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THE PALAUANSTORYBOAR DS:
From Traditional Architectureto Airport Art

DeVerne Reed Smith
As tourism has steadily increased in thePacific, the sale of local handicrafts hasbecome a profitable source of income forislanders. Among the handicrafts to be foundin airport shops throughout Micronesia is thestoryboard, Palau's unique contribution towhat has been termed "airport art." Althoughthe tourist may recognize that the board tellsa traditional story in pictographic andrepresentational form, he is unlikely to realizethat it is a modern descendant of a traditionalarchitectural form. Its architectural parentswere the carved beams and gables of the boj, amen's club house which traditionally formedthe social nucleus for males in a Palauancommunity.The Palau Archipelago is the western-most group of islands in the WesternCarolines (Trust Territory of the PacificIslands), just north of the equator and 500miles east of Mindanao. Archaeological datasuggest that Palau's location, tropical climateand rich sea life may have attracted settle-ment as early as 1800-1500 B.C. Since thattime, Palau has been augmented by people,
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ideas or artifacts from Melanesia, Indonesia,Malaysia and the southern Philippines. By thetime of initial Western contact (1783), Palauwas described as a highly stratified societydivided into competing, warring con-federacies of shifting alliances.From the time of recorded contact untilthe present, Palauan currency (udoud) hasbeen an important economic and social aspectof Palauan life. This currency, consisting of alimited amount of small beads and bars ofglass and minerals, was introduced at someunknown time into Palau, possibly comingfrom the Philippines. It is not "money" in oursense of the word. Large pieces were highlyprized valuables, each piece having its ownhistory of previous owners and possessedonly by high chiefs. Small pieces functionedas currency and could be used as units ofexchange for other items of manufacture orfor food. Today, all types of pieces are classedas valuables, necessary for ceremonial ex-changes which take place at marriage, thebirth of a first child and death, whileAmerican money (also called udoud) is usedfor purchases of commodities.

"dilkon,
3 The Monster of Chelechui (Bersoech roChelechui):This board tells the story of a serpent.attracted by fire, who came to the village of Chelechui.Each time the villagers tried to cook food, they were eatenby the serpent. The villagers finally fled to anotherlocation, leaving behind an old woman. The old womanmiraculously became pregnant and delivered a son. Whenher son was grown, he asked his mother why they ateonly raw food. Hearing about the serpent and itsattraction to fire, the boy built a fire and heated stones.When the serpent came to eat the boy, the son threw thehot stones into the serpent's mouth. With the serpentdead, the other villagers were able to return to theirhome. The pile of stones is still to be seen in Chelechui.The storyboard is recognized by the boy hurling hotstones into the serpent's mouth.4 The women are wearing two of the most valuablepieces of Palauan currency (mungungou and bacheltypes). Such important pieces are only in the possessionof the two highest clans of Palau. Women do not displaythe currency except for the ceremonial presentation of anew mother (ngasech).
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3 Because of del e.it kvarfare or as a courtesy toanother chief, women of one village were sent to the boj ofanother village to serve as sexual companions to men. Inreturn for the women's services, the chief or other malesof the donor village received Palauan currency. Awoman's reputation is determined by how successful sheis in earning Palauan currency for her male kinsmen.1 2 Two bai with female figures (about 1910). A femalefigure, with her legs spread to reveal tattooed genitals (amark of beauty and rank), was frequently displayed overthe front of bal. It is said that a father, unable to controlhis daughter's promiscuous behavior, had this imageerected in order to shame her. Bol continued to use thisfigure as a reminder to their women to be virtuous.Spanish and German missionaries found the figuresoffensive and had them removed from boj.4 Three ranked bol in Melekeok (about 1910).Melekeok is the village of the paramount chief ofBabelthuap. which traditionally was aligned againstKoror and its satellites. The family in the foregroundbelongs to the clan which holds rights to the chiefly title(Rekloi) for Babelthuap. The youth standing in the frontrow (right) is the present paramount chief. He explainedthat the first bol was for chiefs and titled men, the secondfor younger or lesser men, and the third lad was for thosewho wished an audience with the men in the first bol.

