
Torres Strait Clam Shell Amulet ex Nelly Van den Abbeele,
A large, complete, bivalve clamshell in its natural condition which is wrapped and tied closed with a

braided coconut fiber cord and suspension loop. The binding is remarkably tight and does not allow for
its removal nor for the shell to open. Further investigation has proven the shell to be empty and

completely clean inside with no animal remains.

This clamshell was previously found to be of unknown use, and unrecorded as an object type, and it
could only be surmised that it had some form of amuletic function. I posited at the time of purchase that
it might be the shell of an endemic clam called "Kai buli" harvested mainly in the Ba River on Vitu Levu

in Fiji and thus a charm of Fijian origin in part based on the coconut fiber binding which appears to be of
Fijian type. When offered at Christie’s, Amsterdam in the Van Den Abbeele auction in 1999 where it

was acquired by Galerie Meyer, the shell was thought to be full of some sort of fetish or amuletic
substance and was provenanced to “New Guinea” but without any further information being provided.

Through the serendipitous perusal of the catalogues of the Pitt Rivers collection by my colleagues
Eugene Manning and Jim Poncelet it has now been discovered fully described and illustrated in the Pitt
Rivers inventory book being field collected by Reverend E.B. Savage. Savage before 1896. This actual

shell with fiber loop is illustrated in watercolor and fully described on page 301 of the inventory
catalogue of the Pitt Rivers archaeological and anthropological collections, 1891-1896 (27 June 1891 -

18 May 1896) (MS Add.9455/3) :

The entry in the Pitt Rivers inventory catalogue describes it thus :



(N° XII) « Maid-Lu » (thing) or charm used by the « maid-lu », (man) or sorcerer to kill an enemy either
near or far. From Saibai. « The man or woman desired to be put out the way is not struck or even

touched by this charm. The owner of the charm holds it up in his hand, it may be miles away, and uses
some such formula as this - «You die ! I want you dead, may you die soon ! » Thus he professes to
believe that his victim will soon succumb to his magical powers. The man from whom I secured this
bivalve declared that he had killed numbers with it. He said that just as this shell is closed tightly and

cannot be opened by the hand, so he had power, by its use, to close a man’s mouth so that he should
never speak again - This is to kill him. Around stone is sometimes used for the same purpose. When

not in use the « maid-lu » buries it. (Savage)”

Saibai Island, Torres Straits, PNG, Melanesia.

Shell of the mangrove clam or mud clam (genus Geloina*) and coconut fiber rope.

19th century or earlier. 

11 x 12 x 7.3 cm.
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