
RETIllNKING THE TRADITIONAL CLASSIFICATION OF
HAWAIIAN POI POUNDERS

Windy KeaLa McELroy
Department ofAnthropoLogy, University ofHawai'i at Manoa

10em

PREVIOUS RESEARCH

manufacture (1902:37). He compare the Hawaiian pounder
with tho e of other areas in the Pacific and conclude that the
variation in poi pounder form i greate t in Hawai'i (Brigham
1902:40).

understanding of the archaeological record in key area of in
terest, such as cultural interaction, adaptation to the environ
ment or available re ources, and patial and temporal changes
in settlement sy terns. Artifact classification makes the best
use of the information potential of the archaeological record by
allowing the analy t to track change through time and across
space.

Studies of the agricultural landscape in Hawai'i tend to
focu on agricultural feature (e.g., terrace) in favor of tool
used for food production or preparation (Ladefoged and
Graves 2000). As organic material are rarely pre erved in Ha
wai'i, food remains are seldom available for tudy, thus food
preparation equipment (e.g., poi pounder) may erve a a
proxy indicator for orne kind of agricultural practices. Un
derstanding the way in which food preparation tool changed
can help to account for change in ettlement, technological
production and use, and agricultural practice in different area
of an island, and also through time.

ill this paper I use paradigmatic classification to examine
tylistic variability in poi pounder morphology. I u e the para

digmatic cla ses to examine the di tribution of poi pounder
across space at different scales of analy is. The patial extent
of this re earch is limited to the i land of Kaua'i, which i hi
torically known for its distinctive poi pounder forms.

The earlie t de cription of Hawaiian poi pounder come from
Brigham (1902). In hi cla ic Stone Implements and Stone
Work of the Ancient Hawaiians, Brigham de cribes these arti
facts in triking detail and marvel at the effort put into their

INTROD CTIO

A t the turn of the century w. T. Brigham de cribed the
poi pounder as "an implement very prominently identi

fied with Polyne ian life: one that had it beginnings with the
race and which will perhap be the la t of ancient thing to fall
from the hands of the dying people" (1902:36). Indeed, tradi
tional poi pounder continue to be u ed in Hawai'i even today.
ill fact, they are among the most celebrated Hawaiian antiqui
ties, a ymbol of trength in Hawaiian culture.

Poi pounders, or pohaku ku'i poi, are used for pounding
cooked kalo (taro root) into poi, a main staple of the traditional
Hawaiian diet. Taro root wa teamed in an imu, or earth oven,
peeled with a hell craper, and placed on a wooden pounding
board to be rna hed with the stone pounder. The fir t tep in
the pounding proce wa to break each taro corm into piece .
Then water wa added and the mixture was mashed until
smooth and turned with one hand, with more water being
added a needed through the course of the pounding (Handy et
al. 1991).

Pounder were u ed throughout Polynesia wherever poi
wa prepared, but the pounder of the island of Kaua'i, Ha
wai'i are thought to be the mo t variable in their morphology
(Brigham 1902:40). Most Hawaiian poi pounders were skill
fully crafted out of fine ba alt and often exhibit elaboration on
their handles. No metal tool replaced poi pounders in the way
that metal adze replaced tone adze , thus stone poi pounders
are till in u e today. Given the importance of thi unique class
of artifacts, surprisingly little y tematic re earch ha been
done on Hawaiian poi pounders.

Studie of Hawaiian material culture have traditionally
relied on artifact name and descrip-
tions provided by European visitor
and native historian of the late eight
eenth or early nineteenth centurie .
Till hi tory leave unresolved a num
ber of problems for artifact analysis
today ( ee Field 1996; Graves and
Erkelen 1991). Most importantly,
ethnographically derived classifica
tion are not well suited to examine
artifact variability through time and
aero pace, thu the next tep is to
develop ystematic clas ification
u ing tyli tic and functional attrib
ute capable of measuring variability Figure 1: Examples of traditional poi pounder forms. Left to right: knobbed (al 0 known as conical),
at variou level and employed in ring, tirrup.
analy i .

