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contexts on Rapa Nui, Mangaia (Cook Islands), 
Hawai‘i, and New Zealand that are assumed to pre-date 
any European introduction (Figure 1 and references 
or examples in Barber 2004:189-90; Coil & Kirch 
2005:74; Green 2005:50-51; Hather & Kirch 1991; 
Horrocks et al. 2004; Ladefoged et al. 2005; Wallin et 
al. 2005:86-87; Yen 1974:27; Yen & Head 1993). In fact, 
there are archaeological indications that sweet potato 
was a relatively early transoceanic transfer, including 
a bracketed ca. AD 1000-1100 radiocarbon age for 
archaeological sweet potato tissue from Mangaia (Hather 
& Kirch 1991), and the inference of temperate kūmara 
cultivation from the time of first New Zealand settlement 
by about the thirteenth century AD (Barber 2004). Most 
archaeologists now believe that early Pacific voyagers 
transported sweet potato into Oceania as remote East 
Polynesia was colonized during the later first to early 
second millennium AD (Green 2005; Irwin 2011).

In spite of these strong indications of sweet potato 
antiquity in Oceania, there are no archaeological or 
ethnohistoric indications that kūmara was ever more 
than a relatively minor crop in the likely receptor islands 
of tropical East Polynesia (Green 2005; Yen 1974:260). 
Furthermore, even in the probable South American 
coastal source region, sweet potato was but one of a 
number of edible local root crops (Pearsall 1992). Across 
the eastern Pacific basin, kūmara became economically 
and ritually important only upon reaching the apices 
of the Polynesian triangle (Green 2005; Kirch 1994). 
Otherwise, the primary traditional root crops of tropical 
to subtropical Polynesia were dry soil yam (Dioscorea 
spp.) or damp to wet soil taro (Colocasia esculenta (L.) 
Schott) (Kirch 1994). 

Herein lies the root problem of the sweet potato in 
prehistoric Oceania. Why did hypothetical returning 
Polynesians go to the trouble of transferring a relatively 
minor American stem crop that would prove to be of 
little apparent interest to the yam- and taro-based island 
economies of tropical East Polynesia? Alternatively, if 
American voyagers were the agents of transfer, why 
introduce a single root crop only among a number 
of other options? Behind this problem is a more 
fundamental anthropological question: what does the 
pre-contact distribution of sweet potato tell us about the 
process of cultural transfers and diffusion in Oceania, 
and beyond?

New research offers hope that the core problem 
is not beyond resolution. Scholars have access to a 
diverse and growing range of archaeological, other 
scientific (including DNA) and ethnobotanic data 
across Polynesia to investigate the sweet potato transfer 
process, and to ground theoretical models in a more 
robust database (Ballard et al. 2005; Jones et al. 2011). 
There is another botanical clue to work with as well. The 
Polynesian gourd, Lagenaria siceraria, is now linked 

genetically to the Americas. Theoretically, gourd may 
have rafted naturally into Oceania (Clarke et al. 2006; 
Erickson et al. 2005; Storey et al. 2011:117, 207-209). 
However, the shared early distribution of gourd and 
sweet potato throughout Polynesia except for the tropical 
western islands (Erickson et al. 2005) suggests that the 
transoceanic transfer of both plants may be linked. 

Leach (2005:64) has also contributed an important 
theoretical perspective in the observation that 
transoceanic kūmara transfers must have required “the 
plant’s acceptance as a new and improved variety of 
something they [East Polynesians] were already familiar 
with.” For Leach (2005), that familiar reference was the 
similarly dry Asia-Pacific root crop staple, Dioscorea 
yam. In Leach’s interpretation, Oceanic sweet potato 
became, in effect, a new yam. 

This paper continues the conversation about 
kūmara origins in the Pacific. Leach’s new yam thesis 
is evaluated against the following research question.

•	 What	 explains	 the	 cultural	 selection,	 transfer	 and	
selective cultivation of sweet potato in Polynesia? 

I begin with a review of the evidence for agricultural 
systems and adaptations on both sides of the first 
transoceanic kūmara transfer to consider why new crops 
were, or were not, selected. I then test the new yam 
thesis against archaeological evidence of early dry field 
production from Rapa Nui and New Zealand, and the 
rich Hawaiian ethnobotanical record. In this study, I am 
especially concerned to investigate the early cultivation 
of kūmara in dry soil planting pits that appear to derive 
from a widespread, cognate, Oceanic yam agronomy.

Pre-Columbian Food Production Systems 
at the First Meeting of South Americans 
and Polynesians

The American sweet potato trailhead to Polynesia 
remains a matter of debate, with coastal Peru (Heyerdahl 
1952:428-39) and the Gulf of Guayaquil region (Scaglion 
2005; Scaglion & Cordero 2011) both in contention on 
linguistic and other grounds. The opportunities for 
sweet potato and gourd transfers from the earliest dated 
period of East Polynesia colonization are more certain. 
Archaeological remains of desiccated sweet potato and 
gourd have been identified along the dry South American 
coastline south of the Gulf of Guayaquil to central Chile 
in numerous sites before or by the first millennium AD 
(Figure 1; Pearsall 1992; Ugent et al. 1981). 

Since Heyerdahl (1952:428-39; 1980:233-34), 
evidence of the vegetative transfer of gourd and 
sweet potato in particular from America has been the 
strongest strand of any argument for pre-Columbian, 
transoceanic contacts. A number of other botanical, 
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The Hoa-haka-nana‘ia stone statue in the British Museum of London is one of the most well-known specimens of 
pre-contact Rapa Nui art. An important object of the tangata manu (birdman) cult, it was originally situated at the 
ceremonial village of ‘Orongo. It is famous for the designs of two birdmen, a manutara (sooty tern), ‘ao (ceremonial 
paddles), and komari (vulva) symbols carved on its back and painted with bright colors. This paper is dedicated to the 
documentation and analysis of a hitherto unrecognized image carved on statue’s front torso. The image is described, 
tentatively drawn, and analyzed for the first time, and is defined as an “atypical” birdman, which grasps an egg in its 
extended hand without fingers, is crowned with feathers, and has a long hooked beak holding one more egg. Several 
komari symbols and other unclear designs may surround this figure. The image is badly obliterated. Its “pecking 
and abrading” method of carving differs from the method of carving used for the dorsal designs. Tentatively defined 
stylistic traits of the birdman carved on the statue’s front are different from the two birdmen of the late phase on its 
back and permit us to potentially date the frontal image to earlier times. The finding opens the question of multiple 
re-use of this unique statue and its exceptional role in the birdman cult.

La estatua de piedra llamada Hoa-haka-nana‘ia, la cual se encuentra en el Museo Británico de Londres es uno de los 
ejemplares más conocidos del arte Rapanui de la época previa al contacto con el mundo occiental. Estaba situado 
originalmente en la aldea ceremonial de ‘Orongo representante un objeto importante en el culto del tangata manu 
(hombre pájaro). Es conocido por los diseños y símbolos tallados de dos hombres pájaros, un manutara (golondrina 
del mar), ‘ao (paletas ceremoniales), y komari (vulva) en su espalda y pintadas con colores brillantes. Este estudio se 
documenta y analiza por primera vez una imagen que hasta ahora fue desconocida la cual se encuentran alrededor de 
la estatua. Esta podría ser definida como un hombre pájaro “atípico”, que sostiene un huevo en su mano extendida, 
sin dedos, está coronado con plumas, y tiene un pico largo sosteniendo un huevo más. Varios símbolos komari y 
otros diseños pueden rodear a esta figura. La imagen está muy deteriorada. Su método de tallado de “picoteo y 
abrasión” difiere del método utilizado para los diseños dorsales. Rasgos estilísticos tentativamente definidos del 
hombre pájaro tallado en la parte frontal de la estatua son diferentes a los dos hombres pájaros de la época tardía 
que se encuentran en la espalda, lo cual nos permitiría fechar la imagen frontal a una época más antigua. Estos 
resultados indican la posibilidad de re-uso múltiple de esta estatua y su rol excepcional en el culto del hombre pájaro. 
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Introduction