The desire to obtain Palauan currencywas a major motivating reason for warfare,and this currency was the source of prestigefor an individual, his clan and his community.Men's clubs, housed in the boj, formed a readysource of labor upon which a high chief couldcall for both warfare and community con-struction projects. The number of bai in avillage reflected its power, prestige andwealth since a bai was purchased and notconstructed by its own members. A bell wasusually prefabricated by the builders andthen moved to the site of the purchasingvillage. Being able to afford to pay for theconstruction of an elaborate bai showed theclub was successful in warfare and inamassing Palauan currency, the two majorpreoccupations of men. An important villagewould have from three to six bai.Clubs were ranked within a village, andseating within a bai was also by rank. Maleswere recruited into a club in early childhood,and the boj was the center for a man'sactivities throughout his lifetime.While men's club houses are commonthroughout Micronesia, the Palauan bol isdistinct in that architecturally it is the mostelaborate. The way in which interior tiebeams and exterior gables combine decorativeand symbolic art with functional architectureso that the whole bai structure is to be viewedas a single entity in perspective, with no onedecorative element standing apart, is uniqueto Palau. The complex series of joints whichhold the boj together without nails, pegs orscrews is a technique utilized in Indonesia.However, builders in Malaysia-Indonesiahave long had iron tools while the Palau bolwas accomplished with only stone and shelltools. One of the standing bai, the Bol roNgesechal or Cherchar of the Palau Museum,is 54' long and 15' wide, with six doors andpartial walls to permit light and air toenter. The interior is one large expanse ofwood, broken only by two center fireplaces.Such a large expanse of uncluttered floor isalso typical of the Palauan house.Paints used in decorating the boj weremade by mixing lime, soot and ochre with oilfrom the parinarium nut, producing soft earthshades of white, black, red and yellow.Decorative elements fall into two categories:(1) designs, both symbolic and stylized, foundon both the exterior and interior of the bol,and (2) the pictographic art on the exteriorgables and interior tie beams which aremnemonic devices to recall legends. Bothdecorative elements have influenced themodern storyboard, so it is necessary todiscuss bol decorations before we can under-stand the boards.
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6Clam (him)—as borderdesign.

tRooster with symbol of thesun.
2Demigod with currencyearrings.
3Mingidabrutkoel, thespider demigod.
4Design utilizing the repeti-tion of the currency sym-bol.
5Clam (him) symbol, withcurrency symbol.

7Currency bird Ideleroch)to the left, combined withcurrency symbol.

The symbols utilized on bai are limited innumber, and where symbols may be used isstandardized by tradition. There is somevariation to be seen in which symbol wasselected to be placed in a specific location.Symbols most frequently seen on bai are: (1)the rooster, a male symbol and an importantfigure in the legend of the building of the firstbai by the gods; (2) the Palauan currencysymbol (udoud); (3) the clam (Tridacnagigas,orkim)symbol, which also appears invarious forms as a border design (the clamwas a source of food and of materials); (4) ademigod with earrings containing the curren-cy symbol, usually located at the top ofthe bai;(5) a bird (deleroch) who is creditedwith bringing their currency to Palau; and (6)a spider, symbol of Mingidabrutkoel, ademigod who taught Palauan women naturalchildbirth (before Mingidabrutkoel, infantswere delivered by Caesarian section). Thesesymbols occur on both exterior and interiorposts, as border designs along the partialwalls, and with less frequency on the interiorrafters.The gables and interior tie beams wereartistic mnemonic devices to recall myths orevents important to a local club or village.Each beam was approximately fifteen feetlong and a foot wide, telling a complete storyon one side. There were approximately eightbeams in a bai, and many beams weredecorated on both sides. From six to twentyscenes might be depicted in a composition,thus permitting a pleasing repetition of thecommon motifs of people, houses, canoes andtrees, with zigzag lines representing speech.The length of the beam permitted the scenesto convey a strong feeling of action andmovement. Stories were intended to influencebehavior—some might stress punishmentwhile others show the rewards that comefrom bravery or good conduct. As the legendswere known only to certain chiefs and elders,they selected the stories. The selection ofstories to be depicted and of symbols to beused was considered by Palauans to be themost creative aspect in bai decoration sincethe gables and beams were visual statementsof the values, histories, exploits and virtues ofa particular club or village. The stories havingbeen selected, boards were sketched by amaster artist and then delegated to otherworkmen to be incised and painted.

