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French heritage architects. The cathedral, which can 
accommodate 2000 people, was commissioned to be 
built by the Catholic missionary Father Honore Laval, 
who brought Christianity to the islands in 1834. The 
cathedral’s construction includes stones from the island’s 
marae as well as additional coral slabs that were quarried 
by the islanders, and is a testament to Laval’s 37-year 
stay on the island, when he banned traditional beliefs 
while also recording a great deal of information about 
indigenous customs and language. 

20 ancestral Maori heads repatriated to 
New Zealand by France

(As reported by The Telegraph, published online 23 
January 2012). 
A total of 20 Māori heads (mokomokai) that were 
collected as cultural curiosities from the 19th century 
until as recently as 1999 were repatriated by France 
in January. Frederic Mitterrand, The French Culture 
Minister, and New Zealand’s ambassador attended 
a ceremony at Quai Branly Museum in Paris before 
the return of the 20 mokomokai. These ancestral 
heads comprise the largest single repatriation and will 
ultimately be returned to local iwi groups or will be held 
at New Zealand’s national museum, Te Papa, if their iwi 
affiliations cannot be determined.

Wa‘a Wayfinders still making waves 
around the Pacific

(As reported and updated periodically online at www.
pacificvoyagers.org). The seven vaka have been back 
in the water since January 2012. After winterizing their 
canoes in San Diego, CA, they sailed down the west 
coast of the Americas, to the Galapagos Islands, then 
travelled on to the Tuamotus and Tahiti before arriving 
in the Cook Islands in May. They are on track to arrive 
to the Solomon Islands to attend the Festival of Pacific 
Arts in July after also stopping by Sāmoa and Fiji in 
June. More information is available at http://www.
pacificvoyagers.org.

11th Festival of Pacific Arts to be held in 
the Solomon Islands, July 1-14, 2012

“Culture in Harmony with Nature” is the title of the 
11th Festival of Pacific Arts, which will be held in 
the Solomon Islands on July 1-14, 2012. The festival 
brings together around 2500 artists, performers, and 
cultural practitioners from 27 territories and countries, 
including Australia, the Cook Islands, the Federated 
States of Micronesia, Fiji, French Polynesia, Guam, 
Hawai‘i, Kiribati, the Marshall Islands, Nauru, New 

Caledonia, New Zealand, Niue, Norfolk Island, the 
Northern Mariana Islands, Palau, Papua New Guinea, 
Pitcairn, Rapa Nui, Sämoa, the Solomon Islands, 
Tokelau, Tonga, Tuvalu, Vanuatu, and Wallis and 
Futuna. More information about the festival can be 
found at www.festivalofpacificarts.com.

Tattoo Honolulu Exhibition opening at the 
Honolulu Museum of Art

A new exhibition entitled “Tattoo Honolulu” will open 
on 14 June 2012 and will run through 13 January 2013 
at the Honolulu Museum of Art (formerly known as the 
Honolulu Academy of Arts). The exhibition features the 
work of 10 tattoo masters and also explores the art of 
tattooing in both a contemporary and historical context. 
As the museum’s website explains, “by linking the past 
– through works such as 19th-century prints by Jacques 
Arago depicting tattooed Hawaiians – with the present, 
the museum hopes to expand cultural awareness not 
only about the art of the tattoo, but also the rich cultural 
traditions it is based on.” Further information is available 
at www.honolulumuseum.org. 

WHAT’S NEW ELSEWHERE

Collectors’ banknotes called “Rongo” 
printed

On 1 September 2011, a series of collectors’ banknotes 
were printed by the British American Bank Note Co, Ltd. 
The notes have no monetary value, but feature famous 
imagery from the island and come in denominations of 
500, 1000, and 2500 “Rongo”. These can be found on 
eBay and other online retailers, and more information 
can be found on www.banknotes.com. 
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This article focuses on two carved stones collected from Easter Island by the expedition of Alexander Agassiz. We 
report the presence of pigment traces on the larger stone adorned with two facing birdmen (manupiri) that allows a 
tentative reconstruction of the way the carving was painted. The second stone features a bas-relief birdman (tangata 
manu) surrounded by several komari motifs and also the image of a patuki fish, which, to the best of our knowledge, 
was neither described nor identified before. Basing our interpretations on Easter Island lore that ascribe patuki 
with fertilizing powers, the discovery of this fish in close association with tangata manu offers considerable support 
to a fertility-based impetus of the late phase of the birdman cult.