The Hoa-haka-nana‘ia1 stone statue on permanent 
display in the British Museum in London is probably 
the best known object of pre-contact Rapa Nui art. The 
statue was collected by the crew of the English ship 
HMS Topaze in 1868, under the command of Richard 
Ashmore Powell, who had purposely searched for a 
particularly impressive statue to be sent to England (Van 
Tilburg 2006:36). Decorated with bas-relief carvings 
on its back and originally painted with bright red and 
white colors, it is remarkable in many ways and every 
extensive work on Rapa Nui culture mentions Hoa-
haka-nana‘ia at least twice – as an important object of 

the birdman cult and as an exemplary moai ma‘ea stone 
statue (see for example, Englert 1970; Métraux 1940; 
Routledge 1919; Van Tilburg 1994). It is the only stone 
statue from Rapa Nui that enjoys a monograph dedicated 
to it (Van Tilburg 2004). Ironically, Hoa-haka-nana‘ia 
is a very atypical moai ma‘ea: it is one of just sixteen 
moai that were carved, not from easily worked tuff, but 
from much harder basalt (Van Tilburg 2004:45). It is 
also the only statue explicitly related to the birdman 
cult (Routledge 1917), one of few found in the interior 
of a building (Palmer 1869-1870:115), one of few 
half-planted into the ground (Palmer 1869-1870:115; 
Van Tilburg 2004:Figure 16), the only one recorded as 
having been painted in red and white, which washed 
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off in its transit to the ship (Dundas 1870:319; Palmer 
1869-1870:115, 177-8), and is the only one decorated 
with elaborated dorsal carvings, which include the 
manupiri (two attached birdmen) rock art motif with 
a manutara (sooty tern) just above them, accompanied 
by ‘ao (large ceremonial paddles) and komari (vulva) 
fertility symbols (Horley & Lee 2008).2

While visiting the British Museum in 2010, I was 
surprised to notice a possible obliterated image of an 
unusual birdman carved on the front of Hoa-haka-
nana‘ia. As far as I know, this carving has never been 
reported in the voluminous literature dedicated to the 
item, although some published drawings and photos 
indicate a line that may represent the dorsal line of the 
birdman (see, for example, Cristián Arévalo Pakarati’s 
drawing in Van Tilburg 2007). Several hours of work in 
the museum and many photos allowed me to achieve a 
consistent and comprehensible image (Figure 1), but I 
am still uncertain about many details and I am sure that 
working with your own light in the museum may result 
in a better and more reliable drawing. Thus, the results 
presented here are to be considered preliminary and to 
many observations and suggestions I would like to add 
the words “maybe”, “perhaps”, and “possibly”. In the 
first instance, this paper is aimed at calling scholars’ 
attention to the carving, its potential significance for 
Rapa Nui studies and a need for proper documentation.

The Carved Image 

As is the case in many other cultures throughout the 
world, imagery in the form of wooden figurines, stone 
sculptures, pictorial signs of kohau rongorongo script, 
and rock art found on Rapa Nui represent independent 
figurative systems having little or even nothing to do 
with one another. Surprisingly, the designs carved on 
Hoa-haka-nana‘ia’s front torso and back do not belong 
to the imagery of Rapa Nui stone sculpture, but rather 
to the imagery of Rapa Nui rock art. The carved image, 
therefore, will be discussed in relation to Rapa Nui rock 
art; Georgia Lee’s 1992 monograph, based on her Ph.D. 
thesis (Lee 1986), will be used as a reference book.

The “pecking and abrading” method of carving 
is different to the one used for bas-relief carvings on 
the back of the statue (for different carving methods, 
see Lee 1992:26-27). The resulting line is very much 
weakened by obliteration and is difficult to discern (see 
Figure 2). Utilizing a Lenovo ThinkPad X201 Tablet and 
multiple layers in Photoshop CS2, which permits the 
superimposition of photos and control of the process of 
drawing, have been crucial for achieving the resultant 
image. It is important to note that I rely extensively on 
recognizable motifs that are well-known in Rapa Nui 
rock art. Many lines in the drawing have been left dotted, 
i.e., considered reconstructed because they are either 

Figure 1. Frontal view of the Hoa-haka-nana‘ia  stone statue 
in the British Museum, London, with reconstructed carved 
images. (Drawing by the author).

Figure 2. Hoa-haka-nana‘ia’s front. (Photo by the author).
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A fast yam to Polynesia: New thinking on the problem 
of the American sweet potato in Oceania

Ian G. Barber

This essay revisits Leach’s thesis that American sweet potato (Polynesian kūmara) was first introduced into the 
Pacific as a variation on Dioscorea yam by Polynesian voyagers returning from South America. A review of early 
agricultural systems on both sides of the first transoceanic kūmara transfer clarifies South American disinterest 
in Polynesian cultigens, but not necessarily why sweet potato was transferred to Oceania as a lone, yam-like root 
crop. Archaeologists working on Rapa Nui and northern South Island (New Zealand) have identified early kūmara 
cultivation in dry soil planting pits that conform to a widespread Oceanic yam agronomy. Historical ethnobotany 
sources from Hawai‘i reinforce a Polynesian pattern of kūmara production in three to six months from planting pits 
and mounds, compared to nine months or more for yam. Northern South Island evidence also confirms that the 
planting pit method could provide for kūmara cultivation in free-draining soils of low to medium fertility in a climate 
where yam would not grow. I propose a model in which Polynesians selected South American kūmara for transoceanic 
transfer as a fast growing, hardy survival yam. These versatile kūmara qualities may even have encouraged the last 
great voyages of Oceanic exploration to remote southern Polynesia.

Este ensayo revisita la tesis de Leach, la cual sostiene que la batata americana (kūmara en las lenguas de Polinesia) 
fue introducida por primera vez en el Pacifico como una alternativa al ñame Dioscorea por navegantes polinesios 
quienes regresaron desde América del Sur. Una revisión de los sistemas agrícolas existentes en Polinesia y Sudamerica 
durante la primera transferencia transoceánica de kūmara permite confirmar el desinterés de América del Sur en 
los cultígenos de Polinesia, pero no explica por que la batata fue trasladada a Oceanía como un tubérculo solitario 
similar al ñame. Arqueólogos trabajando en Rapa Nui y el norte de la Isla del Sur en Nueva Zelandia han identificado 
cultivación temprana de kūmara en pozos de plantación con suelos secos, técnica utilizada en la agronomía general 
de ñames en Oceanía. Estudios históricos de etnobotánica de Hawai‘i refuerzan el patrón polinesio en la producción 
de kūmara la cual se caracteriza por una duración de tres a seis meses para el cultivo en pozos de plantación y 
montículos, en comparación con los nueve meses o más requeridos para el cultivo de ñame. Evidencia del norte 
de la Isla del Sur de Nueva Zelandia también confirma que el método de uso de pozos de plantación permitiría la 
cultivación de kūmara en suelos con buen drenaje y de mediana a baja fertilidad en un clima donde el ñame no 
crecería. En este estudio se propone un modelo en el cual el kūmara habría sido seleccionado para la transferencia 
transoceánica de visitantes polinesios en Sudamérica como un tipo de ñame de crecimiento rápido y que requería 
de poco mantenimiento para su sobrevivencia. Estas cualidades versátiles de los kūmara podrían haber motivado 
las últimas grandes travesías Oceánicas de exploración hacia el sur de la Polinesia remota.
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Introduction

The first transoceanic journey of American sweet 
potato (Ipomoea batatas (L.) Lam.) and its dispersal to 
the Polynesian margins as the underground stem crop 
kūmara is one of the most persistent problems of Pacific 
ethnobotany (Ballard et al. 2005; Yen 1974). Debates 
over transoceanic sweet potato transfers have included 
suggestions of avian-borne or sea-rafted kūmara origins 
(e.g., Bahn & Flenley 1992:52-54; Montenegro et al. 