Sy tematic cla ification may be u ed as a tool in archae
ology to generate and identify cultural variability based on arti
fact analyses. Being able to mea ure variability in the analy is
and clas ification of artifacts has the potential to enhance our
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Figure 2: Examples of functionallypes. Left to right: a) muliers, b) pestles, c) clubs, d) kapa pressers (Brigham 1902: 32, Plate XLI, Plate XL, 51)

righam describe three general forms of Hawaiian poi pounders
(Figure I), but he never explicitly identifies the attributes that
define each type. He also fails to define the artifacts of similar
morphology, such as muliers, pestles, clubs, and kapa pressers
(Figure 2). His artifact typology is based on "tradition", which
he gathered from missionary journals and interviews, conversa
tions with Hawaiian ali'i (royalty) and maka 'ainana
(commoners), and his own observations of traditional Hawaiian
villages (Brigham 1902:iii, iv, 41). This approach is problem
atic in that artifacts are grouped according to their inferred
function. Difficulties arise in deciding where to place objects
that do not fit neatly into the groupings, artifacts that are simi
lar in appearance but served different functions, or those with
no known ethnographic function (See Field 1996; Graves and
Erkelens 1991). For example, Brigham includes the same arti
fact in a group of clubs and a group of pestles (Brigham 1902:
Plate XL, Plate XLI).

Brigham noted the occurrence of three types of poi
pounders. The classic knobbed form (also known as conical
pounders) was the most common, while the ring and stirrup
forms were found only on Kaua'i. Knobbed pounders were op
erated with one hand, while the stirrup forms were thought to
require the use of both hands; the use of hands for ring
pounders varied, with one hand used for pounding or two hands
for grinding (Brigham 1902:49).

Regarding the ring and stirrup pounders, Brigham regret
tably notes "When I first visited that island (Kaua'i] in 1864
they were already obsolete and were shown as curiosi
ties" (1902:46). Thus Brigham believes the ring and stirrup
forms to be very old. Brigham gives the traditional names po
haku ku 'i puka and pohaku puka for the ring pounders; he does
not provide a Hawaiian name for the stirrup form.

T. R. Hiroa's (1964:27-33) early twentieth century ac
counts of poi pounders are notable as well. Published posthu
mously in 1964, Arts and Crafts ofHawaii presents a wealth of
information on Hawaiian material culture described by Hiroa in
the early 1900s. Like Brigham, Hiroa identified three types of
poi pounders: the classic knobbed form, ring pounders, and stir
rup forms (Hiroa 1964:27). Hiroa identified a number of varia
tions within the knobbed grouping, distinguishing the common
rounded-knob form from those with mushroom-shaped knobs,
and those with flat tops (Hiroa 1964:28) and he grouped the
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knobbed pounders according to size, with three categories:
small, medium, and large. He distinguished poi pounders from
similarly formed pestles and muUers by the distinctive flare at
the ba e of the knobbed pounder.

Hiroa provides a slight variation to the Hawaiian name for
the ring pounder, referring to it as pohaku puka ku'i poi, and
like Brigham he does not know of a Hawaiian name for the stir
rup pounder. Hiroa also maintains that the ring and stirrup
forms are limited in distribution to Kaua'i (1964:30-31). As
with his examination of the knobbed pounders, Hiroa recog
nized variability within the ring and stirrup forms, noting dif
ferences in the shape of the pounding surface in the former and
in the upper end treatment of the latter. He even characterized
stirrup pounder tops as convex, concave, or straight (1964:31).

W. C. Bennett provides further analysis of Kaua'i poi
pounders in his 1931 landmark, Archaeology of Kauai. Based
largely on fieldwork conducted in 1928-1929, this volume pro
vides a valuable record of the material culture of Kaua 'i for the
purpose of documenting the vanishing archaeological treasures
of that island.

Bennett recognizes nothing distinctive about the knobbed
pounders of Kaua'i but puzzles over the enigmatic ring and
stirrup forms. He posits that the ring and stirrup pounder were
used for grinding rather than pounding and that these imple
ments were intended for use by women (1931:69). Whereas
men were the sole producers of poi on the main Hawaiian Is
land, both sexes were allowed to pound poi on Kaua'i and
Ni'ihau (Bennett 1931:69, 96). Bennett even maintains that the
ring pounders were referred to as "wahine pounders" by Kaua'i
re ident in the late 1920s (1931 :69).