While the bai is Palau's most impressivearchitecture, skills in producing items ofwood, shell and tortoise shell were highlydeveloped. Spirit shrines were built asminiature bol, complete with thatch. Houseswere of the same sturdy plank construction asthe bai. While somewhat plain in appearanceand frequently using woven pandanus wallsrather than wood, the houses of importantpeople had their exterior gable boards carvedand decorated with shapes of the diamond,sun, clam shell (kim) or the currency bird(deleroch). The size of the house and thenumber of doors a house could have weredetermined by the owner's wealth and rank.Elaborately carved and inlaid tables toprotect taro (another form of wealth) fromrats, carved wooden dishes and containers,tortoise, wood or shell objects of adornment,pottery lamps with figurines, and carvedcurrency jars, all could be purchased fromskilled craftsmen. In fact, one never built hisown house or canoe, because that wouldresult in a loss of prestige; rather, allmanufactured items were bought, and theirpossession reflected the owner's wealth andrank. People from low clans did not have theright to own such items or to have a housewith many doors.Within the past century, Palau hascompletely emerged from isolation into fullparticipation in the modern world. Since1885, Palau has been administered, in turn, bythe Spanish, Germans, Japanese andAmericans. Warfare and club life wereweakened with each change in administra-tion. Spanish and German missionarieseliminated the practice of women serving assexual companions (in exchange for Palauancurrency) in the bai.Germany sent scientificexpeditions to Palau, but in their zest forcollecting and with the intention of destroy-ing club life, they cut beams from bol, ordismantled entire bai, to be sent to museums.The Japanese administration (1914-44) hadthe most lasting effect on Palauan life,remolding every aspect of Palauan culture forparticipation in a modern world and economy.In an effort to increase exports to Japan, theiradministration sought ways of developing"authentic" Palauan handicrafts which couldbe sold to Japanese tourists and as exportableart.
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I The Airai Boj, southern Babelthuap Island (com-pleted in 1974). The demigod with earrings of thecurrency symbol is found at the top of the boj. and apattern of the clam (Tritium(' gigosmrkim) symbol formsthe decorative design all the way down the sides of theroof beams. The recessed gable beams are here used todepict a single story, and they are bordered by a zigzagline from which hangs the currency symbol. If one looksclosely, one can see two faces on the door posts. These arerepresentations of the currency god or of leading womento whom these posts are dedicated. Below the faces areanother border of t he clam symbol, the rooster, and twobands of the currency symbol. The lower decorations arerepeated on all sides of the bal. The entire structure restson sleepers placed on a stone platform (ohlesongell.
2 Interior beams and rafters (about 1910). The clamsymbol is found iin the upper rafter and in profusion onthe strips which circle the interior of the NU. Thecurrency symbol appears on some of the posts. In thestories depicted on the boards, the hills and trees, seen inthe foremost board, signify another location or travelinga great distance.
3 Interior. Palau Museum Bol (constructed in Koror bymen front Ngeremlengui, Babelthuap Island, 1969). Thedemigod with currency earrings is located on each post,and the clam design occurs on the side strips of the boiand on the curved mat-holders (rehuí). On the undersideof the mat-holders is the spider symbol, and the lie-beamin the foreground tells the story of Mingidahrutkoel. Seepage 16, no. 1.
4 Traditional Palatial) house (about 1910), with wovenpandanus walls. Only one such house is standing todayin Melekeok. In the foreground is a spirit house olongungor chelid blin which traditionally was built in the shapeof a bol. Ancestors were buried in the stone plat form(oldesongei) of a house, and food offerings were left forthem in the spirit house or in a special part of the house. Itwas necessary to communicate with ancestors for adviceor to learn the cause id sickness or death, so one offeredthem food or be clout to keep them well-disposed towardthe inhabitants of the house. Al times of sickness, the illperson might lwni 0%; ed into the shrine. Other smallshrines built and decorated as even smaller hill than theulangong are dedicated In other gods or spirits (totshrines: let is a Sinall I ni ski!! which serves much as apurse).
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The transition from a story depicted on abird beam or gable to a small portable boardfor export came about during this period. Thisinnovation can be traced to one individual,Hisataku Hijikata, a Japanese artist andfolklorist who came to Palau in the 1930's tostudy art and culture. Older carvers stillremember Hijikata and credit him with"teaching us how to make the board small."One student of Hijikata recalled how histeacher held classes in villages on BabelthuapIsland and in the district center of Koror.Hijikata, well accepted by Palauans, re-quested the elders to sketch stories. He thentook these sketches to his students and toldthem to copy them on wood, making one copyper day until they had mastered their tech-nique. Legends and myths were therebymoved from the realm of private knowledgeinto the public marketplace. This masterartist was regarded as a purist, insisting thathis students adhere strictly to the simple linesand colors of the beams and gables. It isreported that boards produced under hisdirection were difficult to distinguish fromthe original beams. Hijikata taught hisstudents only approximately twenty of theseveral hundred stories depicted on beams,and many carvers are still reluctant to doboards other than those they learned fromhim.The greatest changes in style and qualityof storyboards came in the period followingWorld War II. The American administrationrecognized the commercial potential ofstoryboards and encouraged their production.Then, as now, demand exceeded supply, andthere was a proliferation of carvers of varyingabilities.The Japanese are said to have preferredpainted storyboards. After the war, paintedboards began to be done in glossy commercialpaints (with the addition of blue and green tothe traditional colors). When it was observedthat Americans preferred deeply carvedunpainted boards, this type of board becamethe major type to be produced. To add visualinterest to the unpainted boards, backgroundsbecame more pronounced. Carvers ex-perimented with various styles of depictingstories, settling on those styles which sold thebest. In interviews with carvers, I learnedthat the motivating reasons for the changesthat have come about since the war werealways to accommodate style and content tothe market, to make whatever sells best.The district center of Koror today is"urban Oceania," a jumble of iron and woodenhouses and shops built in "Japanese style" or"American style," crowded together in a townthat continues to grow too rapidly as peopleleave the more traditional outer islands forthe city. While all communities still have apublic building called a bai, these are general-ly a simple rectangular structure of sheet ironor concrete, used for meetings or public