Este artículo se enfoca en el estudio de dos piedras talladas que fueron recogidas en la Isla de Pascua por la 
expedición de Alexander Agassiz. En este articulo, se reporta la presencia de restos de pigmentos en la piedra 
más grande, la cual es adornada con dos hombres pájaros ubicados uno frente al otro (manupiri) y que permite 
una reconstrucción tentativa de la manera en que fue pintada esta escultura. La segunda piedra tiene un hombre 
pájaro (tangata manu) en bajo relieve, rodeado por varios diseños de komari y también la imagen de un pez patuki, 
que, según nuestro conocimiento, no ha sido identificada o descrita antes. Basando nuestras interpretaciones en la 
tradición local de la Isla de Pascua, la cual asigna al patuki los poderes de fertilidad, el descubrimiento de este pez 
en asociación con un tangata manu permite apoyar la teoría de un impulso basado en el tema de la fertilidad que 
fue característica para la última fase del culto del hombre pájaro.

Introduction

Rapa Nui (Easter Island) is renowned for its vast and 
varied cultural heritage, and one of the particular 
developments in the late prehistory of the island was 
the famous cult of the birdman, tangata manu. This 
cult consisted of an annual event involving the selection 
of a sacred birdman, determined by a competition to 
obtain the first egg of a sooty tern from the offshore 
islet of Motu Nui. Participants in the event gathered 
at the ceremonial village of ‘Orongo, perched on the 
picturesque rim of the extinct volcano, Rano Kau. 

The site itself is in a breath-taking location, on the 
top of a narrow ledge some 300m above the ocean and 
in direct view of the islets of Motu Kao Kao, Motu 
Iti and Motu Nui, some 2km from the shore. In the 
Austral spring, when the nesting season of the migratory 
sea birds began, the participants of the competition 
– important men in Rapanui society – assigned their 
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proxies, called hopu, to swim to Motu Nui and wait 
there for the moment when the birds began to lay eggs. 
The quest for the first egg was a great test of agility and 
strength – and political power. It is said that the identity 
of the would-be birdman was revealed in a vision to the 
priest, or ivi atua; the dominating clans reserved the right 
to admit or deny participation of the others. 

Once the first egg was found, the hopu who had 
it would swim back to the island and climb the cliffs 
of Rano Kau and present the egg to his patron, who 
then became tangata manu – the incarnation of the 
great god Makemake – a position held for a year. The 
birdman would live in seclusion for a year at Orohie in 
the Hotu Iti territory, or close to the royal residence at 
‘Anakena, depending on the tribe to which the winner 
belonged. The clan of the tangata manu gained the 
right to pillage other tribes, demanding their share of 
food. In the next year, the birdman retired to his normal 
life, and the competition was repeated to determine 
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another winner. This “rotating” leadership replaced the 
original hereditary monarchy and while it gave access 
to valuable food resources to different tribes each year, 
it also caused waves of inter-tribal warfare that ravaged 
the island. During this time, the island society lost the 
consolidation that was vital to create the megalithic 
wonders of Rapa Nui, such as the legendary moai and 
ceremonial platforms (see, e.g., Van Tilburg 1994).

The birdman cult was associated with the 
development of a particular artistic style, focused on a 
stylized depiction of the tangata manu (a human figure 
shown in profile with a bird head), eye-masks and faces 
of Makemake, as well as stylized drawings of manutara 
birds. These motifs can be found in great numbers at 
the ceremonial village of ‘Orongo, either in carved or 
painted form. At the southern extremity of ‘Orongo there 
is a natural basalt outcrop; here each boulder is richly 
decorated with birdman designs, predominantly carved 
in bas-relief. This sacred precinct, called Mata Ngarau, 
was reserved for priests and rongorongo men. 