Bennett proposes that the stirrup forms are the olde t of
the Kaua'i pounders; the ring pounders are intermediate in age;
and the knobbed forms are the most recent (1931:69, 70, 96).
His comments on the distribution of poi pounder forms in the
late 1920s support this hypothesis: "The conical forms
[knobbed] are still in use to-day [sic] by Hawaiians and Chi
nese for pounding poi. The ring pounders, unused, are stiU to
be found about the homes of the Hawaiians. The stirrup forms
are found in the deserted archaeological sites" (Bennett
1931:69). Bennett points to isolation as the major causal factor
for the unique material culture found on Kaua'i (1931:97).

More recent reviews of Hawaiian material culture also
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include poi pounder but fail to go beyond description and eth
nography. In Feathered Gods and Fishhooks, Kirch include a
brief description of the Hawaiian poi pounder (1985:189). He
call it a "characteri tic Hawaiian artifact" and notes the occur
rence of three major forms, the conical pounder, which is mo t
common, and the ring and tirrup forms that are restricted to
Kaua'i (Kirch 1985:189). Kirch suggests that the limited di tri
bution of these latter forms indicates that Kaua'i was more iso
lated than th~ other main island in pre-contact times.

Kirch return to the enigma of the Kaua'i poi pounder in
a later paper entitled "Regional Variation in Hawaiian Prehis
tory" (1990:45-46). He identifies the ring and tirrup pounder
as "the best-known examples of geographic lyle in Hawaiian
artifact classes" and puzzle over why these functionally
equivalent yet stylistically distinct artifacts were retained only
on Kaua'i Island (Kirch 1990:45). Kirch challenges traditional
explanation that ee the ring and tirrup pounder a "archaic
urvivals of an earlier period of Hawaiian culture" because

these forms are not found in other areas of the Pacific
(1990:45). Instead he suggests that the three forms of Kaua 'i poi
pounders represent local style that may have been linked to
tatus differenliation in prehi tory (Kirch 1990:45-46), sugge t

ing that they were u ed contemporaneously. However, Sinoto
(1970) ha recovered two artifacts from the Marque a which he
believes are incipient forms of tirrup pounder ; the e are the
only examples of the e forms out ide of Hawai 'i.

-
Table I. Database for tudy.

Collection Number Examined

Grove Farm Ethnographic ColJec- 1 (I %)
tions

Bi hop Museum Ethnographic 45 (47.9~)

ColJections

Bi hop Mu eum Archaeological 7 (7.4%)
ColJections

Bishop Museum Archive 41 (43.6%)

Total 94

The [mal notable mention of poi pounders in the literature
comes from Summers' MateriaL CuLture: The J. S. Emerson
Collection of Hawaiian Artifacts (1999:3-4). In this volume,
Summer de cribes the artifact that Emerson ama ed in the
late nineteenth century from the Hawaiian Islands. Among the e
are 15 knobbed pounder and ix ring pounders, for which Sum
mer provide careful mea urements and fascinating ethno
graphic information. For example, one of the smaller-sized
knobbed pounders was used to pound poi in secrecy at a time
when aLi'i, or chiefs, were known to confiscate food from the
maka'ainana, or commoner (Summers 1999:3-4).

To summarize the literature, three basic forms of poi
pounders are identified, but the distinguishing features of these
forms are not clearly defined. All source relate that two of the
three poi pounder forms (i.e., the ring and stirrup forms) are
known only to Kaua'i, yet we know nothing of their distribution
across of that i land. I will attempt to addre s these issues.
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METHOD
1 examined a total of 94 poi pounders from Kaua'i (Table

1). One (1 %) of these wa housed at the Grove Farm Museum
in LThu'e and 52 (55.3%) were located at the Bi hop Museum in
Honolulu, where I wa able to phy ically examine them. Seven
of the Bi hop Museum poi pounder were from archaeological
context while the remainder were donated to the ethnographic
collection. In addition, I gathered information from photographs
and mea urements of 41 (43.6%) ethnographic pounders re
corded in the Bishop Mu eum archive, cros -referencing
weight and photos to ensure that the e were not poi pounders I
had already physically mea ured. I included only Kaua'i
pounders with provenience information from the traditional dis
trict , and the dimensions nece ary to clearly identified my
cla sification.