2008; Zhang et al. 2004). The last are difficult to model 
plausibly, however, on both botanical and agronomic 
grounds (Baker 1971:433-34; Green 2005:43-44; 
Montenegro et al. 2008; Yen 1974:2-3, 265-266). The 
proposal that sweet potato was first introduced into 
Oceania with the advent of post-fifteenth century Iberian 
voyaging in the Pacific (e.g., McGrail 2001:398; see 
also summaries in Scaglion 2005 and Yen 1974:3, 5-12) 
is also countered by botanical kūmara identifications 
to varying levels of assurance from archaeological 
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a manutara (sooty tern) just above them, accompanied 
by ‘ao (large ceremonial paddles) and komari (vulva) 
fertility symbols (Horley & Lee 2008).2

While visiting the British Museum in 2010, I was 
surprised to notice a possible obliterated image of an 
unusual birdman carved on the front of Hoa-haka-
nana‘ia. As far as I know, this carving has never been 
reported in the voluminous literature dedicated to the 
item, although some published drawings and photos 
indicate a line that may represent the dorsal line of the 
birdman (see, for example, Cristián Arévalo Pakarati’s 
drawing in Van Tilburg 2007). Several hours of work in 
the museum and many photos allowed me to achieve a 
consistent and comprehensible image (Figure 1), but I 
am still uncertain about many details and I am sure that 
working with your own light in the museum may result 
in a better and more reliable drawing. Thus, the results 
presented here are to be considered preliminary and to 
many observations and suggestions I would like to add 
the words “maybe”, “perhaps”, and “possibly”. In the 
first instance, this paper is aimed at calling scholars’ 
attention to the carving, its potential significance for 
Rapa Nui studies and a need for proper documentation.

The Carved Image 

As is the case in many other cultures throughout the 
world, imagery in the form of wooden figurines, stone 
sculptures, pictorial signs of kohau rongorongo script, 
and rock art found on Rapa Nui represent independent 
figurative systems having little or even nothing to do 
with one another. Surprisingly, the designs carved on 
Hoa-haka-nana‘ia’s front torso and back do not belong 
to the imagery of Rapa Nui stone sculpture, but rather 
to the imagery of Rapa Nui rock art. The carved image, 
therefore, will be discussed in relation to Rapa Nui rock 
art; Georgia Lee’s 1992 monograph, based on her Ph.D. 
thesis (Lee 1986), will be used as a reference book.

The “pecking and abrading” method of carving 
is different to the one used for bas-relief carvings on 
the back of the statue (for different carving methods, 
see Lee 1992:26-27). The resulting line is very much 
weakened by obliteration and is difficult to discern (see 
Figure 2). Utilizing a Lenovo ThinkPad X201 Tablet and 
multiple layers in Photoshop CS2, which permits the 
superimposition of photos and control of the process of 
drawing, have been crucial for achieving the resultant 
image. It is important to note that I rely extensively on 
recognizable motifs that are well-known in Rapa Nui 
rock art. Many lines in the drawing have been left dotted, 
i.e., considered reconstructed because they are either 

Figure 1. Frontal view of the Hoa-haka-nana‘ia  stone statue 
in the British Museum, London, with reconstructed carved 
images. (Drawing by the author).

Figure 2. Hoa-haka-nana‘ia’s front. (Photo by the author).
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A fast yam to Polynesia: New thinking on the problem 
of the American sweet potato in Oceania

Ian G. Barber

This essay revisits Leach’s thesis that American sweet potato (Polynesian kūmara) was first introduced into the 
Pacific as a variation on Dioscorea yam by Polynesian voyagers returning from South America. A review of early 
agricultural systems on both sides of the first transoceanic kūmara transfer clarifies South American disinterest 
in Polynesian cultigens, but not necessarily why sweet potato was transferred to Oceania as a lone, yam-like root 
crop. Archaeologists working on Rapa Nui and northern South Island (New Zealand) have identified early kūmara 
cultivation in dry soil planting pits that conform to a widespread Oceanic yam agronomy. Historical ethnobotany 
sources from Hawai‘i reinforce a Polynesian pattern of kūmara production in three to six months from planting pits 
and mounds, compared to nine months or more for yam. Northern South Island evidence also confirms that the 
planting pit method could provide for kūmara cultivation in free-draining soils of low to medium fertility in a climate 
where yam would not grow. I propose a model in which Polynesians selected South American kūmara for transoceanic 
transfer as a fast growing, hardy survival yam. These versatile kūmara qualities may even have encouraged the last 
great voyages of Oceanic exploration to remote southern Polynesia.

Este ensayo revisita la tesis de Leach, la cual sostiene que la batata americana (kūmara en las lenguas de Polinesia) 
fue introducida por primera vez en el Pacifico como una alternativa al ñame Dioscorea por navegantes polinesios 
quienes regresaron desde América del Sur. Una revisión de los sistemas agrícolas existentes en Polinesia y Sudamerica 
durante la primera transferencia transoceánica de kūmara permite confirmar el desinterés de América del Sur en 
los cultígenos de Polinesia, pero no explica por que la batata fue trasladada a Oceanía como un tubérculo solitario 
similar al ñame. Arqueólogos trabajando en Rapa Nui y el norte de la Isla del Sur en Nueva Zelandia han identificado 
cultivación temprana de kūmara en pozos de plantación con suelos secos, técnica utilizada en la agronomía general 
de ñames en Oceanía. Estudios históricos de etnobotánica de Hawai‘i refuerzan el patrón polinesio en la producción 
de kūmara la cual se caracteriza por una duración de tres a seis meses para el cultivo en pozos de plantación y 
montículos, en comparación con los nueve meses o más requeridos para el cultivo de ñame. Evidencia del norte 
de la Isla del Sur de Nueva Zelandia también confirma que el método de uso de pozos de plantación permitiría la 
cultivación de kūmara en suelos con buen drenaje y de mediana a baja fertilidad en un clima donde el ñame no 
crecería. En este estudio se propone un modelo en el cual el kūmara habría sido seleccionado para la transferencia 
transoceánica de visitantes polinesios en Sudamérica como un tipo de ñame de crecimiento rápido y que requería 
de poco mantenimiento para su sobrevivencia. Estas cualidades versátiles de los kūmara podrían haber motivado 
las últimas grandes travesías Oceánicas de exploración hacia el sur de la Polinesia remota.

Ian G. Barber   |   Department of Anthropology and Archaeology, University of Otago, PO Box 56, Dunedin, New Zealand. ian.barber@otago.ac.nz

Introduction

The first transoceanic journey of American sweet 
potato (Ipomoea batatas (L.) Lam.) and its dispersal to 
the Polynesian margins as the underground stem crop 
kūmara is one of the most persistent problems of Pacific 
ethnobotany (Ballard et al. 2005; Yen 1974). Debates 
over transoceanic sweet potato transfers have included 
suggestions of avian-borne or sea-rafted kūmara origins 
(e.g., Bahn & Flenley 1992:52-54; Montenegro et al. 

2008; Zhang et al. 2004). The last are difficult to model 
plausibly, however, on both botanical and agronomic 
grounds (Baker 1971:433-34; Green 2005:43-44; 
Montenegro et al. 2008; Yen 1974:2-3, 265-266). The 
proposal that sweet potato was first introduced into 
Oceania with the advent of post-fifteenth century Iberian 
voyaging in the Pacific (e.g., McGrail 2001:398; see 
also summaries in Scaglion 2005 and Yen 1974:3, 5-12) 
is also countered by botanical kūmara identifications 
to varying levels of assurance from archaeological 
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kind as to make me a free copy of the analyzed excerpts 
of the first edition of Behrens’ narrative. Also, I want to 
thank my friends: Herbert von Saher, especially for his 
advice and the information about Schouten Island and 
the Dutch orthography reform, and Bartosz Mielnikow 
for his interest and help; our discussions are always very 
inspiring to me. Moreover, it was thanks to him that I 
became aware of the article by Pilat.
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too eroded or are iconically unclear (Figure 1). The 
everlasting rule is “don’t draw what you cannot see!” I 
have also chosen not to draw some komari, bird eggs, and 
other designs, which are probably present on the statue, 
because they are unclear and difficult to reconstruct, on 
one hand, and do not assist with the understanding of the 
principal carved figure, on the other hand. These designs 
are carved using the same “pecking and abrading” 
technique. I was unable to discern the statue’s rectangular 
hami (royal loincloth) in between the slightly delineated 
hands that was once probably there, since loincloth 
elements are attested to on the statue’s back (for further 
discussion of the hami motif, see Routledge 1917:135; 
Van Tilburg 1986:118-123, 1994:134-136), but I suspect 
that its traces may still be discernible using improved 
lighting in the museum. The artist who carved the image 
may have disregarded some sculptured traits of the statue 
such as its nipples and navel. The image occupies the 
whole frontal surface between them.

