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Easter Island’s birdman stones in the collection of the Peabody Museum

To our great surprise, there is another motif 
depicting a fish (considered in the next section) carved 
in bas-relief on the back of the artifact, which, to the 
best of our knowledge, has neither been illustrated nor 
mentioned in the literature (Figure 9). As will be shown 
later, this can be positively identified as a small blenny, 
or patuki. To simplify further reference, we will call 
the artifact 05-2-70/64851 the “tangata manu – patuki 
stone” henceforth.

In contrast with the manupiri stone (Figure 1), the 
front and back of the tangata manu – patuki stone has 
quite homogeneous patination, which can be clearly 
appreciated from the top view when both birdman and 
fish carvings are seen (Figure 9). Therefore, it seems 
that the birdman rock was displayed as a free-standing 
object, with both sides exposed to spectators. We were 
unable to find any change of coloration that may suggest 
partial burial of the rock to increase its stability. The 
minor soiling noticeable at the base (see, e.g., Figure 9, 
lower right) seemingly points out that the artifact was 
exposed to its full height. An abrupt rock color change is 
very prominent at the sides of the artifact (Figures 9 and 
10), which display clear traces of breakage. The broken 
sections are dark-grey in contrast with the light-brown 
front, back and top surfaces of the rock. The bottom part 
of the stone is rough and broken.

The dark round hole seen in the center of the base 
(Figure 9, upper right image) was drilled to accommodate 
the metallic peg that now holds the tangata manu – patuki 
stone on its wooden display base. The natural cavities in 
the rock base are covered with an intact reddish oxide 
layer, as if the stone were broken off from its base 
comparatively recently. At the same time, the carvings 
of the tangata manu – patuki stone are not affected by 
the side breakage area, clearly postdating it. The good 
preservation state of the stone and an absence of lichen 
suggest that it may have been kept in a place sheltered 
from the elements – perhaps inside a house at ‘Orongo.

A detailed study of the foot of the birdman (Figure 
11) offers several curious insights. First, it features six 
toes; other examples of polydactylism are known from 
Rapa Nui rock art (Lee 1992:63, Figure 4.30). It can be 
seen that the lines denoting the toes were carved last 
as they expand to the background in front of the foot. 
There is also a subtle incised curve just below the foot 
(marked with three arrows in Figure 11). It may have 
been an outline of yet another vulva petroglyph, because 
a small portion at the right side of the curve bends down. 
However, there are no further outlines of a complete 
komari. At the same time, this incised line follows 
the curve that delineates the area where the rock was 
removed to form the bas-relief foot (see the rightmost 
arrow in Figure 11). This, in turn, can be interpreted 
as evidence for the intermediate steps in which the 
bas-relief was created. First, the carver delineated the 

motif with an incised line, laying out another curve at 
a distance to denote the quantity of rock that should be 
removed to achieve bas-relief sculpture. This closely 
resembles the carving of monolithic moai: 

“A fairly clear picture of the methods of work which 
were followed was gained by studying the quarries 
carefully. Deep, parallel furrows have been hewn in 
the rock with the help of stone picks, and the rock 
between these furrows has been broken out, possibly 
by use of the excessively large and heavy picks” 
(Skjølsvold 1961:368).

Upon achieving bas-relief, smaller details (such as 
toe lines) were added, and then the carving was polished 
to obtain a smooth surface. The incised komari seen on 
the birdman body (Figure 13a) was most likely added 
to the composition later, as well as a sun-like motif 
incised to the right of the tangata manu (Figure 9, front 
view), with its “disk” hatched in a way similar to that 
of a round-body bird from Papa te Kena (Lee 1992:53). 

Iconographic Analysis

The birdman cult and bird/man symbolism have already 
been treated in detail in a multitude of papers and books 
– yet there are still some particular points that require 
clarification. The birdman design represents a crouching 
human body combined with the head of a frigate bird with 
its characteristic hooked beak (Figure 12a). The neck of 
the birdman protrudes from the front, which is usually 
interpreted as a depiction of the inflated gular pouch of 
frigate bird. This hypothesis appears plausible, because 
the pouch has the important red color. Nowadays, frigates 
do not nest on Rapa Nui, but “they must have done so 
in the past, for the artists who carved the [birdman] 
designs would not have been aware of the gular pouch 
(which is only inflated during mating) without first-hand 
knowledge” (Lee 1992:20). However, when one looks 
at a living frigate bird with an inflated gular pouch, it 
becomes evident that the bird’s proportions are different, 
with the pouch extending well below the wings and far 
beyond the beak (Figure 12b); it is not so in the carved 
designs (Figure 12a). 