For the pounder that I wa able to phy ically examine, I
took digital photograph and used the e to obtain preci e mea 
urement to characterize the morphology of each artifact. Digi
tally measuring these variable artifacts proved advantageous in
that the exact location of each mea urement could be docu
mented for future replication. Ba ed on this information, I de
vi ed a imple paradigmatic cla sification (following Dunnell
1970) for poi pounder (Table 2). Paradigmatic cla ification is
based on the intersection of attributes and dimensions. A dimen
sion is a set of mutually exclu ive features of artifacts, and
mode are the different attribute states of a dimen ion. For ex
ample, the inner edge of a fishhook head i a dimen ion, while
flat or stepped would be modes of thal dimen ion.

Table 2. Paradigmatic classification for poi pounders.

Dimension: Top
Mode: 1) Convex

2) Concave
3) Flat
4) Multiple

Dimension: Upper Sides
Mode: 1) Angled In

2) Angled Out
3) Straight
4) Multiple

Dimen ion: Perforation
Mode: 1) Present

2) Ab ent
3) Partial

Paradigmatic clas ification is an important tool for archae
ologists because classes are explicitly defmed in terms of the
modes within each dimension and every mode is explicitly de
fined (Dunnell 1970). In this way mode can be identified again
not only by the analyst, but by anyone who wishes to replicate
the work. Dimen ions are not weighted; all dimensions and all
mode are of the arne importance. All cla es are comparable
to all other classes in the cla ification becau e they are all de
fined by a common set of attribute . Every dimension and every
mode contributes to a class definition, thu paradigmatic cla i
fication theoretically track all variability that we recognize; not
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ju t that which the analyst think i important. Any mode can
co-occur with any other mode, 0 unexpected variability can be
recognized. New modes may be added freely without affecting
the structure of the classification 0 a emblage can be com
pared across a large area.

The classification used here focu es on the handle part of
the artifact, as thi is the mo t promising area in which to iden
tify tylistic variability. It include three dimensions: 1) the
morphology of the top, 2) the morphology of the upper ides,
and 3) the presence/absence of perforation (See Table 2).

Figure 3. Points of
inflection (Adapted
from Shepard
1956:226).

Figure 4. Example of
points of inflection on
a poi pounder.

Figure 5. Defrnition of
poi pounder top.
Arrow indicate upper
most points of inflection
on the ides of an arti
fact.

The definitions of the top and upper sides follow
Shepard' analysis of pottery form (1956:225-227). Shepard
utilize a geometric approach that focu e on the contour of
each artifact. Contour is characterized by points of inflection,
which can be identified by "moving a straight edge as tangent
along the contour of aves el profile" (Shepard 1956:226). The
line created by the straight edge will change direction at the
contours, and inflection points are located at the intersection of
two lines (Figure 3). Shepard a erts that the inflection point i
critical to characterizing the shape of a pottery ve el becau e
"it po ition is definitive and it marks a fixed division of the
ve el" (1956:226). The utility of the inflection point can be
ea ily extended to the analy i of poi pounders, where such
point mark different division of the tool (Figure 4).

The first dimension, top, is defined as the region above
the uppermost points of inflection on the side of an artifact
(Figure 5). There are four modes that characterize the hape of
this dimension: 1) convex, 2) concave, 3) flat, and 4) multiple.
Figure 6 illustrates examples of each mode. The convex mode
ha a urface that curves upward, while a concave urface
curve down toward the ba e of the artifact. The flat mode has
a urface that is relatively level, and the multiple mode is a
combination of any number of the above mode.

The next dimension characterizes the morphology of the
upper side of the poi pounder. The upper ide i measured
down from the highest point of inflection on the side of an arti
fact. There are four mode for thi dimen ion: 1) angled in, 2)
angled out, 3) traight, and 4) multiple (Figure 7). When mea 
ured against a horizontal line, upper ide that are angled in

- - ---
Figure 6. Examples of dimension I (top) modes. Left to right: convex, concave, flat, multiple.

Figure 7. Examples of Dimension 2 (Upper Sides) Modes. Left to right: An
gled In, Angled Out, Straight.

