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At The Power Plant's Switchboard: Controlling (fertile) energy amongst the Abulës-Speakers of Papua New Guinea.

Ludovic Coupaye, University College London 1 I remember the first time my gardener friends from Nyamikum -an Abulës-speaking 2 ("Abelam") village in the Maprik area of the East Sepik province of Papua New Guineatold me about the main power behind the growth of the long yams. These were the tubers that the most talented amongst them cultivated in order to display them during the annual ceremony called, in their village, the Waapi Saaki ("The Lining Up of the Long Yams") 3 .

They had been hinting at the Mayëra of the long yams since the beginning of my fieldwork, a term I first understood as being only a form of secret knowledge. That day, most probably after having consulted with other Nëmadu ("Great Men", elders), they had decided to divulge what it was about. Thus, on a sunny afternoon in April 2002 (four months after the start of my fieldwork) during one of our trips back from a garden, we sat on a fallen tree by the footpath on the outskirts of the Kumim hamlet 4 (so we could spot who would come close) and, in low voices, they started to answer my questions.

It took me some time to figure out the nature of what they were referring to. The Mayëra was there, they said. It made all food grow. It listened to what people said. It sent orders to the long yams and to the baëkwaam, the giant multi-coloured earthworms. It could harm people. It was also like a White Men's "power plant," which provides electricity to houses and factories. All of their first descriptions adumbrated a powerful entity, sentient, hidden 1 I am grateful first for my Nyamikum friends' trust, patience and explanations about these very secret aspects of yam cultivation. This paper also owes a lot to my discussions with Perig Pitrou about the relationships between vital processes and technical processes. Some ethnographic aspects have been presented previously in Coupaye (2013) and (2018b). I am thankful to Cécile Guillaume-Pey, Thomas Galoppin and Perig Pitrou for their comments on early drafts, as well as to Rosalie Allain and her careful reading and to the reviewers for their encouraging comments. All mistakes and misinterpretations are mine and mine alone.

2 Abulës is the local name given to the "Abelam" language (cf. KUDAMA and WILSON [1987]). In the following transcription of vernacular terms, b, is pronounced "mb", d: "nd", g: "ng", ë: like the French "e" or the "e" of the English "father". Example: Abulës is pronounced "Ambuləs" in IPA.

3 cf. KABERRY (1941); FORGE (1966); LEA (1964); SCAGLION (1999), COUPAYE (2013). 4 Villages occupy a defined territory and are composed of a constellation of hamlets, about 30 in Nyamikum, which are also the main residence of patrilinear, virilocal and exogamic këm, a term used for both "descent groups" and "places", each one having ownership of land (cf. HUBER-GREUB [1988]).

Ref.: L. Coupaye, « At The Power Plant's Switchboard: Controlling (fertile) energy amongst the Abulës-Speakers of Papua New Guinea », dans Th. Galoppin, C. Guillaume-Pey (éd.), Ce que peuvent les pierres. Vie et puissance des matériaux lithiques entre rites et savoirs, Liège, Presses universitaires de Liège, coll. Religions -Histoire, Anthropologie, Comparatisme, à paraître.

in the dark somewhere in the village, from which some sort of power emanated and which made garden species grow.

I quickly realised that the term Mayëra, not unlike the Austronesian mana, was polysemic, its conceptual content shifting between secret knowledge, power or practices as well as actual entities or things. 5 Indeed, here, Mayëra was anchored in a powerful stone. It was hidden in one of the yam storage houses in our hamlet, in the care of our descent group and tended by a warden whose identity was one of the best-kept secrets of the entire village. It was at the very source of garden fertility and plant growth. But I was soon told that there were many other stones, in other hamlets and other villages, all connected and forming a regionwide network. Each stone formed a "power plant," 6 which provided energy to all gardens for the production of food.

The relationship between stones and fertility is arguably one of the most recurrent and shared in the history of humanity. From prehistoric carvings of female figures, probably associated with fertility, to Hindu lingams, the enduring properties of mineral seems to have been taken up by human imagination to think about vital processes in many different environmental and social settings.

The same goes for Melanesia and Oceania in general. 7 From ti'i stone figures of Tahiti and mauri stones New Zealand-Aotearoa, 8 the stones of the Melpa in the New Guinea Highlands, 9 to the sacred tjuringa of the Aranda of the Australian Central Desert 10 or the pervasiveness of stones in Sepik cultures, 11 many Pacific examples testify to the association of stones with prosperity and fertility. Regarding yam cultivation specifically, several references to stones in relation to gardening can be found in Bronislaw Malinowski's account of the Trobriands, 12 as well as in Gustave Glaumont and Maurice Leenhardt's in New Caledonia. 13 Arthur B. Deacon also reported the association of clan fertility and identity with specific stones as well as their use for yam garden magic in South-West Malakula. 14 Secret stones of the Abulës-speakers themselves have been mentioned before in the literature. 15 My own descriptions come from oral accounts given by Nyamikum gardeners, as their access is highly restricted and presented as part of the most secret aspects of yam cultivation.