‘Orongo was first mentioned by J. Linton Palmer 
(Palmer 1870a, 1870b); the important early surveys of 
the site were made by Geiseler in the 1880s (Ayres & 
Ayres 1995), Thomson (1891) and Routledge (1920). 

This paper describes and discusses two carved 
boulders in the collection of the Peabody Museum 
of Archaeology and Ethnology (Harvard University, 
Cambridge, Massachusetts). These boulders were 
collected from the ceremonial village of ‘Orongo by 
Alexander Agassiz (1906), who visited Rapa Nui in the 
framework of an expedition to the eastern and tropical 
Pacific on the steamer Albatross. The accounts of the 
expedition were published in 1906 and feature an 
impressive photographic documentation of key sites of 
Rapa Nui; a more detailed discussion of which will be 
presented elsewhere (Lee & Horley in prep.). 

The Manupiri Carving

The larger of the two boulders (Figure 1) in the 
collections of the Peabody Museum, catalogue number 
05-2-70/64852, measures 88 x 60 x 30cm (Peabody 
2009a). It features bas-relief carvings of two birdman 
figures facing each other in a configuration known as 
manupiri, which is possibly related to a connection 
between human and spiritual aspects or tumu groups (Lee 
1992:70). The hands of the birdman figures are shown 
together, forming a “conjoined hand” with six fingers, 
none of which are thumbs. The feet are also joined 
together but show no toes – only the heels are delineated, 
although they are considerably eroded. The birdman on 
the left is carved in a classical conventionalized style 
and has a hooked beak that is characteristic of a frigate 
bird; the right birdman has a beak with rounded ends, 
which is discussed in detail below. At the lower body of 

the birdman on the right, one can see an incised groove 
that defines the underside of the knee, buttocks and lower 
back. It is difficult to say whether this outline pre-dates 
or post-dates the main bas-relief image. It is tempting 
to suggest that the carver incised the contour and then 
decided that the resulting body was too small, so he made 
the sculpture with larger proportions, thus implying that 
the incision was made before the carving. On the other 
hand, comparing the sizes of the birdmen, the outline 
makes the composition more symmetrical, and the 
incision may have been made over the final sculpture 
with the aim of reducing the lower body of the birdman 
on the right. There is supporting evidence for the latter; 
in comparing the contours that mark the underside of 
the knee, the outline carved on the right birdman better 
mirrors the design of the left figure. 

The birdmen are executed in deep relief and set 
between two komari – stylized motifs depicting female 
genitalia (Figure 1). The left komari is carved in realistic 
relief (Figure 2a) and has a vertical orientation that is 
common for this motif in Rapa Nui art. The komari 
on the right side is horizontal and concave (Figure 1). 
Because the top level of this design corresponds to the 
background of the main carving, it may have been added 
to the composition later (Figure 2b; also see Figure 5b); 
the carver had to remove a considerable amount of rock 
around it to achieve the desired bas-relief image. A 
simple komari is incised on the body of the left birdman 
and is associated with a cupule. In rock art, cupules 
were made for “acquisition of power from the stone, 
or nullification of power inherent in the stone” (Lee 
1992:46). Similarly, “female sexual parts possessed a 
powerful magic of a negative kind in that they contained 
tapu-destroying power” (Lee 1992:193). Under these 
circumstances, komari-with-a-cupule could have been an 
even more efficient “mana-draining device”. This design 
is common at Mata Ngarau – for example, Locus #35 
has a komari with a cupule in its upper part carved to the 
left of the elbow of the birdman (Figure 2e). This same 
tangata manu features two komari on its body, touching 
a large cupule with their labia. Other examples show 
cupules set in the top vertex of a komari (Figure 2f). 