Figure 8. Measurement of
Dimen ion 2 (Upper Sides)
Arrows identify uppermo t
point of inflection. Meas
urement i taken from hori
zontalline. In this example
angles are acute, thu upper
sides are angled in.
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Figure 10. Example of a class 232 pounder.

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSIO

Ninety-four artifacts were grouped according to ancient
moku'iiina, or district boundaries (Arm trong 1983:95, Sprigg
and Tanaka 1988:xiv), and by windward and leeward regions.
The i land of Kaua'i consists of five moku'iiina di tricts:
Halele'a, Ko'olau, Puna, Kona, and Nii Pali (Figure 12). The
Kona and Nii Pali districts together make up the leeward region
while the remaining three districts compri e the windward divi
sion.

Archaeologi ts often use di tricts as units of analy i in
Hawai'i, a material culture is known to vary at this scale
(Cordy and Kaschko 1980, Earle 1978, Graves and Cachola
Abad 1996, Kirch 1990, Kikiloi 2002). Because they were of
ten ruled by distinct paramount, district boundaries may con
strain interaction, thu greater similarity between forms in a
given di trict is expected. Likewi e, artifacts of the ame func
tional class are expected to differ acro s district boundarie in
term of tyle.

Ten (10.6%) poi pounders came from Halele'a di trict, 11
(11.7%) from Ko'olau, 26 (27.7%) from Puna, 39 (41.5%)
from Kona, and 8 (8.5%) from Nii Pali. Stretching from
Nu 'alolo tQ Hanapepe, the Kona di trict i by far the large t,
and fittingly include the largest number of artifact. Corre
spondingly, Nii Pali, the smallest district, include the fewe t
number of artifacts. Cia s size is more similar when the arti
fact are grouped according to the windward and leeward divi
sion , with 47 poi pounders (50%) from the windward side of
the island and 47 (50%) from the leeward.

Fifteen of the 48 potential classes produced by the three
dimensional classification were realized. Figure 13 and Table 3
show the di tribution of artifact in the e cla e. The most
common classes were c1as 121 with 26 artifacts (29%), and
classes 112 and 223 with 15 artifact each (16%). Thus over
60% of the artifacts fell into ju t three of the 15 cla e (121,
112, and 223). The e three cia e roughly conform to the tra
ditional knobbed, ring, and tirrup type. The remaining
pounder were distributed across 12 cia es. Artifacts in these
12 c1as e would all have been identified a tirrup pounder in
the traditional three-group typology.

Figure 14 illu trates the relative diver ity of classes by
district. A expected, the Nii Pali di trict with the fewe t nUID-

whose front or back urface is not indented at all.
Partially perforated refer to an in tance in which
a cavity is present that did not completely punc
ture the artifact. Ring pounder are an example of
a perforated poi pounder, the classic knobbed
pounder is an example in which perforation i
absent, and many stirrup pounders are partially
perforated (Figure 9).
The fust two dimensions have four modes and the
last ha three, therefore thi classification pro-

._ _ _ _ _ duces 48 classes (4 x 4 x 3). For example, a
pounder with a concave top, traight side , and no

perforation is a class 232 artifact (Figure 10), while
one with a convex top, ide angled out and partial
perforation would fall into class 123 (Figure 11).

These classes are clearly capable of tracking variability at a
finer cale than the traditional three-group classification of poi
pounders (knobbed, ring, and stirrup).

a _

Dimen ion: Upper Sides
Mode: I) Angled In

2) Angled Out
3) Straight
4) Multiple

Dimen ion: Top
Mode: 1) Convex

2) Concave
3) Flat
4) Multiple

Dimension: Perforation
Mode: I) Pre ent

2) Ab ent
3) Partial

exhibit an acute angle, while ide that are angled out exhibit
an obtuse angle, and straight ides are roughly perpendicular to
the horizontal line (Figure 8). The multiple mode accounts for
artifacts who e left and right ides differ, although I did not
ob erve any example of thi .

The final dimension characterizes perforation, which re
fers to the pre ence or ab ence of a puncture through the handle
portion of an artifact. This dimension includes three mode : I)
present, 2) absent, and 3) partial. Present refers to an artifact
with a complete puncture, while absent indicates an artifact

Dimension: Perforation
Mode: I) Present

2) Absent
3) Partial

Dimension: Upper Sides
Mode: 1) Angled In

2) Angled Out
3) traight
4) Multiple

Figure 9: Example
and partial.