This chapter is an attempt to think about how these secret stones, which I call Maatu, 16 play a crucial role in Abulës-speaking yam cultivation. Whilst my friends referred to the Maatu as an actual living being, inviting a form of animist interpretation, the pervasive metaphoric dimension of Abulës language calls for analytical caution. Instead, I am more interested in their relationship to vital processes, focussing here more specifically on the role of their materiality as part of the "agentive configurations" 17 and dispositifs which allow people to enrol and act upon fertility, growth and reproduction 18 . Specifically, I wish to examine how the material properties of stones present some semiotic affordances, through both iconic and indexical relations, allowing them to act as containers of vital energy used by Abulësspeakers in food production.

Making (vital) processes visible: Bodies as containers

As Perig Pitrou remarks, whilst the results of vital processes can be witnessed directly through the ways in which living beings are brought forth or manifest physiological or behavioural changes, their sources mostly escape the realm of direct experience. 19 However, all indigenous communities engage in practices, such as the cultivation of plants, the domestication or hunting of animals, as well as in human healing and fertility, which deal more or less directly with such processes. This remark has led Pitrou and myself 20 to suggest that examining the modalities of actions -techniques in a Maussian sense 21 -through which people engage with these processes is a powerful heuristic device to unveil indigenous conceptions of vital processes. The study of specific interweavings of technical processes and vital processes proved indeed methodologically and theoretically useful to analyse both vernacular conceptions of "life" or "living" and of "efficacious techniques". In my own case, analysing the technical process of cultivation through this angle helped me 16 Some of the stones may have individual names (which may vary depending on the village), but people do not have a generic term to qualify them, apart from the mayëra of the yams. For simplicity, I am using here the Abulës generic term for "stone", and in order to differentiate it from mundane ones, I hereafter capitalise the term to refer to the secret stone and, synecdochally, to its altar. 17 PITROU (2017). (1973[1935]), see also SIGAUT (2003). delineate how Abulës-speakers interact with vital processes, particularly through an investigation of technico-ritual operations. 22 In this chapter, it is the properties of the Maatu as a specific type of material body -in the generic sense -which attract my attention.

Interestingly, the invisibility of the source of vital processes often delineates them as a capacity or an agency contained within bodies -of human or non-human living beings. The term capacity here is particularly apt, etymologically referring to an ability to contain -from capāx, capācis, "able to take in" 23 . It appropriately describes one of the main properties of bodies as containers of substances (such as blood, sperm, saliva or vital force), as Jean-Pierre Warnier noted, 24 as well as recipients of internal properties, such as intentionality or subjectivity -corresponding to what Philippe Descola gathers under the category of "interiority". 25 It is with this capacity that technical processes interact in ways that often reveal that living beings emerge out of complex, heterogeneous relations, both internal and external, as Pitrou recalls 26 .

The Maatu stone provides us with a particular instance of such relations between internal and external potentials and substances, as a dispositif 27 parallel to technical activities happening in gardens themselves. Because the source of the vital processes at the origin of yam growth cannot be directly engaged with, Abulës-speakers seem to have resorted to a dispositif grounded in a complex system of representations and transference, based on (a) the materiality of the stone, (b) an assemblage of elements in the altar and (c) a set of techniques associated with it. Through such apparatus, they were able to capture and store forms of power that could then be tapped into and redistributed to all gardens, securing the success of yam cultivation.

Yam cultivation: Growing images, displaying yams

The Abulës-speakers are famous in the anthropological literature for two main features.

The first is their initiation rituals, which mobilised a spectacularly rich visual production, 28 and the second, the cultivation, decoration and display of long yams, grown to reach up to 22 MAUSS (200322 MAUSS ( [1909]]), p. 49-57; (1973[1935]), p. 75). Whilst I find it difficult to differentiate them analytically, I am using the term "technico-ritual" to remind the reader that, indeed, "[t]echnical action, physical action, magico-religious action are [undifferentiated] for the actor", MAUSS (1973[1935]), loc. cit. See also COUPAYE (2018a). 23 Used for "power to store electricity" for the first time in 1777 (OED). 24 WARNIER 2006. 25 DESCOLA 2005: 168-169. 26 PITROU (2017): 1. 27 I am using the French term here, which refers to an assemblage of heterogeneous elements, including materials, practices, discourses and institutions articulated in order to achieve a specific social role. 28 FORGE (1973), LOSCHE (1995), HAUSER-SCHÄUBLIN (1989b), MCGUIGAN (1987), SMIDT and MCGUIGAN (1997), COUPAYE (2017).