gatherings. In 1969, the Palau Museumconstructed a bai on its grounds because itwas feared knowledge of this traditionalarchitecture would soon disappear. However,Palau is changing rapidly, as it has over thepast century, and there is now a growinginterest among Palauans in their traditionsand history. By the summer of 1974, acommunity on southern Babelthuap hadcompleted an old-style bai which they say isto be used in the traditional way: "rubak(elders) will sit inside and talk; young mencan sit and listen outside; mechas (women)can dance inside." More "modern" Palauanssuspect the community plans to chargetourists to photograph their bal.Jets now bring visitors from Guam, andthere is an air-conditioned American resorthotel to accommodate them. Japanese andAmerican tourists come planning to buy astoryboard, and carvers are harassed bytourists who want boards on demand. WhenKoror is crowded with visitors, all boards aresold and people will cajole or bribe carvers toproduce a board. Some carvers have in-structed taxi drivers not to tell tourists wherethey live, preferring to leave boards at thehotel giftshop or to ship them to outlets inGuam or Kwajalein. One of the places mostlikely to have boards available is the jail,where inmates have turned the carving ofstoryboards into a profitable business. Theboards at the jail frequently emphasize thesexual aspects of old beams and legends tosuch an extent that they are called "pornoboards."In a situation where even bad boards caneasily be sold, there is a wide range of talentsamong carvers, some of whom were studentsof Hijikata and regard themselves as "artists"in the Western sense, while others are notadept with a chisel and are simply trying toearn easy money. There is a small group ofcarvers who do not participate in the touristtrade but carve bowls or tables for otherPalauans. While a skilled carver can produceboth painted and natural boards, many youngcarvers say that paints are too much trouble.A board for the tourist trade can be producedin a few hours since it is axiomatic thatcarving for an outsider does not require thesame care as for a friend or relative.Price is determined by the square inchrather than by the space required in which todepict or represent a story. Perhaps for thisreason, while carvers maintain they can carveany story, only a few themes repetitivelyappear on boards (although a different storymight have been requested)—the breadfruitlegend, the history of Yapese coming to Palauto mine limestone for their currency, the storyof two ill-fated lovers (Surech and Dulei), andseveral versions of legends of deceivedhusbands. Not all legends can easily becompressed into a small board. A board madefor the Museum in the "old style" by the 3