Figure 11: Example of a class 123 pounder.

IDimen ion: Top
Mode: 1) Convex

2) Concave
3) Flat
4) Multiple
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~Iass Description of Class Number of Percent
Artifacts of Total

112 Convex Top, Sides Angled in, No Perforation 15 16%
121 Convex Top, Sides Angled Out, Full Perforation 26 29%
122 Convex Top, Sides Angled Out, No Perforation 5 5%
123 Convex Top, Sides Angled Out, Partial Perforation 9 10%
132 Convex Top, Straight Sides, No Perforation 1 1%
211 Concave Top, Sides Angled In, Full Perforation 1 1%
212 Concave Top, Sides Angled In, No Perforation 1 1%
213 Concave Top, Sides Angled In, Partial Perforation 4 4%
223 Concave Top, Sides Angled Out, Partial Perforation 15 16%
312 Flat Top, Sides Angled In, No Perforation 2 2%
323 Flat Top, Sides Angled Out, Partial Perforati9n 3 3%
332 Flat Top, Straight Sides, No Perforation 1 1%
412 Multiple Top, Sides Angled In, No Perforation 3 3%
413 Multiple Top, Sides Angled In, Partial Perforation 3 3%
423 Multiple Top, Sides Angled Out, Partial Perforation 5 5%

N

t
Miles 0 10 20 30

IE=:::i:===:i::=:::i.2:'=:J==:=il
Kilometers 0 10 20 30 40

Figure 12. Map of Kaua'i moku'iiina districts (adopted from Arm
strong 1983:95).

ber of artifacts (8 pounders) yielded the fewest realized classes
(3 classes). However, the 11 poi pounders from the Ko'olau
district were spread across eight different classes, while Kona
district's 39 pounders were distributed among only nine differ
ent classes. Halele'a district included 10 artifacts spread across
six classes, while Puna district's 26 pounders were distributed
among 10 classes.

Although the Table 3. Data for realized classes.

district samples are
small, it appears that
the poi pounders
from Halele'a and
Ko'olau are the most
variable in form and
those from Kona are
the least variable. In
fact, Ko'olau dis
trict's eight classes
are all represented
by fewer than two
artifacts each. The
greater diversity in
Halele'a and
Ko'olau may relate
to a greater impor
tance of poi in these
districts, a longer
period of occupation in these areas, or both. Differences in
variability may also be explained by social factor , with areas
under tighter political control or areas with fewer artifact
manufacturers exhibiting more homogenous pounders.

Five artifact classes were found in a single district: 122
from Kona, 132 from Halele'a, 211 and 212 from Ko'olau, and
332 from Puna. All are represented by only one artifact each,
except class 122, which contained five artifacts all from the
Kona district. These distributions may be a product of sam
pling, or may represent distinct personal or geographic styles.

Figure 15 illustrates the distribution of classes by the

332
1%

312
2%

Figure 13. Frequency of realized classes as shown in Table 3.

windward and leeward divisions. The classic knobbed form
represented by class 112 is predominantly a leeward phenome
non, while the ring pounders (class 12l) were equally distrib
uted on both sides of the island. The more variable stirrup
forms were more common on the windward side. The wind
ward poi pounders exhibited greater diversity overall, with 47

artifacts spread
across 14 classes.
By contrast, lee
ward's 47 poi
pounders were dis
tribu ted among
only 9 classes.
These differences
may be explained
by the same factors
suggested for dis
trict diversity. The
greater variability
in windward
pounders may be
attributed to a
greater importance
of poi in the wet
windward region or
a longer period of
occupation on the

windward side of the island, or both. The degree of political
control and the number of artifact manufacturers may have
played a role as well.

In sum, interesting patterns were revealed when the sty
li tic classes were arrayed acros the districts and region of
Kaua'i. The poi pounders of Halele'a and Ko'olau district ap
peared most variable, and those of Kona least variable. The
knobbed pounders of class 112 were more common on the lee
ward side of the island, while the diverse stirrup forms were
more common in the windward region.