3 m, during an annual ceremony29 . Whilst initiations have been abandoned, under the recommendations of various forms of Christianity (in Nyamikum, Catholicism), yam cultivation and display have remained active at least until 2014.

Horticulture is at the centre of Abulës-speakers' lives. Customarily, people tend up to three main types of gardens. The first and main ones are mainly dedicated to a variety of cultivars of Dioscorea esculenta, the Small Yam, called ka in Abulës, along with other crops such as taro, a range of greens, edible canes and bananas. In parallel, some talented men may decide to open a garden dedicated to the cultivation of D. alata, the Greater or Long Yam, called waapi, in a secluded area of their land in order to obtain tubers deemed worthy to be presented at the Waapi Saaki. In parallel, most villagers also cultivate a variety of cash-crops, mostly cocoa, coffee and, since the early 2000s, vanilla. Other sources of food include sago groves, breadfruits, occasional hunting of small game, and rarer now, pig meat. Food bought from stores is mostly composed of rice, imported tinned fish and tinned meat.

Both ka and waapi cultivations are entwined and the subjects of a complex process which brings together social, material and ritual relations, as well as giving their rhythm not only to the village's life, but also to the entire Abulës-speaking area. 30 Once harvested, the best waapi tubers are decorated in ways that echo with images of ancestral entities,31 and displayed during the annual ceremony Waapi Saaki. Decorated waapi are evaluated by an audience composed of the villagers themselves but also by delegations of visitors from other villages. Tubers can then be given away as valuables (compensation for funerals, alliances or disputes) or partially eaten while a section can be replanted to produce a clone of the original one. Among the many cultivars of both waapi and ka 32 , the Maabutap is the most valued. Its cultivation and harvest used to be considered not only as the index of a Great Man, but as the sine qua non condition for success in harvesting all food. By extension, all that is done to grow one -including the Waapi Saaki -is geared to food production as a whole.

The process of cultivation mobilises and recruits materials, tools, substances and agents from a wide range of indigenous collectives of humans and non-humans, in a complex sequence of technico-ritual activities. Amongst these collectives, the Maatu stone and its altar was described by my friends as one of the most powerful and central, as the source of the capacity of all gardens to provide food. 

The Maatu Stone Altar: An assemblage of relations

Stone altars were usually set inside a common yam storage house (kadiga) belonging to its current warden and undistinguishable from others (cf. fig. 1). The altar was set in the rear part of the space, while the front was used to store tubers, separated by a curtain made out of a sago palm whose leaves have been stripped, and organised around a basic recurrent series of elements.

The Maatu, of variable dimensions and shapes, usually elongated and resembling a yam, was said to lie on a flattened sago-palm leaf infrabase (baayë) surrounded by shell rings (yëwaa), each one belonging to a clan or a group of clans, generally but not exclusively from other villages. A series of ornaments, identical to ones made for long yam decoration and body ornaments, were usually stuck on the ground on the side of the Maatu. These were said to represent the yam vines which are carefully twined around stakes or trellises in the gardens. Two spears were planted nearby, each one associated with one of the two main waapi cultivars, the Maabutap and the Wujëbu. A baapa ('head', such as in bapadu, 'headman') mask, along with its leaf skirt, was hanging from the roof, said to be the watcher of the Maatu. A series of coconut shell halves (agërëp) -said to have been given by, or to correspond to, each clan of the village -were carefully circling the feet of the mask. Placed nearby was a clay pot which contained the remains of a special concoction, used to "wash" the stone every year (or every five years according to other sources). The components of the concoction seemed to vary greatly depending on the warden of the altar, but often included the sap of a vine whose actual species was part of his clan's secret recipes. This residue was said to be a powerful component in the making of what my friends regularly described as a "fertiliser" for the long yams, the secret substance given to tubers at specific moments of their growth33 . Right above the stone, a chain made of rattan and sometimes decorated with shells was hanging from the roof and accessible from outside the yam storage house. This chain acted as a kind of time reckoning device: it was said to be lowered by one ring every new moon until it touched the Maatu. When the sound of the shells touching the stone could be heard, the time of harvest had come. From these descriptions 34 , it appeared that the altar was made of an assemblage of several types of powerful relationships and entities, associated with different domains of the village's life. The baapa mask, which acts as a crowd warden during public ceremonies, and the surrounding coconuts, were a representation of village relations. The Maatu in particular, was an instantiation of Wapikany, a cultural hero at the origin of waapi cultivation (see below). The installation was not unlike the elaborated scenes created for initiates, using similar elements such as the spears, rings and ornaments. 35 Shell rings (yëwaa, made out of bailer shell obtained from the Coastal Arapesh) were one of the main items of the altar. These are, still today, lineage heirlooms and valuables given away as funerary, matrimonial or dispute compensations. The ones laid in the Maatu side were given by representatives of other villages (be they allies or not) who had made a request to have access to Maatu, in exchange for a compensation in pig meat. Once set next to the stone, it is as if shell rings acted as connectors, allowing the flow of power to circulate down to the original owner of the ring. 36 Such "support" (watakna) as it was called, could be withdrawn upon a collective agreement from the village providing it, and the ring given back to its original owner, severing the connection. 34 Although presenting variations, the descriptions I collected often referred to the same set of elements and connections; see descriptions in AUFENANGER (1975), p. 110 and MCGUIGAN (1992) According to Nyamikum gardeners' accounts, there used to be different types of Maatu: (1) one for the Maabutap; (2) another for the second most important waapi, the Wujëbu; (3) one for all the Short Yams ka; (4) another for all taros, bananas, sago and edible canes; (5) and finally one for breadfruits and coconut. 37 Each Maatu was said to be the property of a specific clan who was in charge of its maintenance and of the associated rituals, almost creating a form of clan specialisation.

