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Economies

Shell stringing was a part of a Tasmanian Aboriginal economy in the past 
and continues to be in the present. There is a long history of the trade and 
exchange of shell necklaces to meet people’s needs and respond to economic 
opportunities. The following article explores the economic history of this 
continuous cultural practice and identifies some of the women who were,  
and continue to be, leaders in this practice.
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KEY CONCEPT

An economy is a system of organisations and 
institutions that either facilitate or play a role in 
the production and distribution of goods and 
services in a society. Economies determine how 
resources are distributed among members of 
a society; they determine the value of goods or 
services; and they even determine what sorts 
of things can be traded or bartered for those 
services and goods.

Study.com 

SUPPORTING CONCEPTS

ڇ  cultural practice
ڇ  continuity and transition of a cultural practice
ڇ  living communities.

GUIDING QUESTIONS

In what ways has shell stringing been a part of 
a Tasmanian Aboriginal economy historically?  

Who are some of the women who have been 
leaders in this practice?

SHELL STRINGING

This printed material is to be used with Shell Stringing – a Living Cultures multimedia curriculum resource  
that can be found at www.theorb.tas.gov.au

The Living Cultures Shell Stringing resource and this supplementary printed material have been designed  
to foster culturally responsive practice when learning about Tasmanian Aboriginal Histories and Cultures.

http://www.theorb.tas.gov.au
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Introduction
Early historical records report that shell stringing was an in important cultural 
practice for Tasmanian Aboriginal people, and played a significant role in gift 
giving and trade. During periods of extreme disruption and hardship, shell 
necklaces were a valuable item for trade and exchange.

Exchange and Trade 
Early explorers have recorded being generously gifted shell necklaces by the 
Tasmanian Aboriginal people they met. Certainly, shell necklaces had long been an 
item of trade and exchange, but some of the earliest documentation of this activity 
appears in 1830 when George Augustus Robinson visited Robbins Island, as part of  
the so-called ‘Friendly Mission’, where he was given shell necklaces.

Pilunimina or ‘Queen Flora’ 
Pilunimina was born in the north east of the state in the very early 1800s.  She was 
abducted as a child and survived over 20 years living with various sealing men on the 
different Bass Strait islands. In 1830 Pilunimina was removed to Swan Island under the 
instructions of George Augustus Robinson, and after joining Robinson in his search 
for Aboriginal people still living in the north east, was taken to Wybalenna, a Christian 
mission located on Flinders Island. 

The sealer women presented me with several necklaces made of shells, and in return I gave 
them beads, pincushions, buttons etc.

Robinson cited in Plomley 2008: 214

We purchased many shell necklaces of them for cotton handkerchiefs, which several of the 
women immediately set about to hem.

Backhouse and Walker cited in Plomley 1987: 262

In 1833 Quakers, Backhouse and Walker visited Wybalenna. In spite of the dispossession 
and the disruption of cultural practices experienced by Aboriginal people when taken to 
Wybalenna, shell necklaces retained a significant role in gift giving and trade.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

ڇ  What do these accounts tell us about the people’s response to their changed circumstances  
at Wybalenna?

ڇ  What does this tell us about the practice of culture over time?
ڇ  What does this tell us about living communities?
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Articles offered for sale included crockery, tea 
caddies, pocket knives, table knives and forks, 
fishing lines, straw hats, shirts, pipes, plums, 
sugar and rice.  Various articles brought for 
sale to the market by the Aborigines included 
skins, poultry, necklaces and baskets. 

Plomley 1987: 648 

The oldest provenanced shell necklace 
in the TMAG collection is a striking blue 
maireener necklace made by Pilunimina 
in 1854. Pilunimina was also known as 
Bessie Clarke.

Pilunimina contributed to the weekly 
Wybalenna markets, which ran from 
1836-1838. Robinson’s journals document 
the details of the first market held on 
9 August 1836.  

Photograph portrait of Bessie Clarke  
at Oyster Cove  |  TAHO: PH30/1/3648

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

ڇ  In what ways is Pilunimina demonstrating her resilience and strength?
ڇ  What is the significance of Pilunimina’s necklace being held in the collection by TMAG?
ڇ  ‘How might today’s Aboriginal community feel about the necklace and its place in the 

museum collection?’

Lucy Beeton
Lucy was born on Gun Carriage Island in 1829. 
Her mother was a Cape Portland woman 
Watanimarina tatiyana (also known as 
Emerenna) and her father an English sealer, 
Thomas Beeton.

Lucy luckily escaped the ill-fate of Wybalenna 
and instead grew up on the island … 
was privately educated in Launceston, 
and returned to the Islands to become a 
Community leader, staunch educator and 
activist for her people.  

Lucy also became a successful 
businesswoman, gaining the reputation as 
‘Queen of the Straits’. 

Lucy is known to have made shell necklaces 
and traded these in Launceston.  

Her mutton bird and shipping business 
possibly created the first commercial 
avenue for shell necklace supplies to both 
Launceston and Melbourne. The fortuitous 
locales of the sealing establishments 
permitted – even encouraged and fortified 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

ڇ  What were the impacts of colonisation on the shell necklace trade?
ڇ  What does this tell us about Aboriginal people’s response to colonisation?

Cape Barren Island
In 1881 a small parcel of land was ‘set aside’ 
for an Aboriginal reserve on Cape Barren 
Island.  Life on the Reserve, although 
restrictive, saw practices such as shell 
stringing and muttonbirding continue as 

important cultural traditions that connected 
families and provided much needed 
economic benefit. [S]hell necklaces also 
continued to be given as gifts.