It is reasonable to suggest that the birdman design 
became highly stylized and it would be naïve to expect a 
life-like depiction of such particular details. On the other 
hand, we know that the ancient Rapanui were careful 
observers and masterly carvers who are rightfully famed 
for developing the elaborate art style that represents the 
essential features of the objects.

Let us consider, for example, the frigate bird as it 
appears in rock art (Figure 12d, e). The most pronounced 
characteristics of these carvings are that they have a 
thin beak and show a bird with a long neck (without a 
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Links to the Past is a compilation 

of line drawings of Hawaiian artifacts that includes more 
than 1,000 illustrations of items dating to the 18th to 
19th centuries AD. The pieces are housed in museum 
collections around the world, with artifacts from more 
than 70 institutions represented. The book is organized by 
ethnographic category (e.g., bowls, baskets, capes, etc.) 
and includes an introduction, brief descriptions at the start 
of each chapter, and appendices with lists of plant and 
animal names, names of tapa beater patterns, a glossary 
of artifact names, and suggestions for further readings.

The introduction presents an insightful summary of 
changes that occurred in Hawaiian society as a result of 
Western contact, from the arrival of Captain Cook, to 
impacts of the sandalwood trade, to the abolishment of the 
kapu system, and the coming of Christian missionaries. 
These factors all had an effect on traditional material 
culture, and the book focuses on the earliest collected 
artifacts that were least affected by the changes brought 
about by outside influence.

The chapters are arranged with the earliest 
collections presented first (e.g., items acquired during 
the Cook and Vancouver voyages), with “the rest 
according to similarities,” and the author infers that this 
will allow for observation of stylistic change over time 
(Arbeit 2011:3). It is unclear, however, which attributes 
are used to discern similarity between artifacts of a given 
category. In this and other respects, the character of the 
book veers more toward the artistic than the scientific 
or archaeological.

A short introduction to each chapter provides useful 
information on the given artifact categories, setting 
the context for the drawings that follow. Descriptions, 
uses, and Hawaiian names are provided for each kind of 
artifact. Notes on the size of the artifacts and materials 
used in their construction are also included. The chapter 
introductions often indicate how these items compare 
with their counterparts from other parts of the Pacific. 
For example, some Hawaiian shark tooth knives are very 

similar to those from Kiribati, while wooden daggers are 
unique to the Hawaiian Islands.

The illustrations themselves are well done and 
often to scale, offering an excellent instrument for 
comparison. Each drawing is labeled with a brief 
description and data on where the piece is housed. 
Opportunities for further research abound, with 
possibilities including the study of feather helmet 
design, an examination of motifs displayed on coconut 
leaf fans, or variability in the morphology of twined 
baskets. The volume may also be used as a reference 
tool for archaeologists to compare a find with the items 
pictured. More photographs and variations in angle 
might be helpful in this regard. The use of color in some 
of the drawings, especially the vibrant reds and yellows 
of Hawaiian featherwork, might also enhance the utility 
and visual charm of the book.

While some chapters are relatively comprehensive 
(e.g., 100 of the 170 extant ahu‘ula are illustrated 
in the “Capes and Cloaks” chapter) others are by no 
means exhaustive of the variability that occurs within 
a given artifact category. Only a few pages are devoted 
to fishhooks, for example, and no mention is made 
of variations in head shank morphology, one of the 
principal indicators of stylistic variability in Polynesian 
fishhooks (Allen 1996; Emory et al. 1959; Graves & 
McElroy 2005; Sinoto 1962, 1967, 1970, 1991, 1995).