As such, Maatu were amongst the most precious heirlooms to be carried along during the migrations that led the Abulës-speaker to settle in the area 38 , and it is said that, if destroyed, they couldn't be replaced. The Maatu's enduring properties thus acted as a material anchor for the clan's specialty and identity.

Stones as distributed relics

One of the main sources of the Maatu's properties seems to derive partially from the origin of the stones themselves -also explaining their particular association with specific types of food.

The Nyamikum Abelam classification of yam species distributes them under two main "families". The first one is said to be under the name of Wapikany, and is epitomised by the long yam cultivar Maabutap, the "head of the food," the most valued cultivar. The second family, the "head" of which is the Wujëbu long yam cultivar, is under the patronage of another mythical hero, called Sërapwan. The two "families" encompass all yam cultivars, both ka and waapi.

Nyamikum possesses a myth for both characters, 39 but in this paper I only focus on Wapikany who occupies a central role as a major cultural hero and creator of a series of cultural features and institutions. This myth, as told by Nyamikum elders, seems to be composed of three different episodes, more or less independent. 40 The first episode deals with the discovery and capture of the boy Wapikany by his "parents" while stealing from their garden. The second one recounts how, during a trip to another village with his father, Wapikany instituted the Waapi Saaki, replacing the taros improperly used by people with proper Long Yams -notably the Maabutap. In the same 37 In addition to this list, Nyamikum gardeners also mentioned two other stones -one for the growth of pigs and one for all the birds -that are said to be no longer in use, whether in Nyamikum or in the entire area. My friends also suggested that there was a stone for human babies, but weren't sure about its existence in the past. 38 Forge (201738 Forge ( [1966]]), p. 54.

39 MCGUIGAN (1992), p. 309-316; LOSCHE (1995), p. 54. For Sërapwan's myth, see HUBER-GREUB (1988) and MCGUIGAN (1992), p. 171-172. 40 Depending on the narrator, entire episodes can be skipped, and parts or events can be omitted or forgotten inside each episode. What follows are merely the basic outlines of these narratives.

episode, he creates the first waapi garden and establishes the rules and content of the Yakët.

The third episode depicts how, discovering the failure of his father to follow the Yakët, specifically catching him having sex with his wife, Wapikany fled in anger and dismay, provoking a diluvial rain. The father chased him across a wide portion of the Abulësspeaking area, going through several places that are now the territories of different villages, trying to convince him to come back. However, when the father managed to catch up with the upset boy and grabbed his hand, it broke off from the child's body, allowing him to escape. This event occurred again and again, every time the father got close to him, Wapikany shed parts of his limbs, which turned into stones. Eventually, Wapikany managed to escape his father by throwing himself into a deep water-hole, in Nyamikum's case, in Imbiap Lake, and disappearing forever from the sight of men. 41

This myth portrays Maatu stones as direct relics of Wapikany, 42 the founder of the waapi institution and of the rules governing their growth. Distributed all over the Abulësspeaking territory and conveying the power of this original being, they became the property of major original clans, asserting their legitimacy and anchoring their identity in a specific territory.

Although being indexes of Wapikany's original procreative capacity, it was mostly their particular materiality which seemed to make the Maatu potential containers of power.

The Materiality of "Power"

Choosing mineral forms as media to contain fertility is not that counterintuitive. The material properties and appearance of stones might present human imagination with the affordances adequate to associate them with vital processes. Stones are often compared to bones and described as "hard", atku, and "dry", rëkaa, two qualities attributed to maleness and associated with efficacy and potential. Stones and other mineral features in the landscape and the environment that are naturally unusually shaped are bound to attract attention and trigger the imagination. The shape of Nyamikum's Maatu presented formal similarities with yam tubers -themselves found in the ground in round or elongated grey shapes -but I was also told of a Maatu from another village that was made of an unusual shell.