1 Surech and Dulei (in the old style). Dulei. a youngman from Ngkeklau. fell in love with the very beautifulSurech of Ngiwal (the locations of the villages vary).Because the two villages were frequently at war. Surechand Dulei met secretly in the ¡tingle between Ngiwal andNgkeklau. Word of their love for each other spreadthroughout Palau. and Mad, high chief of Ngarard. heardof the affair and of Surech's beauty. He summoned Dulei,and since Ngkeklau was a satellite of Ngarard, Dulei hadto appear before Mad. Mad instructed Dulei to bringSurech to him, saying that he wished to look upon theface of this beautiful girl. Dulei suspected Mad'sintentions but he knew he must comply with the chief'sdemand. lie took his hatchet with him to meet Surech in.their secret place. There he told Surech of the chief'srequest and what he must do—cut off her head. Surechwove a basket which would just fit over her head. then
-nur •nir " I F  ..'.9".nr.W-Iir."Wr
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lay down, bidding Dulel to do what he must. She firstsang a song of her love for Dulei. Dulei cut off her headand took it in the basket to Mad, saying he had broughtMad what he had requested—the face of Surech. Madwas horrified and bid the villagers to kill Dulei. Somepeople say Dulei misunderstood the chief's orders andintentions while others say Dulei knew the chief wouldtake Surech for his own. Both interpretations teachobedience to a chiefs commands.In the board, we see: (I) Surech and Dulei eating inthe jungle; (2) Surech fitting the basket over her head: (3)Dulei holding the decapitated head and then placing it inthe basket: and (4) Dulei presenting the head to Mad. This-old-style" board is painted in the traditional colors witha soft ¿art h finish. Carving is shallow, and backgroundsare plain and painted white to pertpit the figures and;let ion to stand out.
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2 Surech anti Dulei (modern storyboard). This lovestory has become a popular theme at the jail. Essentiallythe ;Jame scenes are depicted as in the old-style board.However. the modern storyboard is deeply carved andbuffed to a nato nil finish with brown shoe polish. Thepeople are more pronounced, both because of theirgenerous physical proportions and because of the depthof carving in the background. Trees are used to separatet he scenes.
3 A modern boj is used as a community house formeetings or parties. This one, in Melekeok. has rooms torent to tourists who wish to see "traditional life" onBabelthuap. While the building is of cement anti sheetiron, it utilizes traditional bol decorations (the currencydemigod with earrings of currency is at the top of thestructure).
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1 IVIestonch Dmonges (literally. "goodbye andfollow." a popular saying based upon this story). •Vv,,,,good friends fished together. and when fishing Was goutone stayed out fishing while the other brought the catultto their homes. One of the friends suspected his ¡mil:mu titsleeping with his wife, and he see:rellv mixi squid in',into the r:oe:nnut oil she used to rub her body. That day.t he. suspicious husband stayed out to fish and asked hispartner to bring fish to their homes. The friend broughtthe fish to the titan's wife and they slept together,afterwards rubbing their bodies vvith her coconut oil.When the adulterer rejoined the husband, the huslian,saw the black ink all over his friend and knew what ibuihappened. He remained silent and waited until the nexttime. they had a lot of fish. He again asked his partite'bring fish back to their homes, and the partner agreed atutrushed to visit the man's wife. The husband then cut itSpear ,,i ti \\ ut I iiidsr si it for home. Sneaking tipthe rem:. I hu! II Iii !-,pudu hrotn!li thi v ninnint.!twojhs it liii Iii,ilfidid is aitillilIP \ itt¡Mingspe.iriul. Stories ¿it deceived husbandt-,ii', tillstress the cleverness td the husband inidentity of his wife's lover. ManyI» ti itdudsexually explicit scenes.
2 In the traditiondi s k t . i t i v d  la iicarver and given appri•ntwes to im carved antibuffed to a shine with "kiwi" brown shoe polish. Majorcarvers have developed iluir own individual styles, andyoung carvers imitate the [mire successful ones.
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3 The Breadfruit Tree (Ngibtol). The femaledemigoddess, Mitad, taught Palauans how to grow taro.In return, when she settled on Ngibtal Island (betweenMelekeok and Ngiwal), she was rewarded by the godswith a breadfruit tree which yielded fish through itsbranches, thus assuring the old woman of a steadysupply of food. The villagers grew jealous of the womanand chopped down the magical tree. The ocean came upthrough the hollow branches and drowned all thevillagers except Mi lad. The sunken island can still beseen below the water.This story is part of a much longer epic. The modernstoryboard always shows the fish passing up through thetrunk of the tree, a technique attributed by carvers toI tijikatit. Llowever. this same story utilizing the cut-awaytechnique on the breadfruit tree is depicted on theexterior gables of a boj now in a Berlin Museum.l'he carver of this board has used shell-inlay todecorate the borders, a decoration traditionally used inother types of carved objects but not hoi beams or gables.