The possible relationship between birdman and 
komari motifs in Rapa Nui rock art has been discussed 
in the literature (see, for example, Lee 1992:193-196). 
Here we would like to reiterate that not every tangata 
manu at Mata Ngarau is superimposed by komari – out 
of 334 vulva forms registered at ‘Orongo (Lee 1992:64) 
only 48 are superimposed over bas-relief birdmen (Lee 
1992:193). The same selectivity can be noted for the 
cupules carved on the great moai (Figure 2g): 

“In some instances at Rano Raraku, cupules literally 
cover the moai figures… There seems to have been 
some kind of selection process because only certain 
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WHAT’S NEW ON RAPA NUI

Chilean national commerce, services 
and tourism agency aims to implement 
training for tourism workers on Rapa Nui

(As reported by soychile.cl, published online 16 March 
2012). Representatives from the Cámara Nacional de 
Comercio, Servicios y Turismo de Chile (CNC) met 
with the Mayor of Rapa Nui, Luz Sasso Paoa, and 
Mahina Lucero Teao, the president of the Cámara 
de Turismo y Comercio de Rapa Nui (Tourism and 
Commerce Agency of Rapa Nui) in February to discuss 
education and training for workers in the tourism sector 
on Rapa Nui. The president of the national agency, 
Carlos Eugenio Jorquiera, discussed the intention 
to assist with the formal development of tourism in 
collaboration with technical education providers in order 
to improve the quality of services offered by tourism 
operators and workers on the island. According to 
Jorquiera, the national agency is committed to improving 
development on the island by offering scholarships and 
educational tools to Rapa Nui’s inhabitants in order to 
aid professional development in tourism.

Rapa Nui’s “Eco Hare” is set to be the first 
public sustainable building 

(As reported by Francisco Rodriguez, published by La 
Tercera online on 8 April 2012). The “Eco Hare” or “Eco 
Casa” (eco house) will be ready in August and will be 
the first building entirely made of recycled materials, 
including tires and plastic and glass bottles. Construction 
began in March and is scheduled to be completed in 
August, when the building will house the offices of 
the Unidad de Gestión Ambiental (Environmental 
Management Unit) of the island’s municipality. The 
building is constructed using tires as a foundation and 
glass bottles as an aggregate for mixing with cement. 
The new center will feature a collection point as well 
as gutters that are designed to carry rainwater to a pond 
in order to be recycled for use in toilets and sinks. 
As Project Manager Ana Gutierrez notes, “La idea es 
demostrar a la comunidad que es posible reutilizar la 
basura de diversas formas y no mirarla simplemente 
como desecho” (the idea is to show the community that 
it is possible to reuse waste in several ways and not just 
to look at it as waste). Based on the amount of recyclable 
waste that is generated by residents and visitors to the 

island, it is estimated that enough material is generated 
to produce over 10 eco houses annually. The project will 
cost US$49 million and is funded by Coca-Cola Chile, 
the Subsecretary of Regional Development, the Ministry 
of Energy, and the island’s municipality.

US$490,000 in government funding given to 
stabilize area of ‘Orongo ceremonial village

(As reported by El Mercurio Valparaíso on 25 
April 2012). The Chilean government will donate 
US$490,000 to the conservation of the area of Mata 
Ngarau surrounding the ‘Orongo ceremonial village. 
The announcement came after Cecilia Morel, the wife 
of Chilean President Piñera, met with the Intendent 
of the Region of Valparaíso and CONAF personnel 
to inspect the area, and found that a high number of 
petroglyphs are in danger of being lost due to cliff 
top erosion. Morel also announced the addition of 
US$206,000 to provide a written and 3D register of 
the archaeological resources in the area.

What’s new at the MAPSE

The Museo Antropológico Padre Sebastián Englert 
hosted a number of exhibitions and events in recent 
months. In November 2011, the museum participated 
in the annual celebration of the Día de la Lengua Rapa 
Nui (Rapa Nui Language Day). A new exhibition entitled 
“1 + 1 = 1” featured the photography and sculptures 
of local artists Stephanie Pauly and Karlo Hucke and 
was open to the public from January to March. The 
museum also hosted a number of workshops in recent 
months, including a kai kai workshop and an ancestral 
mask-making workshop for children, as well as two 
workshops on the art of weaving palm fronds.