"Hardness" is also a quality attributed to seeds (sëk; the term is also part of what Abulësspeakers identify as the heart: mawulësëk, lit. the "seed of the will/thought"), which contain the capacity for bringing forth a new plant or tree. could act as potential containers for capacities and substances. Combined with their enduring property and their interpretation as mineralised body parts/bones of the cultural hero Wapikany, these qualities might have been at the source of their selection as enduring anchors for power and identity; in contrast with the softness, transience and mobility of yam tubers, other living beings or even powerful images such as paintings and carvings.

The other capacity of stones is their thermal ability to accumulate and irradiate actual heat 43 . -like living bodies. "Mumu" (in Tok Pisin), the customary mode of cooking food and meat in particular, uses stones that have been put into a roaring fire until they become red. They are then wrapped with the food in leaves and water is added into an opening at the top of the bundle. The whole "oven" is left overnight, during which heat transmitted by the stones slowly steam-cooks the food. The same property was used to boil water: a red-hot stone thrown into a container of water would quickly bring it to boiling point.

It seems to me that their extraordinary, non human-made forms, combined with their durability, hardness and thermal capacity provide the Maatu with an especially evocative materiality. These qualities, clearly identified by Nyamikum people, correspond to what Webb Keane describes as "sensuous qualities that [play] a privileged role within a larger system of values", here hardness, dryness and durability. 44 Associated with generativity and fertility, the stones' formal (their shapes) and material properties make them potent qualisigns 45 that render their position within a technico-ritual process particularly efficacious.

A Regional "Power Grid"

The altar thus appears to be a complex assemblage of iconic (qualisigns of values) and indexical (relic) relations instantiated not only by the Maatu, but also by its different components. Not only does it analytically appear to be a sort of miniature of the village's connections, but it was also described in local exegeses as the equivalent of industrial "power plants" which fuelled the clans' ability to grow long yams -and food in general. By adding or removing shell-rings, the installation acted thus as a sort of "control board" for the collection and distribution of the Maatu's "heat".

The role played by the connections made through shell rings outlines a fundamental aspect of relations across the entire Abulës-speaking area. This aspect pertained to the ways in 43 I am thankful to Rosalie Allain for remarking that living bodies also irradiate heat. 44 KEANE 2003: 414. 45 A qualisign is a material or sensorial quality which acts as a type of sign as defined by Charles S. Peirce (Peirce 1955: 115) and refined by Nancy Munn (1986: 80-89) as sensuous qualities, such as motion, weight, light or directionality that can be exhibited by different objects, in different contexts. In the case of the Maatu, its stone hardness, heaviness and thermal properties are the ones that play a central role in its semiotic associations and its role as a power plant. which crops were 'controlled' -as my interlocutors put it -by a stone, but also the fact that none of the villages were said to have a complete set of stones. This implied (and was later confirmed by discussions with people from other villages) then that every village possessed (and still does) a particular set of stones regarding certain crops. Whilst all the villages appeared to have at least one Maatu dedicated to Maabutap growing, stones associated with Wujëbu, or taro, or other crops were less widely distributed and only some villages had in their possession one of these special stones.

As a result, this distribution: of stones between different villages implies the necessity to maintain relationships, even between enemy villages and during times of war. Visiting other villages, notably during ceremonies such as Waapi Saaki (because of its position within the calendar which precedes the planting of the new waapi garden), was essential to obtaining their support. It is likely too, that a specific village that was particularly successful in growing waapi would receive more applicants from other places, even though these already have access to their own Maatu dedicated to Maabutap -or any other crops. But this did not exclude fierce competition; indeed attacks (physical or using sorcery) against enemy villages often targeted their Maatu or its warden himself, with the clear intent to cripple the village's capacity to produce waapi worthy of display. The altar appeared thus as a smallscale representation of the social, political and productive strength of the village.

But, to grow food, as Nyamikum gardeners are aware, the Maatu power itself did not suffice -nor did the power drawn from ancestral entities: it was human beings that grew yams, and their work, substances and power had to be intertwined within the process itself. While garden work (jëbaa) was done on an everyday basis, reaching out to the sources of vital processes also required specific technical actions performed by human beings as well as other type of living agents.

Living Agents: Ancestral earthworms and stone wardens

Aside from the elements of the altar, proper living entities were involved in the relations between Maatu and garden species. Giant multicoloured earthworms, called baëkwaam, acted as the agents of the Maatu and transmitted its "orders" to the growing tubers.

Alongside their pedologically known actions in helping the formation and aeration of cultivated soils, earthworms here also take the form of powerful non-human entities, intermediaries between the Maatu and the garden plants. They are also able to "smell" or "taste" substances emanating from the gardeners' bodies (sweat, scent) and confirm their right to cultivate the land, as well as checking whether they follow the proper Yakët, a set of behavioural prescriptions and proscriptions. Baëkwaam were then able to incite tubers to grow or, on the contrary, to restrain their development.