4 Board in the style of the Hui. Not all stories can besuccessfully reduced to a single symbol or a moderatesized board. The upturned canoe in this board can signifytwri different stories. An upturned canoe is the usualsymbol for the story of Tebang. a son who rebelledagainst the control of his parents and left home. In aneighboring village club Tebang gained enough prestigeand wealth to have a canoe made. The canoe was built inthe mountains and in moving it down to the ocean, itbecame stuck in a taro swamp. Tebang had to call uponhis father. an expert in magic. to say magicalpronouncements to dislodge the canoe. Tebang realizedthe value of parental love and, with his apology, waswelcomed back into the family.The same symbol can also suggest Ngeleket Burieland Ngeleket Clads& ("outside child" and "inside child").An adopted child was given poorer food than the naturalchild of the adoptive parents. The adopted child remainedwith them until he was grown. He then asked his father tobuild him it canoe. The father did, and in moving thecanoe from the mountains to the ocean, it became stuck inthe taro swamp. The adopted son said in wordswhich made the canoe fly into the water. The boy thenleft, ending the parent-child relationship with a cursethat the adoptive family will have beautiful women butthey will be plagued by. misfortune and greerfy for food.:1;illiiiidiss(ynn7 teaches women not to mistreat adopted
na.7..m_mirovia7in/L : -  •  t -  ) .  4
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1 The Deceived Husband of Ngkeklau. In Ngkeklauthere lived a man who went to sea each day to fish forshark. The man had a wife who was unfaithful with alover who came whenever her husband was at sea. Oneday when the husband was spearing shark. he saw oneswimming upside down. This was a sign as everyoneknew, that the man's wife was being unfaithful. Thehusband became angry and headed for home. As heapproached the shore. he saw a group of men waiting forall the canoes to land. Realizing that his wife's lover mustbe among these men, he aimed his spear at the group andshouted. "Ha, l see the culprit who dared to touch my wifewhile I was away." The guilty man. just back fromvisiting the man's wife, leaped up in terror and began torun. Before he could get away safely. he was speared andkilled. The chief of the village congratulated the husbandon his clever way of detecting his wile's lover. The storyis recognized by an in shark near the canoe.