WHAT’S NEW IN OCEANIA

Mangareva celebrates the restoration of 
the Cathédrale Saint-Michel

(As reported by Graeme Lay and published by www.
stuff.co.nz on 19 November 2011).
The restored Cathédrale Saint-Michel (Cathedral 
of Saint Michael), which is located in Mangareva’s 
sole town of Rikitea, was scheduled to be unveiled in 
December 2011. The restoration drew from fundraising 
and corporate sponsorship and was supervised by two 
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the birdman on the right, one can see an incised groove 
that defines the underside of the knee, buttocks and lower 
back. It is difficult to say whether this outline pre-dates 
or post-dates the main bas-relief image. It is tempting 
to suggest that the carver incised the contour and then 
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to the composition later (Figure 2b; also see Figure 5b); 
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tapu-destroying power” (Lee 1992:193). Under these 
circumstances, komari-with-a-cupule could have been an 
even more efficient “mana-draining device”. This design 
is common at Mata Ngarau – for example, Locus #35 
has a komari with a cupule in its upper part carved to the 
left of the elbow of the birdman (Figure 2e). This same 
tangata manu features two komari on its body, touching 
a large cupule with their labia. Other examples show 
cupules set in the top vertex of a komari (Figure 2f). 

The possible relationship between birdman and 
komari motifs in Rapa Nui rock art has been discussed 
in the literature (see, for example, Lee 1992:193-196). 
Here we would like to reiterate that not every tangata 
manu at Mata Ngarau is superimposed by komari – out 
of 334 vulva forms registered at ‘Orongo (Lee 1992:64) 
only 48 are superimposed over bas-relief birdmen (Lee 
1992:193). The same selectivity can be noted for the 
cupules carved on the great moai (Figure 2g): 

“In some instances at Rano Raraku, cupules literally 
cover the moai figures… There seems to have been 
some kind of selection process because only certain 
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News
Mara Mulrooney

WHAT’S NEW ON RAPA NUI

Chilean national commerce, services 
and tourism agency aims to implement 
training for tourism workers on Rapa Nui

(As reported by soychile.cl, published online 16 March 
2012). Representatives from the Cámara Nacional de 
Comercio, Servicios y Turismo de Chile (CNC) met 
with the Mayor of Rapa Nui, Luz Sasso Paoa, and 
Mahina Lucero Teao, the president of the Cámara 
de Turismo y Comercio de Rapa Nui (Tourism and 
Commerce Agency of Rapa Nui) in February to discuss 
education and training for workers in the tourism sector 
on Rapa Nui. The president of the national agency, 
Carlos Eugenio Jorquiera, discussed the intention 
to assist with the formal development of tourism in 
collaboration with technical education providers in order 
to improve the quality of services offered by tourism 
operators and workers on the island. According to 
Jorquiera, the national agency is committed to improving 
development on the island by offering scholarships and 
educational tools to Rapa Nui’s inhabitants in order to 
aid professional development in tourism.

Rapa Nui’s “Eco Hare” is set to be the first 
public sustainable building 

(As reported by Francisco Rodriguez, published by La 
Tercera online on 8 April 2012). The “Eco Hare” or “Eco 
Casa” (eco house) will be ready in August and will be 
the first building entirely made of recycled materials, 
including tires and plastic and glass bottles. Construction 
began in March and is scheduled to be completed in 
August, when the building will house the offices of 
the Unidad de Gestión Ambiental (Environmental 
Management Unit) of the island’s municipality. The 
building is constructed using tires as a foundation and 
glass bottles as an aggregate for mixing with cement. 
The new center will feature a collection point as well 
as gutters that are designed to carry rainwater to a pond 
in order to be recycled for use in toilets and sinks. 
As Project Manager Ana Gutierrez notes, “La idea es 
demostrar a la comunidad que es posible reutilizar la 
basura de diversas formas y no mirarla simplemente 
como desecho” (the idea is to show the community that 
it is possible to reuse waste in several ways and not just 
to look at it as waste). Based on the amount of recyclable 
waste that is generated by residents and visitors to the 

island, it is estimated that enough material is generated 
to produce over 10 eco houses annually. The project will 
cost US$49 million and is funded by Coca-Cola Chile, 
the Subsecretary of Regional Development, the Ministry 
of Energy, and the island’s municipality.