But according to my friends, the main agent was a human one, acting in concert with the Maatu, ancestral forces and the baëkwaam. Within each clan, a specific man, known for the quality of his yaamebi (an internal property of living beings, translated either as "spirit" or "vitality")46 was designated by Great Men to become the warden of the clan's Maatu for a short number of years. His identity was kept secret, for fear of attacks (sorcery or other forms of murder) from enemies and rivals from other villages, and a regular system of rotation between people taking the position made any targeting difficult. As the warden, he had to observe a very restrictive Yakët in order to both protect himself from the Maatu's power and to make sure that he did not pollute it.

The warden had two main duties. First, the maintenance of the Maatu altar and its power required cleaning it regularly and replacing some of its elements when decayed. When a 'chain' was present, the warden was the one lowering it when the new moon rose, allowing for the countdown before the harvest. Second, the warden managed the distribution of the Maatu's influence outside the altar, by placing or removing the shell-rings given by those who had been granted support by the Great Men of the village.

People described the stone warden with a metaphor that best outlines his role: he was like the driver of a PMV ("Public Motor Vehicle"), the local public transport which links villages and towns across and beyond the province. Should the driver be good, the PMV will arrive safely at destination, and everybody will be happy. If he is not good, if he is tired, or drunk, the PMV will crash. A poor driver could be replaced by another one. In my friends' words, "he makes sure the PMV is in a good state and that the motor works and chooses who's getting on board".

Interestingly, both metaphors of the car and of the "power plant" analytically point towards the role of the stone altar as not necessarily a sort of "image" of relationships, but as a particular technical dispositif that is an active part of a complex and wide infrastructure of power.

"Power Plants" & "Transformers"

The Maatu's capacity to contain and release energy might have come from its mythical origins, but the energy itself seems to have originated from human social interactions. However, to re-use my friends' metaphor: while the warden is the driver, he is not the car, nor the engine or the petrol. This metaphor of the PMV shows that, whilst the engine was the Maatu, it required some sort of "fuel", whose origin was to be found not intrinsically within the stone itself, but, instead, in sociality.

Every hamlet is built around a ceremonial ground (the ame) which displays at its centre a heap of small stones called baapmu-taakwa, literally the "Woman Moon/Spider". 47 The ame is where ceremonial houses were erected and where ceremonies took place, including initiations and Waapi Saaki. This is also where fortnightly meetings are set, during which current affairs of the village are discussed and debated and grievances voiced in the open to be settled. Orators, mostly men, address the crowd and -although less and less frequent nowadays -Great Men perform mëjaa-gwaarë, short metaphoric songs that opened more elaborate discourses. Both orations take the baapmu taakwa heap of stones as a witness or as a target.

These forms of public discourses and exchanges are said to provide a form of "heat" (yaa), the origin of which is complex. It mostly stems from the orator's own inherent potential for agency, called waay, a faculty shared by all living beings and entities as well as some potent artefacts -including the Maatu itself. Such sung performances, also the main form of magical action, mobilise the orator's breath, his yaamebi, his vitality, and can have a direct transformative effect on people, artefacts, plants or any other target. This power could also be called buwi, the "mouth-power", when describing the physical action of blowing, as used in specific healing or cleansing rituals, during which the agent blows or sprays some juice onto an area or a token of the sick person.

Whilst it is analytically risky to ascertain stark differences between the different terms used by my interlocutors to define these forms of "power" (itself a very porous analytical concept), it is possible to infer a loose distinction made between an ability, waay, which seems to include agency and intention; a "life-force", yaamebi, which animates living beings; and one of its manifestations in the form of "breath" or "mouth-power", as my friends often translated in English, the buwi. All three categories of "power" also played an important part in the ways in which the Jëwaai, a sort of quality/substance, perhaps best described as a "humor" residing in people's blood and scent, could make endeavours (from growing plants to winning at card games) successful. 48 However, it was not these properties, qualities and substances that were captured and stored in the Maatu, but the effects of their performance and manifestations. Drawing on these contained categories, performances of songs, discourses and other forms of exchange, including, in the past, competitive ones 49 , generated a form of "heat/fire"(yaa) analogous to the one that stems from physical activities (including work, fighting and sexual intercourse) and rubbing sticks to make fire, as well as public displays of emotion at appropriate moments (merriness or justified anger). It was this "heat", this energy that was captured by the baapmu-taakwa and transferred (kwasawu, the same term used to describe how a spirit could be transferred to carving 50 ) to the Maatu, where it was stored -like the heat within the oven stone. It could then be hypothesized that it is the assemblage of the altar that helps the transformation of this "heat" into another form of "energy" -as yet unnamed.