2

2 Yap Currency Theme (Wong ro Rebehtulechob). TheYapese came to Palau to mine the limestone for theircurrency and transported the huge disks a distance ofsome 250 miles by canoe to Yap. Several thousand piecesof the currency, some as large as 12 feet in diameter.remain in Yap. and pieces of incompletely minedlimestone can be seen today in caves near Kona'. Mostmining occurred during the middle of the late 19thcentury. after European contact.Sto- ryboards use the doughnut-shaped disk as therequisite symbol, and some show decapitated heads tosuggest the bloody era in Palauan history during whichmining took place. There are two popular storylutardversions of this theme, one showing the canoes en routebetween Palau (represented by a 1)011 and Yap(represented by a Yapese men's house); the second t ype itboard depicts a group of Yapese pointing to &jolt moon,the inspiration for the shape of their currency.

_

Suggested Reading
Kramer, A.1929"Palau." in Ergebnisse derSodsee-Expedit ion. 1908-1910, Il, B. Mikronesien,Band 3, Teilband 5. Ham-burg: Friederichsen DeGruyter. Part V is devotedto boi, sketches of beamsand their stories.Teilbands 2 (1919) and 3(1926) also have picturesof bol and other items ofPalauan material culture.
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3
3 Tourists who purchase boards over one foot in lengthhave a difficult I tole in getting the board home. Smallboards (3 inches by ti inches). which reduce a story to asingle symbol. are being tried out by carvers to sm.e if thetourists like them since they can ens. ily be filled intoluggage. The use of the Yapese GlirrenCy symbol heresignifies the story.

master artist who sketched the PalauMuseum boj beams depicts an upturned canoein a taro swamp, and this can suggest twodifferent stories.It is interesting to note that the boardsmost commonly produced for the tourist tradeare of stories which can be represented by asingle symbol. If one sees an upturned shark(a sign of trouble at home to the fisherman),he knows it is one of the "deceived husband"stories. The doughnut-shaped disk is therequisite symbol for the Yapese currencylegend, no matter what the size of the board.Fish coming through a tree trunk signify thebreadfruit story. Most boards contain arepresentation of their origin, the bai, usuallydecorated with the currency demigod or withthe Palauan currency symbol. If a very smallboard is requested, only the symbol can beused to suggest the story; a large boardpermits the carver to depict the central actionof the story and the number of scenes can befurther expanded to suit the size of the board.However, none of the modern storyboardsactually depict a story in the traditionalmanner of the boj beams.The use of symbols on boards is anelement borrowed from the design elements ofthe bal. While carvers are still experimentingwith styles other than those taught byHijikata, the techniques they turn to are oftendrawn from tradition. Inlay, a decorativeelement in other traditional carved objects, isnow used in storyboard borders and faces.Bowls were decorated with carvings in theround, and the workers in the jail areexperimenting with producing "stories in theround." Some carvers are producing boardswith the old style of shallow incising inresponse to the tourist demand for boards likethose seen on the beams of the Palau Museumbal.That storyboards are a link between lifeas depicted on boj beams and modern life canbe seen in the following sequence. The beamin the foreground of the photograph of theinterior of the Palau Museum bol depicts thestory of Mingidabrutkoel, who taughtPalauan women how to deliver childrennaturally rather than by Caesarean section,and it shows the ritual steamings (mesuroch)and public presentation of the new mother(ngosech) which take place at the birth of afirst child. The same legend is still depicted inti modern storyboard by a student of Hijikata.The public presentation of the new mother(ngosech), seen at the left of the storyboard, isa custom which died out under the fapanesebut which has been revived by youngPalauans, now frequently college students,who are finding renewed pride in Palauantraditions. Ngasech are now held eachweekend for young mothers who have un-dergone the ritual baths and steaming(mesuroch).
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I First Natural Childbirth But Beam. Reading thislegend from left to right: (1) Mingidabrutkoel is a spiderin the trees. He looks down upon a beautiful girl, Turon,and wishes to marry her. (2) The demigod transformshimself into a man and secures the permission of Turon'smother for the marriage. (3) Turon becomes pregnant andwhen it is time for her to deliver, the women of her familycome to be with her during this dangerous operation.Instead of the expected procedure of cutting the motheropen with a bamboo knife, Mingidabrutkoel shows herhow to deliver a child naturally. and the tiny infant isseen coming from the mother. To the right of the houses.women are angrily discussing the event. (4) Turon issilting inside the house with her child, while people beginto prepare a steam hut for her purification and healingbaths (mesuroch). (5) Mingidabrutkoel goes to cut woodfor this ritual, and in the mangrove swamp he isswallowed by a fish. He is seen inside the fish's stomach.(6) He cuts himself out and returns to his home village.
2 First Natural Childbirth Modern Storyboard. (11'1'hepanel to the right shows how the infant used to be cutfrom the mother, If the new mother survived, sheunderwent hot baths, massages with coconut oil, herbsand tumeric, and a final steaming with hot taro(mesuroch). This procedure served to beautify her skin,help her heal, and make her "strong" so she could againwork long hours in the hot sun. In this board, the newmother is seen sitting in a pan of boiling water(inaccurate since the new mother doesn't sit in the water).(2) The center panel shows the infant being deliverednaturally, while angry women shake their fists outside.(3) The left panel depicts the new mother's first public• appearance ingasechl after childbirth and the hot baths.The name given to this appearance, ngosech. means "toelevate." and in some parts of Palau. the new mother waselevated on a high wooden platform. In other parts, shesimply stands in front of a house.
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3 Modern Ngusech. The public; presentation oi the newmother to her kinsmen and to those of her husband istaking place in front id' a Its‘ IN, built modern house ofsheet iron, built on the stone platform of an old house,The girl is wearing a traditional multi-colored grass skirtand tight belt to accentuate her hips. On her neck is apiece of Palauan currency, placed there by the husband'srelatives as public recognition of the wife and child. Theyoung mother is stained yellow with coconut oil mixedwith tumeric. She stands on the woven mat on which shesal during her hot baths. Next to her is a basin of hotleaves and herbs which were used during her finalsteaming with taro. A close female relative of thehusband must dance for the new mother and child. Whileshe is dancing, she will take some of these leaves andwash the girl's feet. An unmarried mother cannot be saidto "ngasech." Although she goes through the same seriesof baths and steamings and makes a public appearance,the day of her public presentation is called omenot romint. which means that there is "just water (maim) andnothing else." The important ingredient—a husband tobring the valued currency—is missing.