US$490,000 in government funding given to 
stabilize area of ‘Orongo ceremonial village

(As reported by El Mercurio Valparaíso on 25 
April 2012). The Chilean government will donate 
US$490,000 to the conservation of the area of Mata 
Ngarau surrounding the ‘Orongo ceremonial village. 
The announcement came after Cecilia Morel, the wife 
of Chilean President Piñera, met with the Intendent 
of the Region of Valparaíso and CONAF personnel 
to inspect the area, and found that a high number of 
petroglyphs are in danger of being lost due to cliff 
top erosion. Morel also announced the addition of 
US$206,000 to provide a written and 3D register of 
the archaeological resources in the area.

What’s new at the MAPSE

The Museo Antropológico Padre Sebastián Englert 
hosted a number of exhibitions and events in recent 
months. In November 2011, the museum participated 
in the annual celebration of the Día de la Lengua Rapa 
Nui (Rapa Nui Language Day). A new exhibition entitled 
“1 + 1 = 1” featured the photography and sculptures 
of local artists Stephanie Pauly and Karlo Hucke and 
was open to the public from January to March. The 
museum also hosted a number of workshops in recent 
months, including a kai kai workshop and an ancestral 
mask-making workshop for children, as well as two 
workshops on the art of weaving palm fronds.

WHAT’S NEW IN OCEANIA

Mangareva celebrates the restoration of 
the Cathédrale Saint-Michel

(As reported by Graeme Lay and published by www.
stuff.co.nz on 19 November 2011).
The restored Cathédrale Saint-Michel (Cathedral 
of Saint Michael), which is located in Mangareva’s 
sole town of Rikitea, was scheduled to be unveiled in 
December 2011. The restoration drew from fundraising 
and corporate sponsorship and was supervised by two 
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Moai Sightings

Right: These “Nanoblock MicroSized Building Block Figure Moai 
Statues on Easter Island” are manufactured by Kawada in Japan 
and are available from online retailers including www.amazon.
com. The kit retails for US$27.98 and includes over 550 pieces.

Far left. This moai was spotted in someone’s 
front yard by Alice Storey in Edmonton, 
Alberta, Canada.

Alice also spotted this ahu with a moai at the 
Merilba Estate Winery in Uralla, New South 
Wales, Australia.

Paul Bahn spotted a new moai at the movies and shared 
the following with the editors: “Readers of the RNJ 
will already be aware that moai have made unexpected 
appearances in a number of comedy movies in recent 
years – the main examples which come to mind are 
“Mars Attacks!”, where the Martians bowl them over 
like ninepins; and the talking moai head in “Night at 
the Museum”.  An excellent new British movie has just 

appeared, produced by Aardman, a claymation comedy 
about pirates, called “The Pirates, in an adventure with 
Scientists!”  In the course of the movie, one sequence 
takes place in the London house of a somewhat villainous 
Charles Darwin, and one of the items on show upstairs is 
a full-size moai head – which eventually comes crashing 
downstairs for reasons which you will need to see the 
movie to understand!”

This sculpture, by artist Steve Croquett and entitled “Heads Up” was featured in the 
15th annual Sculpture by the Sea exhibition on Bondi Beach in Sydney, Australia 
from 3 to 20 November 2011 (photo by Samantha Burns).
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Figure 1. Stone with a manupiri carving, Peabody Museum number 05-2-70/64852 
(Copyright 2011 President and Fellows of Harvard College).

Figure 2. Komari figures carved on the manupiri stone, Peabody Museum number 05-2-70/64852 (Copyright 2011 President 
and Fellows of Harvard College): bas-relief forms carved a) to the left and b) to the right of the manupiri figure, c) Komari 
and a cupule incised on the lower body of the left birdman, d) incised komari on the neck of the right birdman, the beak 
of which may be another vulva form. The similar carvings in Rapa Nui art: e) superimposed komari and cupules at Mata 
Ngarau, locus #35 (photo by W. Hyder); f) komari associated with a cupule, ‘Orongo locus #75b (top) and Vai a Tare site 
2-128b (bottom; drawings by G. Lee); g) cupules on moai Piropiro, exterior quarries of Rano Raraku (photo by G. Lee); h) 
birdman with a komari carved in place of its beak, ‘Orongo locus #61 (drawing by G. Lee); i) birdman figurine with komari 
in place of its beak, Brunswick Museum (photo courtesy of the Kon-Tiki Museum).