Then, the "energy" of the power plant was redistributed through the same stone channels to all the hamlets, and further away to villages having acquired the proper support by giving a shell ring. The two types of stones, Maatu and baapmu-taakwa, were connected to each other, forming a network of power, the former acting as a storage and container and the latter ones as transmitters. The connection was interrupted only during the rainy season, during which yams were in their early stage of development, and thus vulnerable, when baapmu taakwa were encircled by a symbolic fence made of bamboos set in the ground around it in order to prevent any nefarious influence from entering the Maatu.

Everything happens as if social interactions and relations were the crucial component that powered up this indigenous version of an "infrastructure". These relations created the "fuel" for the engine, the power plant, the machine that powered the whole network.

Metaphors of "Machines": Maatu Technical Processes for Garden Vital

Processes.

Compared to garden cultivation, the set of technical actions performed on the altar seems to have been relatively limited. Most operations appear to have been focused on setting, cleaning, tending and rearranging the items to reflect the current state of these intervillages negotiations and, at times, "washing" the Maatu. By contrast, the series of technicoritual activities outside of the altar -techniques of cultivation in the gardens and performances on the ceremonial ground -seem to have been more crucial ("vital") to the whole process of growth and reproduction. What remained in common were Yakët bodily techniques of avoidance and prescription surrounding the absorption of substances, precisely to avoid "polluting" both the circulation of energy as well as the Jëwaai substance/quality of human actors, be it of the warden or of the cultivators themselves. Most altar operations were about making sure that connections were effective, and that "power" flowed unhindered in and out of the altar, the "washing" playing a secondary part.

When examining the types of technical processes associated with the Maatu, one finds that the most important ones happened outside of the altar, in the garden, as mentioned; but also on the ceremonial ground, in the form of performance of body techniques, of orations and displays of behaviours; as well as in the everyday role of Yakët practices of behavioural avoidance and obedience.

To me, this seems to indicate that Maatu stones were not the direct agents of the fertility of living beings. Instead, their role was more to act as the core -literally as the central part of a seed -of a dispositif aiming at capturing fluid energy, storing it as a form of "heat," yaa, and transforming it to be used to encourage the successful reproduction and growth of living species. Like oven stones, Maatu could accumulate power, and their waay, their agentive faculty, was to indeed be able to give it away. The role of the warden was thus to make sure it did so along the correct connections, while baëkwaam earthworms acted as the stone's agents in their role as underground watchers of what was happening in the gardens.

The car engine and power-plant metaphors in and as the whole dispositif themselves point toward an imagination which renders the entire altar analytically similar to a technical object, the role of which was to provide the necessary energy to vital processes of reproduction and growth. Its power circulates in the whole village and beyond, but is not inexhaustible, and is in need of regular replenishment. 51 This is crucial to our understanding of the Maatu, the status of which is ambiguous. It was at times described as a living entity with its own will, but also compared to a modern "machine" that needed to be operated and fuelled in order to function properly. Like all machines, it was simultaneously potent, but also fragile, requiring maintenance and protection from damaging effects, including physical attacks.

A historical incident can give us some additional clues about the Maatu. Brigitta Hauser-Schäublin52 reported that one of the stones from Jaamë, a village next to Nyamikum, was said to have been taken by Japanese soldiers during WWII and used as a hearth stone. Once returned, it was considered useless and was given to people of another village, Kalabu, where an unknown ritual managed to restore its powers. I find this iconoclastic event revelatory of two aspects of the Maatu. 53 The first deals with the actual permanency of stone. Whilst people indicated that once a stone was defiled by enemies or lost, its power was lost forever, the possibility of restoring its power through a ritual -however complex or difficult it might be -indicates that the endurance of stone also affords the possibility, however slim, of actually re-activating its capacities. The second suggestion pertains to the idea of power associated with the Maatu itself and suggests that while its capacity could be annihilated, it also could be restored through technico-ritual procedures. It was as if the Maatu's capacity as a container had been defiled -or one may say broken -but that it had been repaired as if mended. In other words, what had been damaged was its capacity to act as a container, but once restored it could resume its role as a capacitor, transformer and transmitter. If its material integrity was intact, then it could still possess the required qualisigns to be re-activated. This, I suggest, was mostly due to its principal qualities of durability and permanence.

Conclusion: Permanent "machines", transient images and the sources of fertility

The specific interweaving of technical processes and vital processes in the case of yam cultivation demonstrates that yams acquire their properties from complex socio-ecological relations that enrol humans and non-human beings in the circulation of substances and energy necessary to their reproduction. 54 But in this picture, yams remain transient materialisations of such relations and powers; and the source of their fertility, as a capacity, remains out of reach of human experience and also perhaps direct action. By comparison, the Maatu appears as fixed and permanent, and can be acted upon.

Ultimately, it seems that whilst it is human agency that grows yams, there is always a part of this fertile potential which remains out of reach -or at least a risk that what is done around it might not be enough. The particular case of the Abulës Maatu delineates the idea that this capacity -"contained within" living bodies -also needs to be activated by forms of external "power" or "energy"; of the kind that is stored inside another body, a permanent one: the Maatu.

