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BEADS IN THE PHILIPPINES
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The Philippines is an archipelago of over 7000 islands, less than 3000 of
which are named. Geologically, it is part of the western Pacific volcanic
chain, and geographically it forms the western border of the South China
Sea. It is dominated by the island of Luzon in the north, Minandao in
the south, and Mindoro and the Visayas in the center. Long, thin Palawan
and the Sulu Island chain stretch out towards northern Borneo.

The story of beads in each country or region is distinct, a product of
the interplay between local resources, geographic placement, historical

development, and even modern archaeological progress. These factors have

helped form the story of beads in the Philippines, and have made it unique.
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Prancis/Beads in the Philippines - -

the leolithic period shells were treated in one of two ways. Small whole

shells, such as cowries and dove shells, were perforated to be worn as is,
Cowries had their backs hammered off and the rough edges ground smooth,
vhile dove shells were given a hole by gouzing with a point. Larjer shells
wera either cut into smaller pieces, such as Conus tops, or were cut up

e used as raw material to form beads in the shape of discs,

5 of soft stone are found at this period, but the most

remarkable ones are those made of nephrite. Uephrite is one of two minerals

comnmonly called jade (the other is jadeite), It comes in a variety of

s

colours, has beea prized by many people over the ages, and although act

quite as hard as rock (quartz) erystal, is very toush, due to the

.

arrangemeats of its micrecrystals.

Tt Y 1

here 4id the nephrite beads of this and later periods in the Philippines

come from? 1o oae has a d ite answer to that. There are not only beads
of nephrite, but also adzes and other tools made from the stone. This would

suzzest a local source, and one has been located in Zambales praviace on

»s, however, point out difierences betweea the tools

Zambales, suggesting that the ancieat nephirite might

have come from Taiwan, where prehistoric nephrite beads are known and
deposits are currently exploited.

iere is a problem to consider with the beads, and that is the difficulty

ross the

in drilliag aephrite. !any of these beads have small grooves ac

ands, which may have heen ground so to give a drill a place to "bite";

similar grooves are found oa ancient Chinese nephrite square and rectangular
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prismatic beads, shaped like those in the Philippines. In addition to the

, there are rather ornate nephrite earrings, some decorated with animal
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Pilinpines. Similar earrings are found in

-
urs

heads, called lingling-3 in the
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Indochina and southern China, as well, These all sujjest:
somewhere, but ajain, where?

The major source of nephrite in Asia is the the far west of China, around
Yarkand., The Chinese were iamporting this jade by the Neolithic period.
There atre also other sources in Southeast Asia, some of them guite ainor,
Tn addition to Taiwan and the Philippines, they include Java and Sumatra in
Indonesia, Thailand, and Burma (most of whose jade is of the jadeite

variety). Toth nephrite and jadeite are widely spread around the world in

|1 amounts. Tt may be that the actual source of the stone [or the early
Philippine beads has heen exhausted, and we may never learn precisely where
they were from or who made thea.

The chronology we are f£ollowing here is the one advanced some jears ago by
Robert Fox and still used for many purposes by Philippine archaeolojists.
There are several problems with it, but we shall Znilow it until a better
.

ed to the type collection of beads. In fox's

peds

one is devised and appl

L
chronology the Early lMetal Age is marked by a few metal tools, sone of which
were imported and some made in the Philippines from worn-out imvorted bronze
pieces. These were used alongside the stone tools. Ile dated it from about

rry
it

700 to 200 B.C. 1@ evidence of the beads argues for a more recent terminal

date for the period,
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d

This was the hizhwater mar’: for nephrite jade beads in the Philippines.
They account for over a third of all beads excavated, and were found in more
than three fLourths of the sites. Their forus are not quite as geometrical

as they had been in earlier, and sone ~» 1likely locally produced. There

i 1 B i " B - b ] ” joe dfamitald htnnan 1 1 en
are some cenigmatic jade objects, They look like multifaccted bicone beads

on oue side, but on the other side they are open, with -one smooth one

rouzh edse. They are not merely brokean beads, but wera used in sone other

- o

capacity, perhaps as earrings.

1

In this period that we find our first gold beads. lost of them are pretty

simple, but an attractive flat pendant consists of a rosette of Liw

9

comma-shaperd loops around a central circle. 1e eLiectively strony desi
of this pendant was made quite simply., Small itriangles and circles were

m f
i

old. o make the loop, a bit of the sheet at

chiseled out of a sheet of 3
the top was bent over in one direction and two small {laps on either side of
this looy were bent over in the opposite direction to secure it. Probably a
local product, it reminds us of the reputation Lor jold that the Philippines
justifiably earned later,

M)

Sott, locally worked stones decreased
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i@, but a aew bead material was introduced: the hard stones of the yuartz
family, especially red coranelian and banded agate. They were aot yet

nunerous, sut were widespread in many sites. lost li%ely imports, and most
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likely orisinally from India, these beads wer yle round or Dharrel

|
shapes. Une of thea is an importaant historical and techaolozical marler.

It is a cornelian barrel with five white zones encircline it. e zones

were added to the stone by the technique called "soda-atching,”

J
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There are many parts of the Philippines where people have been living for
a long time in relative isolation from the rest of the country. Ia Luzon
many of the highland ethnic groups were never conquered by the Spanish
either by the sword or conversion to Christianity. Some of these groups
were not "pacified” until the Philippines was ceded to the United States.
Beads currently or recently in use amonj these people are of two types:
imported 3lass beads which filtered through from the coasts or beads which
they make for themselves.