The focus of the book is on utilitarian objects, 
with categories such as sculpture and religious objects 
omitted. Also excluded are items such as ‘ulumaika and 
other gaming pieces (pahe‘e darts, etc.), slingstones, 
canoe paddles, as well as tools that are pervasive in 
archaeological collections, such as coral abraders, bird 
bone picks, or sea urchin spine files. Although not as 
visually stunning as the artifacts featured, these items 
nonetheless display variability in their design that could 
be tracked through photographs and drawings, and their 
inclusion might also show the range of variation in 
utilitarian Hawaiian artifacts in general. Nevertheless, it 
is refreshing to see uncommon items featured, including 
fans, kites, and string figures, for which the available 
literature is less widespread.

The appendices provide thorough lists of Hawaiian 
terms. The catalog of artifact names and variants is 
particularly useful, as is the collection of tapa beater 
pattern names and their descriptions. The reading list is 
rather sparse, but includes most major references.

In all, Links to the Past is an impressive piece of 
work. This volume represents the most comprehensive 
compilation of Hawaiian artifacts since the classic texts 
of Brigham (1902) and Buck (1957). It is an excellent 
reference book for those who study material culture and 
the layperson alike. The collections depicted highlight 
the exquisite craftsmanship displayed by the traditional 
Hawaiian artisan.
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This new work by the author consists of a two book 
set that includes a volume of text and discussion and 
a second volume of color photographs. The format 
of this publication is directed towards the generalist 
public. Brightly colored photographs of Rapa Nui’s 
landscape, archaeological features, and vegetation 
convey the present day context of the island. However, 
the discussion is direct, reasoned and not over-simplified 
for the lay public.

During the prehistory of Rapa Nui two major 
corporate efforts were conducted over multiple 
centuries that included the sculpting of hundreds of 
tuff statues (moai) at the Rano Raraku quarry and their 
transport to, and installation on, religious altars (ahu). 
In contrast to much of the conventional thinking about 
these prehistoric activities, the author provides us with 
a new, and potentially controversial, interpretation of 
the archaeological record. At the Rano Raraku statue 
quarry, the current visitor sees hundreds of statues in 
the process of creation scattered on the face of the cliff 
and erected in a vertical position at the base. Are the 
latter statues awaiting transport? Apparently not, says 
Cauwe, who interprets the intentional positioning of the 
unfinished, partial, and standing moai as impediments 
to the removal of additional statues. Thus, we now see 
the statue quarry not as a production center that came 
to a quick demise but an intentionally closed precinct. 
Statues at the margins of the quarry lying in a prone 
position on the “moai road” are not in transport but were 
once vertically set warning signs to those who approach 
that the tradition of ancestor worship had come to an end.

The author does not enter into the fray and excess 
verbiage concerning statue transport but provides the 
reader with an understanding of ahu refurbishment 
practices in prehistory. Ten years of careful excavation 
at smaller ahu around the island has shown that ahu 
platforms were constructed, utilized, abandoned, 
refurbished, and moai fragments were recycled into 
the fill of the reconditioned ahu. Again and again this 
happened, until the final time in the late 17th century 
when the moai began to be lowered for the last time, 
a process that took at least a century. The positioning, 
torso breaking patterns, and lack of damage to the face 
argue for a gentle lowering; a process that symbolically 
changed the ahu and surroundings from socio-religious 
precincts to burial mounds or necropoli. As with the 
statue quarry, ancestor worship had come to an end.

The data used to support the interpretation of the 
statue quarry, and statue lowering process, are likely 
to be closely scrutinized. A serious spatial analysis of 
the positioning and temporal order of the quarry moai 
is required, as is the retrieval of chronometric data 
from the quarry. At present the interpretation is mostly 
impressionistic, but not without merit. However, the 
statue lowering hypothesis will certainly raise some 
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in 1974 (Mulloy 1997:70). This observation does not 
agree with removing a heavy 88cm-wide embedded 
boulder, which should cause significant damage to the 
inner house masonry.

To explain this inconsistency, we turned to Geiseler’s 
original 1883 report and compared the text to a sketch 
of ‘Orongo made by Weisser (Figure 7a). In the text, 
the house with walled-in blocks is called “das letzte 
Steinhaus” (Geiseler 1883:16) – “the last stone house” 
located before reaching the cliffs with carvings, i.e., Mata 
Ngarau. Weisser’s comment on the map conveys the same 
meaning with “Äußerstes Steinhaus” (Figure 7a) – “the 
outermost stone house”, also positioning it before (at 
the north side of) “Felsen mit Skulpturen” – cliffs with 
sculptures, Mata Ngarau. Therefore, both Geiseler and 
Weisser listed the house with embedded stones to be last/
outmost; thus, they did not identify the entrances opening 
to the Mata Ngarau court as houses proper, nor did they 
mention a House #47 standing behind the sacred precinct. 
This detail explains the problem: the Germans measured 
the real outermost House #47, but then confused its 
metric data with “last” House #39 before Mata Ngarau 
(Figure 7a and Figure 7b, #4).