Because storyboards of varyingworkmanship are produced for the touristt rade, it has been suggested by some criticst hat all such items be considered merely"airport art" and not an "art form." Such aview ots the storyboard ignores the historyand function of this art form in Palauanculture. It will be recalled that the board'sparent, the boi, was not intended solely as anaesthetically pleasing structure, and that themajor creativity in bol decorations was in theselection of the story to be depicted. Instead,the bol served as a visual statement of thewealth and prestige of a club and community.The wealth complex is still functioning quitestrongly in Palauan social organization, andmost of one's efforts are devoted to acquiringPalauan currency and American money forone's kinsmen. It does not seem strange to methat the profit motive should be so firmlycombined with Palauan carving today. Thesevisual statements of another way of viewingthe world would not have survived withoutthe profit motive.

The long debate whether New Guineamasks or African carvings might be con-sidered "art" has brought into focus twodifferent ways of viewing art—the approachof anthropologists, who examine an item'sfunction and place within a specific culture,and the approach of art critics, who react tothe aesthetics of an isolated item strippedfrom its context and symbolic meaning withinthat culture. Palauan storyboards—popularitems created simply for profit but basedupon a traditional art form—again raise thequestions of "what is art?" and "who decideswhat is 'art'. 'primitive art' or 'airport art'?"2"

DeVerne Reed Smithcollected the storyboardsfor this exhibit (luringfifteen months ofresidence and research insocial organization andadoptive practices onBabelthuap Island. Palau.She is presently com-pleting her doctoral dis-sertation in the Depart-ment of Anthropology atBryn Mawr College and isthe holder of a WoodrowWilson DoctoralFellowship in Women'sStudies.
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