The main petroglyph figure is easily recognized as an 
atypical birdman (Figure 3). This composite creature of 
Rapa Nui rock art is a combination of a human body in a 
crouching position and a frigate bird that is characterized 
by its long hooked beak, circular eye, and sometimes 
by its gular pouch (Métraux 1940:270). Lee (1992:36) 
assigns three birdman motifs: 3010 – birdman (early 
phase), 3020 – birdman (late phase), 3021 – manupiri 
(two late phase birdmen joined face to face) (Figure 4). 
The barely discerned birdman on Hoa-haka-nana‘ia’s 
front torso is a crouching figure in profile with a straight 
back line that forms a right angle with the line of its 
leg, which ends in a large foot. The big toe of the foot is 

visible, but it is difficult to say whether the other toes are 
indicated. The image shows a heavy head crowned with 
feathers and provided with a long hooked beak holding an 
egg. The big eye is represented by a double circle. In its 
extended hand, the birdman holds one more egg. A zigzag 
line under the extended arm might indicate feathers of 
the wing, but this design is unknown in Rapa Nui rock 
art. Another possible hand is seen attached to the body. 
It possesses clearly indicated fingers and adds ambiguity 
to the image, because birdmen are commonly provided 
with only one hand and only one leg. I suggest that this 
hand as well as other designs in the area (eggs?) are later 
additions to the figure, for hands with carved fingers 
are characteristic of late phase birdmen, while the hand 
holding an egg has no fingers (Figure 5). In my opinion, 
such a suggestion makes the image more understandable. 
The keyhole feature and gular pouch, which are typical 
for late phase birdmen, are not apparent, but they may 
be found in the area of assumptive re-carving, i.e., the 
particularly damaged area. The neck shows an extra line 
(see Figure 4a), which is a typical, but optional, feature 
of early birdmen (Lee 1992:68, Figure 4.40). Birdmen 
holding eggs in their beaks are unknown; however, rare 
examples of birdmen holding eggs in their hand and 
crowned with feathers are known (Figure 6). The feathers 
may represent either a ritual headdress worn by a tangata 
manu (cf. ha‘u oho ‘human-hair headdress’ in Routledge 
1917:348) or, alternatively, ruffled feathers characteristic 
of frigate birds. The resulting image seems to be 
confusing and is barely apparent today, but this would 
not have been the case in earlier times before the statue 
was found planted into the ground and if it were painted.

 

 

Table 1. Correlated site-based and territorial distribution of the mask, komari, and birdman motifs in contrast with the sea turtle 
and fishhook motifs (after Lee 1992:31-33). The eye mask motif shows a slightly different distribution but represents a stylistic 
variant of the same figurative design as the full face and eye-nose face motifs. Here ‘Orongo is a conventional designation for the 
area including ‘Orongo in the proper sense as well as Motu Nui, Rano Kau, and Vai Atare.
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extended hand, the birdman holds one more egg. A zigzag 
line under the extended arm might indicate feathers of 
the wing, but this design is unknown in Rapa Nui rock 
art. Another possible hand is seen attached to the body. 
It possesses clearly indicated fingers and adds ambiguity 
to the image, because birdmen are commonly provided 
with only one hand and only one leg. I suggest that this 
hand as well as other designs in the area (eggs?) are later 
additions to the figure, for hands with carved fingers 
are characteristic of late phase birdmen, while the hand 
holding an egg has no fingers (Figure 5). In my opinion, 
such a suggestion makes the image more understandable. 
The keyhole feature and gular pouch, which are typical 
for late phase birdmen, are not apparent, but they may 
be found in the area of assumptive re-carving, i.e., the 
particularly damaged area. The neck shows an extra line 
(see Figure 4a), which is a typical, but optional, feature 
of early birdmen (Lee 1992:68, Figure 4.40). Birdmen 
holding eggs in their beaks are unknown; however, rare 
examples of birdmen holding eggs in their hand and 
crowned with feathers are known (Figure 6). The feathers 
may represent either a ritual headdress worn by a tangata 
manu (cf. ha‘u oho ‘human-hair headdress’ in Routledge 
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of frigate birds. The resulting image seems to be 
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Figure 3. Possible reconstruction of the image carved on 
Hoa-haka-nana‘ia’s front torso.

Figure 5. Ambiguous, presumably re-carved, area of the 
proposed image.

Figure 4. Birdman motifs in Rapa Nui rock art (drawings 
courtesy of Georgia Lee after Lee 1992: Figure 3.7): a) 3010 
‘birdman (early phase)’, b) 3020 ‘birdman (late phase)’, and c) 
3021 ‘manupiri (two late phase birdmen joined face to face)’.
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is an already elaborated html text. Both publications 
confirm that while Schouten and his crew stayed around 
the aforementioned islands, there was an earthquake that 
made them very frightened (Callander 1768:257; Kerr 
1824). Firstly, I supposed that this is a reason for the 
supposed bad reputation of these waters. Nevertheless, 
Herbert von Saher explained to me that the true cause of 
the so-called slecht water (in Dutch) is the phenomenon 
of vehement waves produced when the wind strikes a 
rocky coast, gets refracted and makes the breakers roll 
in the opposite direction. When these waves meet regular 
oceanic waves, they lose their regularity, the sea turns 
rough, and – on one hand – it causes a difficult situation 
for ship crews, but – on the other hand – they can expect 
to arrive at some land before discerning it on the horizon 
(von Saher pers. comm. 2012).

Conclusion

When comparing the two editions of Behrens’ narrative, 
one may have an impression that this is not the same 
text. Although it may sound paradoxical, it seems to be 
translated from German to German. The editor acted at 
his own will, without consideration for the original spirit 
and message of the story. He even changed the title of 
the work and chapter titles.

In the first edition of his narrative, in 1737, Behrens 
appears to us as an experienced, stubborn soldier that 
possesses a certain knowledge base and convictions. 
He may not be a skilled writer and he surely shows a 
tendency to confabulate, but he knows how to justify his 
points of view and defend his opinions. In comparison, 
in the 1923 edition, Behrens seems to be a pretentious 
man with a musket, but without character or charisma.

In my opinion, this has quite serious consequences 
as to the way in which the Rapanui culture is presented 
to us and how we perceive it from the perspective of 
this particular narrative. It is a known fact that the first 
published news about Easter Island were the so-called 
‘anonymous sailor’s narratives’ (included in Kort en 
nauwkeurig verhaal…, 1727, and Tweejaarige Reyze 
rondom de Wereld…, 1728). But when Behrens’ story 
appeared in 1737, it was this text that was considered as a 
credible report. However, when the journal of Roggeveen 
was found and published in 1838, in a moment when 
the public also knew the narratives by Cook and Forster, 
Behrens’ text was disregarded as unreliable and full of 
confabulations. Now, taking into consideration such 
circumstances, if we read a simplified, nearly falsified 
version of the narrative, through which we see its author 
as a plain, boring soldier without personality, we will 
treat him with mistrust and underestimate his relation.

Moreover, I pointed out two cases when the 1923 
edition changes the meaning of Behrens’ words and 
judgments about the islanders. In the excerpt concerning 

the indigenous inhabitants’ behavior towards the Dutch, 
according to the 1st edition it can be inferred that male 
and female Rapanui came together to meet the travelers, 
while in Plischke’s edition we read that male islanders 
brought women with them. Needless to say, the first 
version roughly suggests to us that the German soldier 
sees men and women more or less on equal terms, at 
least when speaking of the foreign culture he met on the 
discovered island. The second excerpt deals with a kind 
of a natural dye used by the indigenous Rapanui. In the 
1737 edition, Behrens has no doubt that the islanders are 
able to produce it; this same fragment in the 1923 version 
sounds more cautious in respect of the islanders’ skills: 
“…where they get this beautiful dye from.” Both of the 
excerpts mentioned here refer to nuances; the focus 
shift is slight, but it still contributes to the shedding of 
a different light on the culture we are discussing.