Rapa Nui Journal 90 Vol. 17 (2) October 2003



80

70

60
(fJ

rn
~- 50
U
II-
0... 40
c:
a>
CJ 30L-
a>
n..

20

10

0

-Halele'a

I D Ko'olau

.. Puna

DKona

~Na Pali

. . :1--

~
- n: I :~:n n ~ 11 I • 11 :~

IE

112 121 122 123 132 211 212 213 223 312 323 332 412 413 423

Class 1\ [e

Figure 14. Distribution of Classes by Di trict.

30,..----------------------------------,

• Windward
25

o LeeVvard

112121122123132211212213223312323332412413423

(fJ
20rn

~

U
II-
0 15...
c:
a>
CJ
L-
a> 10
n..

5

o

Class ?l ~j [

Figure 15. Distribution of Clas es by Region.

Rapa Nui Journal 91 Vol. 17 (2) October 2003



Figure 16. Examples of variation in flare of base, knobbed and ring pounders.

Figure 18. Examples of variation in perforation size, ring pounders.

been as well de
fined (it acts as a
default group for
any pounders not
re embling the
knobbed or ring
forms). The
knobbed and ring
pounder encom
pass only one
cla each, 112
and 121 respec
tively (see Figure
14), uggesting
that their shape

manufacture may have been more tandardized or specialized
or their use more limited. This leaves the tirrup form distrib
uted across the remaining 13 classes, although there appear to
be transitional forms between the three types (e.g., cla e 122,
123, and 211).

Through visual inspection, one can a certain that the stir
rup pounders are clearly more variable than the other forms, but
the knobbed and ring pounders are not completely homoge
nous. The bases of these artifact flare to differing degrees
(Figure 16) and even though the top of the knobbed pounders
were all convex with upper side angled in, variation occur in
this region a well, ranging from mu hroom-shaped to underde
veloped (Figure 17). Perforation size varied con iderably in
ring pounder as well (Figure 18). The cia ification was un
able to detect variability at this level, but the addition of more
dimen ion would resolve this problem.

Intere ting patterns were evident when the e artifacts
were grouped according to district and region. Though small in
area, Ko'olau district exhibited the most diver ity of poi
pounder form. By contrast, the large Kona di trict wa least
variable. The classic knobbed pounders were more common on
the leeward side of the island, while the windward poi pounders
were more diverse.

Finally, while I focu ed my research on Kaua'i, I did
come across nine poi pounder from other Hawaiian i lands
that were not of the cia ic knobbed form. This is a direct con
tradiction to the literature, which con i tently restricts ring and
tirrup pounders to Kaua'i. The e artifacts may have been

transported to other islands by Kaua'i migrants or may have
been items of exchange; geochemical sourcing would reveal if
the e pounders were actually manufactured from Kaua'i ba
salts.

In conclusion, the research show the value of examining
artifacts from mu eum collections, even though they lack pre
ci e provenience. Many of the poi pounder in this sample had
provenience information only to the scale of di trict, yet I was
able to identify spatial patterns in poi pounder form. By making
better use of previously excavated artifact and those donated
to museums, we can acquire more knowledge without excavat
ing new sites. This approach contributes to our understanding
of these collections and the past while helping to preserve the
archaeological record. Hawaiian poi pounder are unique arti
fact that have received inadequate attention by the archaeo
logical community. Paradigmatic cla sification highlights some

..........

CONCLUSION

This analysis of Hawaiian poi pounders shows that these arti
facts are highly variable in morphology. The 94 artifacts in the
ample were distributed across 15 different classes, demon trat

ing that these implements show more variability than can be
accounted for by the traditional three-group classification of
knobbed, ring, and stirrup pounders described in the literature.
Thus, abandoning the traditional ethnographically derived clas
sifications of Hawaiian artifacts would enable archaeologists to
identify and systematically study much of the variability that
ha often been overlooked.

Mo t variability in this classification appears within the
stirrup group, suggesting that this artifact type may never have

Figure 17. Examples of variation in top morphology, knobbe
pounders.
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of the variability within and between the traditional three-group
classification of poi pounders and identifies similarities and oif
ferences in poi pounder form across the island of Kaua'i. Fur
ther research is needed to fully understand these fascinating arti
facts and the skilled craftsmen who made them.
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