The most important native made beads are those of shell, Conus shell
tops formed into discs are worn as beads, and the top part of the shell is
sometimes cut into a bracelet., One of the most spectacular shell beads are

those used by the Bontoc of northern Luzon. They are cut out of a large

thick shell, perhaps a Tridacna clam, into flat square or hourglass shapes.
These beads usually have two perforations and are strung on two fibres, worn

with slass and other beads on necklaces. Glass imitations of these beads

3
were made in the late nineteenth century in Bohemia (now part of
Czechoslovakia).

Seeds and other plant parts are pressed into service for ornaneats, The
fibres of rattan, acaba (the textile banana), and nito (Lypodium spp.) are
widely used for making belts, bracelets, bags, and other ornamental and
clothing objects., 38eeds are pierced for beads, especially coumon are Job's
Tears (techanically a fruit rather than a seed), found in a wide variety of
1

earth colours, shapes, and sizes, An especially attractive variant of these

by
s

was made by cutting a design of waves or ziz-zags into their the hard shiny

coats, 'hen so treated they resemble glass trade beads. [These are found
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among the Ata and Dagoba of !Mindanao. Others seeds are also used, and the

nut of a Corypha palm is cut into beads and small ornamental objects; it is
commonly known as vegetable ivory.
Among the glass beads used by the Philippine highlanders, the most cowmaon

today are small glass "seed" beads, made in Venice, Bohemia, Japan, I'rance

and other countries., They are sewed onto bags or pieces of ornamental
clothing into a wide variety of bold patterns which are formed through the
use of the contrasting colours of the beads,

An important glass bead in the Philippines is the translucent red over
opaque white bead known in the trade as "cornaline d'Allepo,” made in both
Venice and Dohemia. These are used by many people; some forty years ago the
Hanunoo of 'indoro rezarded them as currency.

Other beads which are found in ethnographic and private collections
include the world-wide favourite hexagonal blue beads with white cores and

'

the twelve corners ground off, made in Bohemia until the late nineteenth

century., The "tile™ bead is a short very slightly tapered cylinder made by

pressing powdered glass and feldspar in a machine patented by the brothers

&

1

Prosser in 1340 and 1841, These beads are recognizable by having one shiny
and one pitted end. They were nade in several Furopean countries, notably
France and Dohemia., They are most popular in yellow among the Bontoc of
Luzon. A round bead with a thick equatorial zone made by the same method
and also with a shiny and pitted end is found especially in Luzon.

|

One other bead material has become more importaant in recaént times:

plastic. While plastic beads can be bought in the market, some ethnic

e .

groups prefer to make them themselves. Three large plastic beads, one
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closely resembling cornelian in colour, on a snake vertebrae necklace of the

Bontoc of Luzon, was collected by the Philippine National Museum in 1969,
These beads were neither molded nor extruded, as plastic bheads are in a

3

factory, but appear to have been handmade, probably by a Boatoc, Irom other
commercially available plastic articles.

The making of plastic beads has become quite an industry amony the T'boli
of Mindanao, whose women are especially fond of heads. They buy ru
pens, and other objects at the market, heat them, and reform them on a wire.
Sometimes small holes are poked into the sides and are filled with other
colours of plastic to make them resemble stratified eye beads, mimicliing the,
glass beads from Venice which are popular among the T'boli heirlooms., These
cheeriful plastic beads are strung up with thin brass bells and other pieces
made also by the T'boli by the lost wax method and are marketed through
T'boli Arts and Crafts; previously they had been sold by a number of
dealers., It is not certain whea the T'boli began this beadmaking, but the
first published notices of it are from the late 197Us.

Among the beads being used today by some of the more isolated ethanic groups

] 1 |

are those which have achieved some degree of local fame and are considered

1

valuable. These heirloom beads are passed along from one zeneration to
another, and some of them are considered quite expensive,

Heirloom beads are not unique to the Philippines. 1In an earlier article
on beads in Malaysia we saw that they played very important roles in the

There some heads could be

lives of many people in Sarawak, Fast Malaysia,

s
2
ot
-

worth as much as JUS 5000, aad some were up to 1000 years ayo.

-
(e

high values and jreat age are not found in the Philippines,
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Only a few heirloom beads in the Philippines are much more than 150 years
old. One of these is a colourless wound zlass bhead with a layer of ;01d or

similar colored foil put on it and then given another thick layer of clear

1lass over the foil. 1Ia shape they are short cylin

] '? )
] v - d

lers. These wound
gold-glass beads have been excavated from the fourteenth or fifteenth

century cemetery of Bolinao on Luzon and are currently used as heirloom

beads by the Ifugao of Luzon, who call them » se beads have not

yet been recorded from outside the Philippines, and their orizin i3z still a
mystery.

Another old heirloom bead is of wound zlass that resemblas the drawa
chevron beads that the Spanish brought with them in the sixteenth century.
They have vhite cores with a blue coat and red and white waves around the
ends, and at first glance look quite a bit like real chevrons. The ends
have even heen flattened to make them appear like the faceting on jei

1
I

been made after the

Spanish brought genuine

&

older chevrons. They must have
chevrons into the area. Some were excavated in the Datanes Islands, which
lie north of Luzon on the way to Taiwan. These beads have a heavy lead

1

content and are most likely Chinese. They have been found amon; the Palawan

of southern Taiwan, in the Batanes Islands, in Luzon, and then in Sarawak

(wvhere many of them imitate the newer style of rounded chevrons with fewer

layers). This suggests a southward route from an:zhou or some nearb
} y

southern Chinese port.
|

It is interesting to discover that these two types of heirloom beads have

their couaterparts in archaeological excavations. However, whea we compare

the record of the Philippines to that of Sarawalk we sece a considerable
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