Perhaps the phenomena treated in this article would 
not be worth analyzing if it were not for the fact that 
many scientists and researchers who study the course of 
events related to the European discovery of Easter Island 
want to refer to the narrative by Behrens. However, 
due to a lack of availability or linguistic barriers, they 
use English or French translations, or newer German 
editions such as the one edited by Plischke. Often they 
are unaware of the grave alterations present in a given 
text. If the German edition of 1923 is so negligent, 
what can we expect of old French or English versions, 
prepared in times when people were striving for editorial 
success and not for accuracy? This problem concerns not 
only the narrative by Behrens; I also know of abridged, 
popular editions of Georg Forster’s work that were 
published in German and Polish. Presently, when the 
world has virtually no real mysteries for us (at least when 
it comes to geographic discoveries), and technological 
progress has made our lives hasty and hectic, people 
tend to seek out easy entertainment —when it comes to 
books as well. Nowadays, the old travel stories do not 
teach us about the world, but serve to amuse us; that is 
why many editors distort and simplify them, sometimes 
without admitting it explicitly enough. And not all the 
researchers are careful or competent enough to resort 
to the original diaries and memoirs.

However, I am aware of one more aspect of the 
whole situation that I see as problematic. If the edition 
edited by Plischke is so different from the first edition 
of the book, then how different is the first edition from 
the original manuscript? I cannot appeal for studying 
only hand-written documents, as this would be a Utopian 
idea, but I do appeal for scientific precision.
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Figure 3. Possible reconstruction of the image carved on 
Hoa-haka-nana‘ia’s front torso.

Figure 5. Ambiguous, presumably re-carved, area of the 
proposed image.

Figure 4. Birdman motifs in Rapa Nui rock art (drawings 
courtesy of Georgia Lee after Lee 1992: Figure 3.7): a) 3010 
‘birdman (early phase)’, b) 3020 ‘birdman (late phase)’, and c) 
3021 ‘manupiri (two late phase birdmen joined face to face)’.
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teach us about the world, but serve to amuse us; that is 
why many editors distort and simplify them, sometimes 
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Behrens’ narrative of the discovery of Easter Island

“Wir kreuzten noch einige Tage in diesem Meere 
herum und suchten in allen Himmelsrichtungen nach 
Land. Aber nirgends war das Davisland zu erblicken” 
(Behrens 1923:70).

[For some days we were sailing [cruising/tacking; the 
verb kreuzen is ambiguous – ZJ] to and fro through 
these seas, searching for the land in all directions. But 
the Land of Davis was nowhere to behold.]

The style modifications introduced by Plischke go far 
beyond the simple procedure of editing and modernizing 
a book. To tell the truth, the editor literally rewrites 
every sentence. He polishes almost every case of 
roughness, ‘embellishes’ grammar structures, uses 
more refined phrases and diversified vocabulary. He 
turns colloquialisms used by Behrens into a more 
sophisticated language. This can be observed in all the 
passages quoted above, so I present just two appropriate 
examples to illustrate this phenomenon above.

7. Other changes
 “…auch wiesen sie auf ihre Weibsbilder, ob wir etwan 
mit denselben in ihre Hütten wolten gehen, oder sie 
auf die Schiffe mitnehmen?” (Behrens 1737:85).

[…they were also pointing at their women, [as if 
asking] whether perhaps we wanted to go with them 
to their huts or take them on board.]

“Dazu wiesen sie auf ihre Weibsbilder, ob wir sie 
vielleicht mit auf die Schiffe nehmen oder ob wir 
mit ihnen in ihre Hütten gehen wollten” (Behrens 
1923:66).

[Besides they were pointing at their women, [as if 
asking] whether perhaps we wanted to take them on 
board or go with them to their huts.]

The excerpt quoted above shows an unnecessary change 
of order introduced by Plischke; it makes no difference 
which element of the sentence comes first and which is 
next. Needless to say, many of his other operations on the 
narrative seem unfounded. And, moreover, they cannot 
be justified, as they alter the original text.

I previously mentioned the tendency to modify 
toponyms as an example of updating Behrens’ text. As 
a result, we encounter the following place names:

1737 edition 1923 edition
Lande Davids, Davids-Land Davisland
Ioan Ferdinando Juan Fernandez
Klein Ferdinando Klein Fernandez, Masafuero (sic)
Pasch-Eilandt, Oster-Land Paasch-Eiland, Osterinsel
Schautten (sic) / Schouten von Schouten entdeckten Inseln
schlecht Wasser

I am not opposing the modernization of the toponyms, 
especially because centuries ago, there were no strict 
regulations of their spelling. However, in my opinion, 
for the sake of preserving the spirit of the original, a 
separate remark or some footnotes should be added, to 
give an account of which versions of the names were 
used by Behrens in the first edition.

Another question relates to the versions proposed 
by Plischke. Some of them are still incorrectly spelled, 
which is a surprise to me, as the editor was an educated 
scientist and a professional anthropologist. ‘Klein 
Fernandez’ – called Alejandro Selkirk today – was then 
properly called ‘Más Afuera’.

‘Paasch-Eiland’ is an old version of the Dutch name 
of Easter Island, which now, after an orthography reform, 
is Paaseiland. In the journal by Roggeveen himself, 
published in 1838, an almost identical spelling, ‘Paasch 
Eyland/Eiland’, was used (Roggeveen 1838:101). At 
the beginning of the 20th century, around the time when 
Plischke’s version of the narrative by Behrens was edited, 
the journal of Bouman – discovered almost 200 years 
after Roggeveen’s voyage and then published – referred 
to the island as ‘Paascheyland’ (Mulert 1911:143). 
Nevertheless, I was told that this spelling was incorrect 
as well (von Saher pers. comm. 2012)

It is also worth mentioning that the editor even 
changes the name of one of Roggeveen’s ships: the 
‘Africanische Galeere’, translated into German in the 
first edition of the narrative, in the 1923 version is 
called ‘Afrikanische Galey’. It is another failed attempt 
to return to the original Dutch proper noun, which was 
‘Afrikaansche Galey’, here again in the modern spelling. 
In the journal by Roggeveen, we read ‘Africaansche Galey’ 
(Roggeveen 1838:101). Around the time of Plischke’s 
abridged book publication, in Bouman’s journal, it was 
spelled ‘Affricaanse Galley’ (Mulert 1911:139), again 
incorrectly (von Saher pers. comm. 2012).

One might also wonder why Behrens calls the 
Schouten Islands ‘Schouten schlecht Wasser’ (literally, 
‘Schouten Bad Water’). As I have no access to Schouten’s 
original narrative and cannot look up how he personally 
describes the discovery of these islands, all I could resort 
to were online versions of books of the type I consider 
rather unreliable: second-hand collections of narratives, 
early English compilations of travel stories proceeding 
from different countries. The Internet is a rich source for 
these kinds of texts (I also found a two-volume collection 
by Dalrymple), but it is also possible to get access to 
valuable scanned materials, such as the 1st edition of 
the journal by Roggeveen or the complete works by 
Georg Forster. As for the Schouten voyage, one of the 
mentioned books is Terra Australis Cognita by John 
Callander (1768) and the other is A General History 
and Collection of Voyages and Travels by Robert Kerr 
(1824). The first is a scanned book, while the second 
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It seems logical to see images of bird eggs in close 
proximity to a birdman. However, as far as I know, such 
cases are not discussed in studies dedicated to Rapa Nui 
rock art, nor were the ubiquitous cupules in Rapa Nui 
rock art interpreted as representations of bird eggs. On the 
other hand, it seems unexpected to find komari symbols in 
the context of a birdman, for these two designs do not bear 
a clear iconic relation one to another. Thanks to a thorough 
documentation of Rapa Nui rock art motifs published by 
Lee (1992) there is an easy way to demonstrate that the 
mask, komari, and birdman motifs are somehow related. 
Table 1 includes these three general types of rock art 
motifs: 3010 (birdman, early phase), 3020 (birdman, 
late phase), 3021 (manupiri – two birdmen joined face 
to face), 2070 (komari), 2010 (mask, full face), 2020 
(mask, eye-nose face), and 2030 (eye mask), along with 
other major motifs: 5080 (sea turtle) and 9010 (fishhook) 
found at various sites in Routledge’s proposed territories 
of Rapa Nui. In contrast to the sea turtle (5080) and 
fishhook (9010) motifs, territorial distribution of the 
birdman (3010, 3020, 3021), komari (2070) and mask 
(2010, 2020, 2030) motifs is similar. The latter motifs 
show two peaks of concentration: a larger one in ‘Orongo 
and a smaller one in the proposed territory of the Miru 
clan. This similarity in distribution may imply that these 
three types of motifs were part of one ritual complex 
that developed in the late history of the island and, for 
convenience, is referred to by scholars as the ‘birdman 
cult’ (cf. Van Tilburg 1994:58). This observation might 
explain the presence of the komari symbols on the front 
and back of the statue, for it is probable that the statue 
played an important role in the birdman cult.