The ‘Orongo survey carried out by the Mana 
Expedition in 1914-1915 (i.e., after the manupiri stone 
was removed by Agassiz’s expedition) confirms that 
House #39 was nearly demolished (Routledge 1920:445):

“[House] No. 39. Condition: Middle of north wall and 
roof broken down [our emphasis]. Exterior entrance 
broken … Chamber: plan peculiar. Rectangular main 
chamber 16'4" x 4'8" [4.98m x 1.42m]; in addition, 
on each side of the entrance are two large recesses, 
concave in form, which extend from the walls of 
the passage to the respective ends of the house. 
These recesses measure at each end – that is, at their 
narrowest points – about 2'4" [0.71m]. Their roofs are 
domed. The effect given is that the passage penetrates 
the house and divides its southern side into two parts.”

It is worth noting that the length of House #39 
(4.98m) is close to that of House #47 (4.72m); both have 
a peculiar plan with secondary chambers. Looking at 
the plan of Mata Ngarau published by Mulloy (1997: 
Bulletin 4, Figure 2) one can notice a similarity in the 
dimensions of both houses (Figure 8a). The broken 
roof of House #39 was documented by Routledge 
(Figure 8b). Moreover, she also mentioned that the 
middle of the north (i.e., inner) wall of the house was 
broken down. This would be a perfect position for a 
walled-in boulder, as, similar to other ‘Orongo houses, 
the best lighting was received only by the wall facing 
the crawl-in passage (Routledge 1920:431). Mulloy’s 
description of House #39 is as follows (1997:80, House 
#9 in his nomenclature): 

“From House 9, two central ceiling slabs had been 
removed. Several foundation slabs on the northwest, 
interior wall tipped slightly inward but were 
determined to be in stable condition. These were 
not realigned because to do so would have required 
tampering with much original masonry. Interior 
restoration included only replacement of displaced 
ceiling slabs.”

The inward-tipping of the vertical slabs of the 
northwest interior wall is also in agreement with 
the extraction of a walled-in boulder. Therefore, 
consolidating several historical surveys of ‘Orongo, it 
appears possible to amend the previous identification 
of the house that sheltered the manupiri stone (Horley 
& Lee 2009:115): it should be House #39, located just 
to the north of the sacred precinct of Mata Ngarau. It 
is important that Mulloy’s map of Houses #47 and #39 
(Figure 8a) show that the former has a perimeter of 
densely-set slabs, while the latter reveals a breach in 
the interior wall facing the entrance. The width of the 
damaged section is about 1.5m (marked with arrows 
in Figure 8a). The transverse profile of the house 
(Figure 8c, BB’) documents a 70 cm-tall vertical slab 
of inner masonry that was seemingly adjacent to the 
manupiri boulder. Slabs of similar height are seen 
in the longitudinal section (Figure 8c, CC’). Thus, 
assuming that the first course of cantilevered slabs started 
approximately at the same height, one can estimate the 
dimension of the damaged part of the interior wall as 1.5 
x 0.7m, which is sufficient to accommodate the manupiri 
stone (0.88 x 0.60m) together with the second carving 
seen by Weisser – a Makemake mask 0.32 x 0.40m in 
size, collected by the Franco-Belgian expedition to Rapa 
Nui and now in the collections of the Museés Royaux 
d’Art et d’Histoire, Brussels, Artifact ET 35.5.90 (Horley 
& Lee 2009:115-117). Based on this information, we 
propose a tentative reconstruction of a possible view of 
the manupiri stone when it was embedded in the wall 
of House #39, and painted red and white, according to 
the results discussed above (Figure 4). 

