
RARE POLYNESIAN AUSTRAL ISLANDS CHIEF’S SACRED FLY WHISK HANDLE ‘TAHIRIRA’A’ FROM TUBUAI ISLAND
A RARE POLYNESIAN AUSTRAL ISLANDS CHIEF’S SACRED FLY WHISK HANDLE ‘TAHIRIRA’A’ FROM TUBUAI ISLAND

WITH TWO JUGATED SEATED FIGURES CARVED WITH REMARKABLE FACES AND TWO CYLINDRICAL HORNS LIKE
PROJECTIONS ON THEIR FOREHEADS POSSIBLY REPRESENTING THE EARS OF THE DEITY ‘TARIANUI’ – ‘GREAT EARS’

SERRATED BORDERS TO THEIR LIMBS WHICH SIT ABOVE A COLUMNAR GRIP TERMINATING IN A RAISED DISC ENGRAVED
WITH A DOUBLE FRIEZE OF TINY STYLISED HEADS PROBABLY REPRESENTING PIGS 

THE DECORATIVE SHAFT ORNAMENTED WITH ORIGINAL PLAITED COIR SENNIT AND HUMAN HAIR BINDING 

THE LONG COCOA NUT FIBRE WHISK MISSING

A SMALL CHIP TO THE CORNER OF ONE LEG 

OLD SMOOTH SILKY RED BROWN PATINA

LATE 18TH CENTURY

SIZE: 36CM HIGH, 4.5CM WIDE (MAX) 4.5CM DEEP (MAX) - 14 INS HIGH, 1¾ INS WIDE (MAX) 1¾ INS DEEP 
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LITERATURE

THE PRACTICAL FUNCTION OF THESE INTRIGUING OBJECTS WAS TO BRUSH AWAY THE NUMEROUS IRRITATING FLIES
THAT EXISTED ON THE AUSTRAL ISLANDS FROM THE BACKS AND SHOULDERS AND FROM A CHIEF’S FOOD. HOWEVER, IT

WAS MORE IMPORTANTLY A BATON DENOTING HIGH STATUS AND RANK. AUSTRAL ISLANDS FLY WHISKS THAT WERE
COLLECTED AND BOUGHT BACK TO EUROPE FROM CENTRAL POLYNESIA WERE OFTEN PREVIOUSLY ATTRIBUTED TO
TAHITI, THE LARGEST OF THE SOCIETY ISLANDS, BUT IT IS NOW ALMOST UNANIMOUSLY AGREED THAT THEY MADE IN
TUBUAI OR RURUTU ISLAND. IT IS PROBABLE THAT SOME EXAMPLES WERE ACQUIRED IN THE SOCIETY ISLANDS AS
TRADE IN RITUAL AND CEREMONIAL OBJECTS MADE BY AUSTRAL CRAFTSMEN WAS WELL ESTABLISHED WITH THE

COMMUNITIES ON TAHITI.

     THERE ARE LARGE AND SMALL VARIETIES OF DOUBLE FIGURE FLY WHISKS WHICH HAVE TWIN JANUS HEADED
FIGURES SITTING ABOVE A COLUMNAR GRIP. AS ONLY SMALLER AND MORE COMPACT EXAMPLES WERE COLLECTED BY
CAPTAIN COOK WHEN HE DISCOVERED TUBUAI ISLAND IN 1777 IT IS POSSIBLE THAT THE LARGER ONES ARE A LOCAL

POST CONTACT DEVELOPMENT OF THE LATE 18TH CENTURY.

 

 
PROVENANCE

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN GROUARD, SANTA ANA, CALIFORNIA U.S.A. COLLEAGUE OF ELDER ADDISON PRATT AND JOINT
FOUNDER WITH PRATT ON TUBUAI OF A MISSION FOR THE MORMON LATTER DAY SAINTS THE FLY WHISK COLLECTED BY

GROUARD DURING HIS STAY ON TUBUAI 1844 - 1852

THENCE BY DESCENT TO HIS GRAND DAUGHTER MS. STAFFORD OF LOS ANGELES CALIFORNIA, U.S.A.



PURCHASED BY RALPH ALTMAN OF ALTMAN ANTIQUES, LOS ANGELES, EARLY 1950’S

EX NEW YORK PRIVATE COLLECTION

CF: ‘ROBERT AND LISA SAINSBURY COLLECTION’ UNIVERSITY OF EAST ANGLIA (U.E.A. 895)

     PEABODY MUSEUM SALEM MASS USA (E13.216) HAVE COMPARABLE EXAMPLES

 
 


