AAi:* karauy (karawa)
vakaboda

ubwara
dudua or dudwa

Square BY: dudua or dudwa }

subsidiary S.syms.
subsidiary S.symzs.

e subsidiary S.syms.

Square CJi:  katkikila
mataraina
ubwara

subsidiary S.syms.

Square Aii:  kaikikila

mataraina subsidiary S.syms.
ubwara
Square BJ:  kaikikila .
ubwara subsidiary S.syms.
mataraina
F, Fi: supporting bands, karakaimalaka.
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The outer sides of the lagim are delimited by two symmetrical supporting
bands, which converge below. They .are termed karakaimalaka because are
painted red (malaka: a red pigment). Though they are not classed as
basic S.syms. in the abstract schema M, they do play an important role
in my interpretation of the lagim’s structure, along with the S.syms. dudua
or dudwa.

Looking at the positioning of the S.syms. in the lagim schema/figure and
taking verbal meanings into account as well, we find that the basic S.syms.
are all in band X (squares CX, AAo, BX). If we read from left to right we
have weku, doka, kwaisaru, and gigiwana. They are all carved in the upper
part (see Plate II for weku and gigiwana; Plate 111 for doka; Plate IV for
kwaisaru). Like all S.syms., they can be read vertically (A, B, C) and hori-
zontally (X, Y, J), (Fig. B). But in comparison with the other S.syms. which
are subsidiary, they occupy a primary position in both logical time and logical
space. The are the first S.syms. carved on the lagim’s surface and (considering
the abstract category schema/structure mwata) other S.syms. set on the logico-
abstract axes of time and space, will be articulated around them. Moreover,
the basic S.syms. are in the o’dabwara, the upper part or head of the lagim.

JAY

The verbal meanings of the S.syms. carved on the lagim are given below.
These meanings provide an iconological interpretation ', the sense of which
can only be appreciated at a visual level.

1. susawila (subsidiary S.sym. — Plate I, letter ). One meaning is “ to
go to and fro ”, or “ to laze about ”. The visual representation of “ lazing
about ” is a long line of birds (Fregata ariel) linked together, and this may
be the non-verbal interpretation.

In Towitara’s lagim the monikiniki or snake’s head gives birth to the line
of birds (Plate I, letter /). They are painted red and black on a white ground.
There may be variations in these S.syms. even among Towitara’s pupils. For
example, one of them, Gumaligisa, carves the S.syms. papa to depict the
same meaning as susawila.

2. kabilabala (subsidiary S.sym. — Plate I, letter b). This is the narrow
band that divides S.sym. a from S.syms. d, e. This band, an innovation
introduced by Towitara, has a stylistic function in that it clarifies the formal
relationship between the carved band  and bands d. e. It has also been
adonted in Lalela village. Earlier lagim do not have this dividing line, and
in Towitara’s opinion, the lack causes confusion in understanding the S.syzs.
Towitara introduced this method of dividing the ensemble of S.synzs. because
he felt the need (something to be appraised on the logico-perceptive plane

«

10 Here I use the term “ iconology ” in the sense used by E. Panofsky (1939).
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Plate 1

Towitara’s lagim.




















































