The Stone with the Birdman Carving

The second stone from the Peabody Museum bears 
Catalogue Number 05-2-70/64851 and measures 
35 x 47 x 25cm (Peabody 2009b). The front side 
of the artifact features the well-known carving of a 
birdman “sitting” on a large vulva, with several other 
bas-relief komari concentrated around its hand and 
beak (see, e.g., Heyerdahl 1976:Plate 179, Esen-Baur 
& Forment 1990:284, Lelièvre et al. 2010:113). Such 
distinct clustering of female genitalia carvings in front 
of a tangata manu may be tentatively explained by the 
fertility emphasis of the later phase of the birdman cult. 
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This new work by the author consists of a two book 
set that includes a volume of text and discussion and 
a second volume of color photographs. The format 
of this publication is directed towards the generalist 
public. Brightly colored photographs of Rapa Nui’s 
landscape, archaeological features, and vegetation 
convey the present day context of the island. However, 
the discussion is direct, reasoned and not over-simplified 
for the lay public.

During the prehistory of Rapa Nui two major 
corporate efforts were conducted over multiple 
centuries that included the sculpting of hundreds of 
tuff statues (moai) at the Rano Raraku quarry and their 
transport to, and installation on, religious altars (ahu). 
In contrast to much of the conventional thinking about 
these prehistoric activities, the author provides us with 
a new, and potentially controversial, interpretation of 
the archaeological record. At the Rano Raraku statue 
quarry, the current visitor sees hundreds of statues in 
the process of creation scattered on the face of the cliff 
and erected in a vertical position at the base. Are the 
latter statues awaiting transport? Apparently not, says 
Cauwe, who interprets the intentional positioning of the 
unfinished, partial, and standing moai as impediments 
to the removal of additional statues. Thus, we now see 
the statue quarry not as a production center that came 
to a quick demise but an intentionally closed precinct. 
Statues at the margins of the quarry lying in a prone 
position on the “moai road” are not in transport but were 
once vertically set warning signs to those who approach 
that the tradition of ancestor worship had come to an end.

The author does not enter into the fray and excess 
verbiage concerning statue transport but provides the 
reader with an understanding of ahu refurbishment 
practices in prehistory. Ten years of careful excavation 
at smaller ahu around the island has shown that ahu 
platforms were constructed, utilized, abandoned, 
refurbished, and moai fragments were recycled into 
the fill of the reconditioned ahu. Again and again this 
happened, until the final time in the late 17th century 
when the moai began to be lowered for the last time, 
a process that took at least a century. The positioning, 
torso breaking patterns, and lack of damage to the face 
argue for a gentle lowering; a process that symbolically 
changed the ahu and surroundings from socio-religious 
precincts to burial mounds or necropoli. As with the 
statue quarry, ancestor worship had come to an end.

The data used to support the interpretation of the 
statue quarry, and statue lowering process, are likely 
to be closely scrutinized. A serious spatial analysis of 
the positioning and temporal order of the quarry moai 
is required, as is the retrieval of chronometric data 
from the quarry. At present the interpretation is mostly 
impressionistic, but not without merit. However, the 
statue lowering hypothesis will certainly raise some 
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in 1974 (Mulloy 1997:70). This observation does not 
agree with removing a heavy 88cm-wide embedded 
boulder, which should cause significant damage to the 
inner house masonry.

To explain this inconsistency, we turned to Geiseler’s 
original 1883 report and compared the text to a sketch 
of ‘Orongo made by Weisser (Figure 7a). In the text, 
the house with walled-in blocks is called “das letzte 
Steinhaus” (Geiseler 1883:16) – “the last stone house” 
located before reaching the cliffs with carvings, i.e., Mata 
Ngarau. Weisser’s comment on the map conveys the same 
meaning with “Äußerstes Steinhaus” (Figure 7a) – “the 
outermost stone house”, also positioning it before (at 
the north side of) “Felsen mit Skulpturen” – cliffs with 
sculptures, Mata Ngarau. Therefore, both Geiseler and 
Weisser listed the house with embedded stones to be last/
outmost; thus, they did not identify the entrances opening 
to the Mata Ngarau court as houses proper, nor did they 
mention a House #47 standing behind the sacred precinct. 
This detail explains the problem: the Germans measured 
the real outermost House #47, but then confused its 
metric data with “last” House #39 before Mata Ngarau 
(Figure 7a and Figure 7b, #4).