Dating the Image

Following the original proposal by Henry Lavachery 
(1939:27), examining superimposed images of birdmen 
and, in particular, obliterated examples attested in Rapa 

Nui rock art, Lee (1992:66-68) was able to define early 
and late stylistic variants of the birdman motif (see Table 
2). Early phase birdmen resemble the birdman motif 
found elsewhere in East Polynesia (see for example 
Lee 1992:201, Figure 9.1 supporting this suggestion).

Table 2 shows that the birdman carved on the front 
of Hoa-haka-nana‘ia may belong to a stylistically early 
variant of the motif. The extended arm, the straight 
back line, the additional body line, and the technique of 
manufacture indicate an earlier date; meanwhile, the extra 
arm and the elaborated fingers and toes point to a later 
re-carving. I suggest that the carving hints at a naturalistic, 
non-conventionalized image of a frigate bird. If this 
impression is correct, it can be interpreted as an indication 
of one of the earliest birdman representations in the 
context of the birdman cult, when artistic conventions had 
not yet been worked out. Atypical features – the possible 
eggs held in the hand and in the beak, the feather crown 
and the possible wing line, as well as some disproportion 
of the image – seem to support such a suggestion. The 
image on the front probably precedes the very late motifs 
carved on the back of the statue (Figure 7).

Multiple Re-use of the Sculpture

The proposed image on the front once again raises 
the question of multiple re-use. According to stylistic 
features, the statue was carved in classic times. The 
material used for carving is basalt found at Rano Kau, 
suggesting that the statue may have originally been 
situated on the slopes of the volcano. Therefore, Hoa-
haka-nana‘ia was transported and accommodated in 
‘Orongo, where it became an important part of the 
birdman cult. The proportions of the statue are thin when 
compared with other moai, and the absence of a hami and 
the worn-away fingers indicate deliberate modification 
(Van Tilburg 1986:581, 2004:47). At that time, the 
image was carved on its front and the statue itself may 

  

  
 

  

  

  

 Table 2. Characteristic stylistic traits of early and late variants of the birdman motif in Rapa Nui rock art (after Lee 1992:36, 66-67).
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Land. Aber nirgends war das Davisland zu erblicken” 
(Behrens 1923:70).

[For some days we were sailing [cruising/tacking; the 
verb kreuzen is ambiguous – ZJ] to and fro through 
these seas, searching for the land in all directions. But 
the Land of Davis was nowhere to behold.]

The style modifications introduced by Plischke go far 
beyond the simple procedure of editing and modernizing 
a book. To tell the truth, the editor literally rewrites 
every sentence. He polishes almost every case of 
roughness, ‘embellishes’ grammar structures, uses 
more refined phrases and diversified vocabulary. He 
turns colloquialisms used by Behrens into a more 
sophisticated language. This can be observed in all the 
passages quoted above, so I present just two appropriate 
examples to illustrate this phenomenon above.

7. Other changes
 “…auch wiesen sie auf ihre Weibsbilder, ob wir etwan 
mit denselben in ihre Hütten wolten gehen, oder sie 
auf die Schiffe mitnehmen?” (Behrens 1737:85).

[…they were also pointing at their women, [as if 
asking] whether perhaps we wanted to go with them 
to their huts or take them on board.]

“Dazu wiesen sie auf ihre Weibsbilder, ob wir sie 
vielleicht mit auf die Schiffe nehmen oder ob wir 
mit ihnen in ihre Hütten gehen wollten” (Behrens 
1923:66).

[Besides they were pointing at their women, [as if 
asking] whether perhaps we wanted to take them on 
board or go with them to their huts.]

The excerpt quoted above shows an unnecessary change 
of order introduced by Plischke; it makes no difference 
which element of the sentence comes first and which is 
next. Needless to say, many of his other operations on the 
narrative seem unfounded. And, moreover, they cannot 
be justified, as they alter the original text.

I previously mentioned the tendency to modify 
toponyms as an example of updating Behrens’ text. As 
a result, we encounter the following place names:

1737 edition 1923 edition
Lande Davids, Davids-Land Davisland
Ioan Ferdinando Juan Fernandez
Klein Ferdinando Klein Fernandez, Masafuero (sic)
Pasch-Eilandt, Oster-Land Paasch-Eiland, Osterinsel
Schautten (sic) / Schouten von Schouten entdeckten Inseln
schlecht Wasser

I am not opposing the modernization of the toponyms, 
especially because centuries ago, there were no strict 
regulations of their spelling. However, in my opinion, 
for the sake of preserving the spirit of the original, a 
separate remark or some footnotes should be added, to 
give an account of which versions of the names were 
used by Behrens in the first edition.

Another question relates to the versions proposed 
by Plischke. Some of them are still incorrectly spelled, 
which is a surprise to me, as the editor was an educated 
scientist and a professional anthropologist. ‘Klein 
Fernandez’ – called Alejandro Selkirk today – was then 
properly called ‘Más Afuera’.

‘Paasch-Eiland’ is an old version of the Dutch name 
of Easter Island, which now, after an orthography reform, 
is Paaseiland. In the journal by Roggeveen himself, 
published in 1838, an almost identical spelling, ‘Paasch 
Eyland/Eiland’, was used (Roggeveen 1838:101). At 
the beginning of the 20th century, around the time when 
Plischke’s version of the narrative by Behrens was edited, 
the journal of Bouman – discovered almost 200 years 
after Roggeveen’s voyage and then published – referred 
to the island as ‘Paascheyland’ (Mulert 1911:143). 
Nevertheless, I was told that this spelling was incorrect 
as well (von Saher pers. comm. 2012)

It is also worth mentioning that the editor even 
changes the name of one of Roggeveen’s ships: the 
‘Africanische Galeere’, translated into German in the 
first edition of the narrative, in the 1923 version is 
called ‘Afrikanische Galey’. It is another failed attempt 
to return to the original Dutch proper noun, which was 
‘Afrikaansche Galey’, here again in the modern spelling. 
In the journal by Roggeveen, we read ‘Africaansche Galey’ 
(Roggeveen 1838:101). Around the time of Plischke’s 
abridged book publication, in Bouman’s journal, it was 
spelled ‘Affricaanse Galley’ (Mulert 1911:139), again 
incorrectly (von Saher pers. comm. 2012).

One might also wonder why Behrens calls the 
Schouten Islands ‘Schouten schlecht Wasser’ (literally, 
‘Schouten Bad Water’). As I have no access to Schouten’s 
original narrative and cannot look up how he personally 
describes the discovery of these islands, all I could resort 
to were online versions of books of the type I consider 
rather unreliable: second-hand collections of narratives, 
early English compilations of travel stories proceeding 
from different countries. The Internet is a rich source for 
these kinds of texts (I also found a two-volume collection 
by Dalrymple), but it is also possible to get access to 
valuable scanned materials, such as the 1st edition of 
the journal by Roggeveen or the complete works by 
Georg Forster. As for the Schouten voyage, one of the 
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and Collection of Voyages and Travels by Robert Kerr 
(1824). The first is a scanned book, while the second 
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Lee (1992) there is an easy way to demonstrate that the 
mask, komari, and birdman motifs are somehow related. 
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found at various sites in Routledge’s proposed territories 
of Rapa Nui. In contrast to the sea turtle (5080) and 
fishhook (9010) motifs, territorial distribution of the 
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(2010, 2020, 2030) motifs is similar. The latter motifs 
show two peaks of concentration: a larger one in ‘Orongo 
and a smaller one in the proposed territory of the Miru 
clan. This similarity in distribution may imply that these 
three types of motifs were part of one ritual complex 
that developed in the late history of the island and, for 
convenience, is referred to by scholars as the ‘birdman 
cult’ (cf. Van Tilburg 1994:58). This observation might 
explain the presence of the komari symbols on the front 
and back of the statue, for it is probable that the statue 
played an important role in the birdman cult.

