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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