The ‘Orongo survey carried out by the Mana 
Expedition in 1914-1915 (i.e., after the manupiri stone 
was removed by Agassiz’s expedition) confirms that 
House #39 was nearly demolished (Routledge 1920:445):

“[House] No. 39. Condition: Middle of north wall and 
roof broken down [our emphasis]. Exterior entrance 
broken … Chamber: plan peculiar. Rectangular main 
chamber 16'4" x 4'8" [4.98m x 1.42m]; in addition, 
on each side of the entrance are two large recesses, 
concave in form, which extend from the walls of 
the passage to the respective ends of the house. 
These recesses measure at each end – that is, at their 
narrowest points – about 2'4" [0.71m]. Their roofs are 
domed. The effect given is that the passage penetrates 
the house and divides its southern side into two parts.”

It is worth noting that the length of House #39 
(4.98m) is close to that of House #47 (4.72m); both have 
a peculiar plan with secondary chambers. Looking at 
the plan of Mata Ngarau published by Mulloy (1997: 
Bulletin 4, Figure 2) one can notice a similarity in the 
dimensions of both houses (Figure 8a). The broken 
roof of House #39 was documented by Routledge 
(Figure 8b). Moreover, she also mentioned that the 
middle of the north (i.e., inner) wall of the house was 
broken down. This would be a perfect position for a 
walled-in boulder, as, similar to other ‘Orongo houses, 
the best lighting was received only by the wall facing 
the crawl-in passage (Routledge 1920:431). Mulloy’s 
description of House #39 is as follows (1997:80, House 
#9 in his nomenclature): 

“From House 9, two central ceiling slabs had been 
removed. Several foundation slabs on the northwest, 
interior wall tipped slightly inward but were 
determined to be in stable condition. These were 
not realigned because to do so would have required 
tampering with much original masonry. Interior 
restoration included only replacement of displaced 
ceiling slabs.”

The inward-tipping of the vertical slabs of the 
northwest interior wall is also in agreement with 
the extraction of a walled-in boulder. Therefore, 
consolidating several historical surveys of ‘Orongo, it 
appears possible to amend the previous identification 
of the house that sheltered the manupiri stone (Horley 
& Lee 2009:115): it should be House #39, located just 
to the north of the sacred precinct of Mata Ngarau. It 
is important that Mulloy’s map of Houses #47 and #39 
(Figure 8a) show that the former has a perimeter of 
densely-set slabs, while the latter reveals a breach in 
the interior wall facing the entrance. The width of the 
damaged section is about 1.5m (marked with arrows 
in Figure 8a). The transverse profile of the house 
(Figure 8c, BB’) documents a 70 cm-tall vertical slab 
of inner masonry that was seemingly adjacent to the 
manupiri boulder. Slabs of similar height are seen 
in the longitudinal section (Figure 8c, CC’). Thus, 
assuming that the first course of cantilevered slabs started 
approximately at the same height, one can estimate the 
dimension of the damaged part of the interior wall as 1.5 
x 0.7m, which is sufficient to accommodate the manupiri 
stone (0.88 x 0.60m) together with the second carving 
seen by Weisser – a Makemake mask 0.32 x 0.40m in 
size, collected by the Franco-Belgian expedition to Rapa 
Nui and now in the collections of the Museés Royaux 
d’Art et d’Histoire, Brussels, Artifact ET 35.5.90 (Horley 
& Lee 2009:115-117). Based on this information, we 
propose a tentative reconstruction of a possible view of 
the manupiri stone when it was embedded in the wall 
of House #39, and painted red and white, according to 
the results discussed above (Figure 4). 

The Stone with the Birdman Carving

The second stone from the Peabody Museum bears 
Catalogue Number 05-2-70/64851 and measures 
35 x 47 x 25cm (Peabody 2009b). The front side 
of the artifact features the well-known carving of a 
birdman “sitting” on a large vulva, with several other 
bas-relief komari concentrated around its hand and 
beak (see, e.g., Heyerdahl 1976:Plate 179, Esen-Baur 
& Forment 1990:284, Lelièvre et al. 2010:113). Such 
distinct clustering of female genitalia carvings in front 
of a tangata manu may be tentatively explained by the 
fertility emphasis of the later phase of the birdman cult. 