Dating the Image
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and, in particular, obliterated examples attested in Rapa 
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and late stylistic variants of the birdman motif (see Table 
2). Early phase birdmen resemble the birdman motif 
found elsewhere in East Polynesia (see for example 
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Table 2 shows that the birdman carved on the front 
of Hoa-haka-nana‘ia may belong to a stylistically early 
variant of the motif. The extended arm, the straight 
back line, the additional body line, and the technique of 
manufacture indicate an earlier date; meanwhile, the extra 
arm and the elaborated fingers and toes point to a later 
re-carving. I suggest that the carving hints at a naturalistic, 
non-conventionalized image of a frigate bird. If this 
impression is correct, it can be interpreted as an indication 
of one of the earliest birdman representations in the 
context of the birdman cult, when artistic conventions had 
not yet been worked out. Atypical features – the possible 
eggs held in the hand and in the beak, the feather crown 
and the possible wing line, as well as some disproportion 
of the image – seem to support such a suggestion. The 
image on the front probably precedes the very late motifs 
carved on the back of the statue (Figure 7).

Multiple Re-use of the Sculpture

The proposed image on the front once again raises 
the question of multiple re-use. According to stylistic 
features, the statue was carved in classic times. The 
material used for carving is basalt found at Rano Kau, 
suggesting that the statue may have originally been 
situated on the slopes of the volcano. Therefore, Hoa-
haka-nana‘ia was transported and accommodated in 
‘Orongo, where it became an important part of the 
birdman cult. The proportions of the statue are thin when 
compared with other moai, and the absence of a hami and 
the worn-away fingers indicate deliberate modification 
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 Table 2. Characteristic stylistic traits of early and late variants of the birdman motif in Rapa Nui rock art (after Lee 1992:36, 66-67).

Albert Davletshin



Rapa Nui Journal Vol. 26 (1) May 201262

An overlooked image on the Hoa-haka-nana‘ia stone statue from Easter Island in the British Museum

have become an ‘embodiment’ of the tangata manu. 
Routledge (1920:436, Plate X) has suggested that a flat, 
rounded basalt slab embedded into the wall of House 18 
in ‘Orongo might have once been used as the pedestal 
for Hoa-haka-nana‘ia. The statue was found buried up 
to its shoulders in House 11, called Tau-ra-renga, facing 
the interior of the structure (Van Tilburg 1986:580). It 
appears that in ca. AD 1500, Tau-ra-renga collapsed and 
was subsequently renovated into smaller structures; at 
that time, Hoa-haka-nana‘ia was embedded into the earth 
inside one of them (Van Tilburg 2006:37). If the statue 
was found buried to its shoulders due to architectural 
remodeling of the ritual space provoked by the collapse 
of the original building, we can understand why the 
most representative part of the statue, its front, was 
abandoned and its back, where new sculptures in the 
form of bas-relief figures were carved, became the center 

of attention in the ritual. Moreover, the back turned to 
the entrance became the side of the statue illuminated by 
daylight. The carvings of the back motifs are stylistically 
late and only cover the upper part of the body and neck. 
Once again, the designs on the back show at least one 
stage of re-carving (Horley & Lee 2008:113, Figure 4). 
Re-use of monolithic sculpture, and more broadly, reuse 
of prestigious objects is commonplace in the history of 
humankind. The idea is easily understandable: people 
take an object imbued with old values and invest it with 
new meanings, using the old ones to enhance the value of 
the new ones. Sometimes a ritually re-used object suffers 
from a domino effect, as is the case for the Hoa-haka-
nana‘ia stone statue, which is undoubtedly one of the 
most valuable items embellishing the British Museum 
today. Even its mocking nickname ‘Hoa-haka-nana‘ia’, 
or ‘Surfing Fellow’, sounds solemn.

Figure 6. Atypical examples of birdmen in Rapa Nui rock art (drawings courtesy of Georgia Lee, after 
Lee 1992: Figures 5.6, 5.8, 5.44).

Figure 7. Tracing of dorsal designs on Hoa-haka-nana‘ia and a tentative reconstruction of the earlier 
drawings (drawings courtesy of Paul Horley, after Horley & Lee 2008:Figure 4c-d).
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“…die Einwohner müßten Webstühle besitzen, mit 
deren Hilfe sie sich solche Decken selbst verfertigen. 
(Ein Irrtum, es handelt sich hier nicht um gewebte 
Stoffe, sondern um Rindenstoff, die Tapa, die aus der 
Rinde des Papiermaulbeerbaums gewonnen wird.)” 
(Behrens 1923:68).

[…the inhabitants must have possessed looms with 
the use of which they could make such mantles. (It 
is a mistake, what is meant is not a woven cloth but 
a bark cloth, the tapa, manufactured from the paper 
mulberry tree.)]

Pukao
“…oben auf dem Haupt mit einer Krone geziert” 
(Behrens 1737:88).

[…with the head adorned with a crown.]

“Das Haupt war mit einer Krone geziert (flache 
Zylinder aus wulkanischem Gestein)” (Behrens 
1923:69).

[The head was adorned with a crown (a flat cylinder 
of the volcanic rock).]

It is a common procedure to insert editor’s remarks in 
certain old texts, but it is also common knowledge that 
it has to be obvious which parts of a text derive from the 
author and which from the editor of a given publication. 
In case of the Behrens’ narrative published in 1923, it 
is not always obvious. In Plischke’s times, the practice 
of preparing critical editions was quite developed. As a 
comparison, I can refer to a 19th century Polish project 
on the methodology of editing old Polish literature 
(Pilat 1886:97-106); the author gives his fellow scholars 
the example of Germany as a country which was 
considerably advanced in the field of critical editions. 
As to his postulates, Pilat appeals for preserving the 
original, authentic text ‘as it was written’; he states:

“Unfortunately, as we know by experience, the works 
by older as well as newer writers rarely arrive to us 
in their original form. Under the influence of various 
circumstances they usually get corrupt to a greater or 
lesser extent. Copyists’ errors, typesetters’ mistakes 
and omissions, and even changes and corrections 
introduced freely by printers and editors, accumulate 
slowly, multiply within successive editions, become 
generally accepted, transform the author’s thought 
and sometimes result in such considerable changes 
that the given text gets published not in one, but in 
several different editions” (Pilat 1886:100 [translation 
by the present author]).

Then, Pilat elaborates, among other things, on the 
verification of authenticity, on examining different text 

variants (and giving an account of them) and on the most 
necessary restitution of the original form of the work; 
he even refers to “one of the most prominent German 
editors” (without giving his name) in whose opinion an 
editor acts as a spokesman of the author (Pilat 1886:104). 
As can easily be seen, the 1923 edition of Behrens fails 
to fulfill these postulates.

Despite this, Plischke has not included any chapter 
or note in the book that would give an account of the 
methods he used to elaborate and prepare the narrative 
for the re-edition. Nor does he use any kind of footnotes. 
As a result, some of his remarks quoted above give 
an amusing impression that Behrens states some fact 
or describes a situation and, immediately after that, 
contradicts or corrects himself. The most absurd example 
is the quote referring to tapa, in which Behrens describes 
a type of presumably woven fabric used by the islanders 
and from the message in brackets we learn that it is a 
mistake and what he saw was a cloth made from paper 
mulberry bark.

In other instances we cannot be readily aware of 
the editor’s interference, as in the case when he adds 
alternative names of the Juan Fernández Islands, a 
definition of a pukao, or explains that an indigenous 
custom of ‘body painting’ often was actually a practice 
of tattooing. Only a reader familiar with the matters 
described would realize that given passages were subject 
to some alteration.

6. Style changes
Appearance of indigenous Rapanui
“Er hatte eine ziemliche Länge, war ziemlich starck 
von Gliedern, und gut von Gesicht, munter von 
Gestalt, angenehm im Reden und Geberden” (Behrens 
1737:81).

[He was quite tall, with quite strong limbs, with a good 
face, a lively figure, pleasant in talk and gestures.]

“Er war ziemlich groß und stark von Körperbau. Seine 
Gesichtszüge waren angenehm, seine Gebärden und 
Reden nicht ungeschickt” (Behrens 1923:64).