Following my friend's metaphor, the Maatu, not unlike a modern machine, was fuelled and activated by a series of technico-ritual operations aiming at channelling energy coming from outside the altar, storing it, but also, as with an electric transformer or an engine, converting it into a generative power used to fuel garden production. Such a capacity -in its etymological sense -was deeply associated with the particular materiality of stone, of dryness, hardness but also as an enduring container, defying the effects of time.

This contrasts starkly with other potent artefacts, such as carvings or paintings, which were also said to possess power in the form of a waay, the agentive faculty. In contrast with actual living beings, the agency attributed to these types of artefacts seemed to have been activated only when triggered, "kicked off," so to speak, by a form of power or energy contained in the "mouth-power" and yaamebi. 55 Paintings and carvings were often acting as such temporary receptacles of ancestral substances and agency, but they also needed regular refreshing in order to be effective, until their unavoidable decay. 56 When not 54 COUPAYE (2018a) 55 COUPAYE (2018a), p. 10. 56 Many images (carvings, paintings and ritual objects) in the Sepik seem to have presented the same type of capacities as containers for ancestral substances; see COUPAYE (2018c).

activated and in use in rituals, many carvings and paintings could become useless and would thus be replaced, discarded or even sold to foreign art collectors.

By contrast, the Maatu and artefacts such as shell rings, made of more permanent materials, 57 were not replaceable and were transmitted from one generation to the next, as well as carried around during migrations. The Maatu was even more exceptional given that its form was not the result of human action, like rings or carvings, but had been instead "found" in the ground and originated in a mythical past.

It could be that, because of the transient and fluid nature of relations and substances, Abulës-speakers resorted to an apparatus involving a more permanent "body" which could act as a collector of fluid and transient vital energy (yaa/yaamebi) and was able to contain it -just as living bodies contain vital processes. The Maatu's formal and material propertiesacting as qualisigns via iconicity (likeness to yams) and as indexes (contiguity to Wapikany's ancestral powers) -granted it the faculty to both store and redistribute the social "heat," just as earth oven stones accumulate actual heat. The dispositif itself -the altar, the storage house, the ceremonial ground -seemed to have presented itself as a series of related and encased images of containers, whose connections were created by a tight web of metaphors and qualisigns (inside, hardness, etc.). As a miniature of existing relationships, it was also acting almost like a transformer and switch-board, able to help activate reproductive capacities contained within yams and other living species.

Stones are particularly good candidates to become sacred objects. As with relics, they can manifest particular and most importantly durable relations with the entities they re-present ("make present again"), and the properties they instantiate in material forms. These categories of objects, Maurice Godelier reminds us, 58 are perfect anchors for group identity and their relations to their own history, because of their permanency. They act as enduring substitutes for ancestral powers -images, then -but also are the counterparts of other items and substances that circulate, and are usually "softer", more transient and at times consumable. Sacred objects, Godelier notes, belong to the type of objects that cannot be given away, 59 whilst it is their effects which are distributed. 60 The Maatu also teases out the issue of powerful images upon which specific sets of ritual or magical acts can be performed in order to affect, draw from, or influence an invisible 61 source of vital processes. As often in Melanesia, the relation between images and power 57 It would be interesting to make a comparative analysis of the position of ritual pottery, also presenting an enduring capacity, though much more fragile than stones.

58 [START_REF] Godelier | L'énigme du don[END_REF]), p.152-236. 59 WEINER (1994).

60 GODELIER (1996), p.167-168. 61 There is no room in this paper to analyse the types of (sympathetic, semiological or semiotic) relations these images had with their prototype, but in the Abulës case, one should include in the analysis the larger corpus of visual production which includes decorated yams, paintings and carvings. See the works mentioned in note 28.

might be neither automatic nor permanent. [START_REF]There are several examples: for Melanesia, see KUECHLER[END_REF] On the contrary, people often need to resort to specific, defined and appropriate procedures to activate these relations and make them efficacious.

It is the specific materiality of Maatu as mineral bodies, and the temporal and physical properties they embody, which allows them to play a central part in a dispositif seen as essential for the reproduction of living beings, food and ultimately clans and But, even this durability cannot conceal the central fact that, ultimately, it is from social relations -between humans and with non-humans -that fertility is achieved.

Fig. 1

 1 Fig. 1 Diagram of the top-view of the Maatu stone space (from oral descriptions).
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There are several other versions describing different trajectories of Wapikany's flight, depending on the village. See notably:

MCGUIGAN (1992), p. 311, 316. 42 

According to my Nyamikum friends, the stone associated with Wujëbu is said to come from Sërapwan's nose ornament.
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These hypotheses stem from my conversations with some of the people who used to oversee the Maatu, during my last visit in June-July 2014.