Rimmer cited in kanalaritja 2016: 25-26

– the continuation of a number of cultural 
practices. Shell stringing became tied to the 
seasonality of muttonbirding, a traditional 
practice that became a unique commercial 
industry developed amongst the Islanders. 
The mutton bird season between March 
and April coincides with favourable weather 

and tidal patterns for shell collecting and 
the commercial operations also presented 
a market opportunity to export other 
commodities including shell necklaces,  
yakka gum and tin.’

Rimmer cited in kanalaritja 2016: 25

Drawing of Miss Lucy Beeton (1829-1866)  |  TAHO: AB713/1/11765
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

ڇ  Why is the continuation of these cultural practices important to Aboriginal people?  
ڇ  How does this link to identity?
ڇ  What does this tell us about today’s living community?

1908, Monday 14 September. Shell necklaces: Trade 
with America.  |  Launceston: Examiner newspaper.

The convenience and abundance of shell 
resources, particularly the highly prized 
marina shells and numerous other delicate 
shell species, meant our women were able to 
not only maintain the tradition of stringing 
shells but develop the practice to include a 
wide range of other local shells, including 
rice shell and toothies – shells unique to 
the Islands. In 1882, a Tasmanian Legislative 
Council report on fisheries recorded:

…that for necklaces, ear pendants, and other 
ornamental purposes, some of our shells are 
most highly prized. The following are largely 
collected and prepared by the half-castes on 
the Barren and Badger Islands, and obtain a 
fair price.

Rimmer cited in kanalaritja 2016: 26

In 1908 Henry Baker, a United States 
Consul, visited Cape Barren Island as 
part of a trade-related tour of the Bass 
Strait Islands. He wrote an article that 
appeared in the The Examiner newspaper 
on Monday, September 14, 1908. He 
reported on a number of points of 
interest regarding the production, types 
of shells and sale of shell necklaces. Baker 
also notes the generosity of the Cape 
Barren Island community, despite the 
fact that families were very much in need 
of income.

On a recent visit to this (Furneaux) group 
I found a number of attractive varieties of 
shell necklaces, which are very little known to 
the Hobart trade… The half-caste children at 
Cape Barren Island were contributing quite 
a number of these interesting varieties while 
I was there, to be sold for the benefit of the 
Children’s Hospital at Launceston, Tasmania.

Baker cited in The Examiner, 1908
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Appropriation and the ‘Hobart Necklaces’ 

From the 1870s to the 1950s there were two 
parallel streams of shell necklace making and 
marketing: by Aboriginal people based on 
the Bass Strait Islands and by various non-
Aboriginal firms, either only shell trading, 
or fur and shell trading out of Hobart.  
Unpacking these two directions of shell 
necklace work, authentic and the ‘Hobart 
necklace’ copies, is complex and ongoing.

Tasmanian and mainland newspaper 
advertisements illustrate what appears to be 
regular resurgences in sales of Tasmanian shell 
necklaces from the mid- 1860s to 1910, followed 
by intermittent advertisements and [articles]
until the 1950s… At least ten Hobart dealers in 
shell necklaces emerged from the 1870s to the 
1920s, half of whom were also furriers.  

Subsequently mass production and cultural 
appropriation of Tasmanian Aboriginal shell 
necklaces occurred as the wearing of shell 
necklaces entered mainstream culture… 
Non-Aboriginal opportunists in Hobart, 
with maritime connections, started their 
own industry of shell necklace production, 
‘Hobart Necklaces’, by unsustainably 
harvesting southern seaweed beds to 
dislodge shells in their tens of thousands, 
creating a predominately overseas market, 
supplying necklaces in vast quantities.

Gough cited in kanalaritja 2016:71-72

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

ڇ  What is cultural appropriation?
ڇ  How might the mass production of shell necklaces have impacted on the Aboriginal shell 

necklace trade?
ڇ  What effect might this have had on the Aboriginal community?

An advertisement from 1906 for shell necklaces 
made by non-Aboriginal people.  |  M M Martin 
Advertisement. TAHO SD_ILS:981598

With the death of Mrs Martin in 1942, [a well-known dealer in shell necklaces], the most infamous era 
of the cultural (mis)appropriation, mass production, and wholesale export of shell necklaces ended.

Gough cited in kanalaritja 2016: 72
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Lola Greeno

Aunty Lola was born on Cape Barren Island and lived on a northern beach called Prickly 
Bottom, an ideal harbour to collect shells. So that they were able to access medical 
services more easily, the family moved to Flinders Island when Lola was about 10 or 12. 
Aunty Lola remembers her great-grandmother Julian Burgess, as a leading woman 
of her time known for her shell stringing. She taught Lola’s mother and together they 
made necklaces to sell (mostly to Minister Cloudsdale) which provided an income to 
help with food and clothing for the families. They also used to exchange shell necklaces 
for food and clothes at Bowman’s Store at Whitemark on Flinders Island.

In the 1980s Lola began stringing seriously and enjoyed 13 years of stringing with her 
mother until she passed away in 1999.  Lola’s career has since spanned 30 years of 
traditional shell necklace making, exhibiting and selling her works all around the world. 
In 2014, Lola was acknowledged and celebrated with a Living Treasure Award: Masters of 
Australian Craft, which saw her solo exhibition Lola Greeno: Cultural Jewels, tour around 
Australia. Lola has created pieces on commission for museums and private collectors and 
you can find her work available for purchase online and in a number of art galleries.

Living treasure Lola Greeno celebrates her 70th birthday with a special exhibition in Hobart.  
Image: ABC News, Carol Raabus

DISCUSSION QUESTION

ڇ  What does Lola’s story tell us about how the continuation of culture occurs across time?
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