[He was quite tall and of a strong constitution. His 
features were pleasant, his talk and gestures not 
awkward.]

Maneuvers
“…wir schifften noch einige Tage hier herum, und 
thaten alle Coursen, die auf den Compas waren: 
alleine hie war kein Davids-Land zu sehen” (Behrens 
1737:91).

[…for some days we were navigating to and fro, trying 
all courses that were to be found on the compass; but 
there was no Land of Davids to be seen.]

Zuzanna Jakubowska
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An overlooked image on the Hoa-haka-nana‘ia stone statue from Easter Island in the British Museum

have become an ‘embodiment’ of the tangata manu. 
Routledge (1920:436, Plate X) has suggested that a flat, 
rounded basalt slab embedded into the wall of House 18 
in ‘Orongo might have once been used as the pedestal 
for Hoa-haka-nana‘ia. The statue was found buried up 
to its shoulders in House 11, called Tau-ra-renga, facing 
the interior of the structure (Van Tilburg 1986:580). It 
appears that in ca. AD 1500, Tau-ra-renga collapsed and 
was subsequently renovated into smaller structures; at 
that time, Hoa-haka-nana‘ia was embedded into the earth 
inside one of them (Van Tilburg 2006:37). If the statue 
was found buried to its shoulders due to architectural 
remodeling of the ritual space provoked by the collapse 
of the original building, we can understand why the 
most representative part of the statue, its front, was 
abandoned and its back, where new sculptures in the 
form of bas-relief figures were carved, became the center 

of attention in the ritual. Moreover, the back turned to 
the entrance became the side of the statue illuminated by 
daylight. The carvings of the back motifs are stylistically 
late and only cover the upper part of the body and neck. 
Once again, the designs on the back show at least one 
stage of re-carving (Horley & Lee 2008:113, Figure 4). 
Re-use of monolithic sculpture, and more broadly, reuse 
of prestigious objects is commonplace in the history of 
humankind. The idea is easily understandable: people 
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from a domino effect, as is the case for the Hoa-haka-
nana‘ia stone statue, which is undoubtedly one of the 
most valuable items embellishing the British Museum 
today. Even its mocking nickname ‘Hoa-haka-nana‘ia’, 
or ‘Surfing Fellow’, sounds solemn.

Figure 6. Atypical examples of birdmen in Rapa Nui rock art (drawings courtesy of Georgia Lee, after 
Lee 1992: Figures 5.6, 5.8, 5.44).

Figure 7. Tracing of dorsal designs on Hoa-haka-nana‘ia and a tentative reconstruction of the earlier 
drawings (drawings courtesy of Paul Horley, after Horley & Lee 2008:Figure 4c-d).
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Gestalt, angenehm im Reden und Geberden” (Behrens 
1737:81).
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Behrens’ narrative of the discovery of Easter Island

Fields
“Auch die Aecker oder das Land alles nach der Schnur 
accurat abgemessen, und sehr artig eingerichtet, auch 
war gerade um die Zeit, als wir da waren, alles in der 
vollkommenen Reiffe und Zeitigung; die Felder und 
Bäume trugen sehr reichlich ihre Früchte, und ich 
glaube sicherlich, daß, wenn man dieses Land recht 
durchsuchet hatte, daß man darinnen viel gutes würde 
gefunden haben” (Behrens 1737:86).

[Also the fields and the land, all of them [were] 
scrupulously measured up and neatly tilled, also at 
the time that we were there everything was in full 
bloom and ripe; the fields and trees yielded their rich 
produce, and I am sure that if we examined this land 
thoroughly, we would find there many good things.]

“Das Land ringsum war genau zu Ackern aufgeteilt 
und schön bearbeitet. Gerade um die Zeit, als wir 
dort waren, stand alles in voller Reife. Felder und 
Bäume trugen reichlich Früchte. Hätten wir dieses 
Land genau durchforscht, so glaube ich, wäre dort 
viel Nützliches gefunden worden” (Behrens 1923:67).

[The land all around was precisely divided into fields 
and nicely tilled. Right in the time when we were 
there everything stood in full bloom. Fields and trees 
yielded their rich produce. If we examined well this 
land, I think, many useful things could be found there.]

The simplification of the original narrative is a measure 
similar to the previous one, but operates in a slightly 
different manner: the message of a given excerpt is 
generally preserved, but made clearer or less complicated. 
The resulting text is lighter and easier to read. We find 
various examples of this in the narrative, although I decided 
to present only two passages that illustrate this point.

5. Editor’s comments and explanations
Toponyms
“10 Meilen Westwärts von Ioan Ferdinando sahen wir 
die Insul Klein Ferdinando” (Behrens 1737:78-9).

[10 miles to the west from Ioan Ferdinando we saw 
the island Klein Ferdinando.]

“Ostwärts von Juan Fernandez sahen wir die Insel 
Klein Ferdnandez (wohl Masafuero)” (Behrens 
1923:62).

[To the east of Juan Fernandez we saw the island Klein 
Fernandez (or Masafuero).]

Tattoos
“Er war sehr artig bemalet, mit allerhand Figuren” 
(Behrens 1737:81).

[He was very neatly painted with various figures.]

“Sein Körper war mit allerlei Figuren nett bemahlt 
(Tatauierung)” (Behrens 1923:63).

[His body was nicely painted with various figures 
(tattoos).]

Gifts for indigenous Rapanui
“…wir beschenckten sie auch mit Corallen, kleinen 
Spiegeln rc” (Behrens 1737:85).

[…we gave them also corals, small mirrors etc.] 

“Wir gaben ihnen Korallen (Glasperlen), kleine 
Spiegel und anderes mehr” (Behrens 1923:66).

[We gave them corals (glass beads), a small mirror 
and much more.]

Food
“…eine gute Menge der Erd-Aepffel” (Behrens 
1737:85).

[…a whole lot of potatoes.]

“…eine Menge Erdäpfel (wohl Bataten)” (Behrens 
1923:66).

[…a lot of potatoes (or sweet potatoes).]

Banana leaves
“…das Blatt ist 2. bis 3. Fuß breit, und wohl 6. bis 8. 
Fuß lang. Unsere ersten Eltern sollen sich im Paradies, 
nach dem leidigen Sünden-Fall, mit diesen Blättern 
bedecket haben” (Behrens 1737:85-6).

[…the leaf is 2 to 3 feet wide and about 6 to 8 feet 
long. Our first parents in paradise, after the lamentable 
Fall of Man, must have covered themselves with 
those leaves.]

“Das Blatt der Pflanze ist zwei bis drei Fuß breit 
und wohl sechs bis acht Fuß lang (Banane). Unsere 
ersten Eltern, Adam und Eva, sollen sich im Paradies, 
nach dem Sündenfall mit derartigen Blättern bedeckt 
haben” (Behrens 1923:67).

[The leaf of this plant is two to three feet wide and 
about six to eight feet long (banana). Our first parents 
in paradise, Adam and Eve, after the Fall of Man must 
have covered themselves with such leaves.]

Tapa
“…sie müsten Weber-Stühle haben, vermittelst deren 
sie solche [Decken] selbst verfetigten” (Behrens 
1737:87).

[…they must have had looms with which they could 
make such mantles.]

Rapa Nui Journal Vol. 26 (1) May 201263

Notes

1. Hoa-haka-nana‘ia ‘Surf ing Fellow’ is probably a 
humorous description of floating the statue out to the HMS 
Topaze (Routledge 1919:257; McCall pers. comm. 1992 
in Van Tilburg 2006:64). The word nana‘ia is found in 
Englert’s 1978 dictionary and in published texts (Englert 
1948:297). The common translations ‘Stolen Friend’ and 
‘Hidden Friend’ (Van Tilburg 2006:36) cannot be accepted 
on linguistic grounds: Hoa-haka-nanai‘a can be translated 
as ‘Doing Robberies/Mockeries Friend’, ‘Hidden Friend’ 
would be something like Hoa-na‘a(na‘a).

2. Rock art motifs carved on various stone statues are 
recorded (see for example Van Tilburg & Lee 1987). 
Nevertheless, as far as I know, Hoa-haka-nana‘ia is the 
only case attested when a statue and its carved designs 
represent a figurative whole.
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