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Divectors NMote

These ideas, quotes, and paraphrases are extracted from James A.
Michener’s Tales of the South Pacific.

The Boar’s Tooth

Many of the deeper meanings in South Pacific are discernible through
the symbolism of the sacred boar’s tooth. The ultimate sacrifice of
oneself for friends and country; the unquestioned gift of a most prized
possession; the enduring of pain-causing circumstances which produces
an ennobling effect—all seem relevant to the primitive boar’s tooth
ritual.

As with Christianity, where “the central fact . . . is that a living man en-
dured hours of untold agony so that [others] might be saved pain . . . is at
the center of all religions . . . almost all beauty too. Fine things, like
human beings . . . are born of pain, of great suffering, of intense in-
driving horror. Fine things never come cheaply.”

According to Michener’s account of a South Pacific island religious
ritual, a young male pig is staked out to a tree on a short length of jungle
rope. All his life he lives in that little circle, tied to the tree and hand fed
so that he can’t root for food and wear down his tusks to the lengths
nature intended. The tusks grow into a complete circle, finally growing
back through the tusks’ own roots. Most pigs die when the tusks start
growing back into their faces. Most of those that survive the previous
level of ordeal die when the circular tusks reach the jawbone. But those
that are kept alive and endure the foregoing agonies become holy pigs.
They are then brutally sacrificed, and the meat and tusks are freely given
away to friends. Only then is the family who raised the boar ennobled by
their years of prayer in which they begged the pig to keep living until the
tusks could make a perfect circle.

It takes about seven years for what was considered good tusks to grow.
They begin to enter the pig’s face about the fourth year. The last years are
very painful. It is rare when the tusks make two complete circles. They
have then burrowed twice through the face and once through the jawbone
during the nine or ten years of life.

The tusk is rude, ugly, as it is ripped from the under-jaw of a sacrificial
wild pig, but when polished, it becomes beautiful. The tusk is cased in
enamel, but when stripped of the enamel a solid ivory core is revealed, a
pale, golden ivory, soft and lustrous to the eye—a shimmering, golden
jewel.

Man is like the wild boar. He is staked out to his own little troubles and
trials, his ignorance and prejudice. His tusks are growing in upon him.
But, finally these painful experiences bestow great and beautiful
treasures.