Paul Horley and Georgia Lee
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Paul Horley and Georgia Lee
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Easter Island’s birdman stones in the collection of the Peabody Museum

Figure 3. Traces of paint on 
the manupiri stone, Peabody 
Museum number 05-2-70/64852 
(Copyright 2011 President and 
Fellows of Harvard College); the 
photographs are over-saturated 
in red to emphasize the paint: 
a) general image and b) sketch 
showing the locations of paint 
traces, c) lower body of the 
left birdman showing red clay 
pigment in pores of the stone, d) 
upper right komari with remains 
of red pigment in the central 
groove and on its top edge; white 
pigment can be seen around 
the right side of the komari. 
Use of pigments at ‘Orongo: 
e) manupiri painting on a rock 
plate that once adorned a house 
interior (photo by M. Oliver and 
W. Hyder, 1982), f) bas-relief 
birdmen (in situ in a house of 
Mata Ngarau) featuring white 
background painting (photo by 
W. Hyder, 1982), and g) incised 
komari on the ceiling plates of 
‘Orongo house with remains 
of red pigment (photo by C. 
Cristino).

Figure 4. Tentative photographic reconstruction by Horley of the manupiri stone, Peabody 
Museum number 05-2-70/64852 (Copyright 2011 President and Fellows of Harvard College), 
walled-in and painted. The background image of the ‘Orongo house’s interior was taken 
during the Petroglyph Documentation Project (photo by G. Lee).
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Q.  What is your favorite Rapa Nui site and why?
A.  While it is almost impossible for me to choose one 

site on Rapa Nui as my favorite, I am partial to the 
area from Ahu Te Peu to ‘Anakena because of its 
remoteness and ruggedness. 

Q.  What myth or misinformation about Rapa Nui would 
you like to dispel?

A.  I think there has been a lot of misinformation 
about the island that is only recently starting to be 
discussed through serious academic inquiry.  Most 
of the new evidence that has been presented over 
the last five years or so questions the timing and 
causes of the “collapse” of pre-contact Rapa Nui 
society by focusing more on the effect of European 
contact rather than some internally caused societal 
breakdown.  This new suite of research more 
accurately fits the archaeological data and supports 
what we know to be true about the impact of 
European encounters in other regions of the world.  

Q.  What’s the most important thing you’d like visitors (or 
scientists, for that matter) to know about Rapa Nui?

A.  The archaeology of Rapa Nui is only one of many 
aspects that make it a remarkable place.  The Rapa 
Nui people who carry on this living culture are 
among the most genuine, sincere, and talented 
people I have ever met.  I think Rapa Nui music is 
also fantastic.

Q.  What advice would you give to a person interested 
in Rapa Nui archaeology or anthropology (or those 
fields generally)?

A.  While I am hardly in a position to give anyone 
advice, I will say that there is no substitution for 
spending a lot of time doing fieldwork. Every chance 
you have to learn from somebody who has more 

experience and encompasses more knowledge than 
you, whether it be someone who has lived on the 
island their whole life, or an archaeologist who has 
worked in the Pacific region for four decades, is a 
time to be humble and listen up. 

Q.  If you could, what would you change about the fields 
of archaeology and anthropology?

A.  I don’t know if this is specific to archaeology and 
anthropology or a more general problem with 
academia but there seems to be an unhealthy amount 
of disagreements over academic issues that carry 
over into personal affairs.   A geologist friend of 
mine recently told me that in order to be a good 
scientist you have to let go of your ego, accept 
criticism when it is valid, and be genuinely interested 
in arriving at the correct conclusions. 

Q.  What are you currently reading?
A.  I am reading three books right now.  1) The Quiet 

American by Graham Greene, 2) The China Study 
by Colin Campbell and Thomas Campbell, and 3) 
Prehistoric Rapa Nui: landscape and settlement 
archaeology at Hanga Ho‘onu by Christopher 
Stevenson and Sonia Haoa Cardinali.

Q.  Credentials?
A.  B.A. 2001, UCSB – Anthropology, Graduated with 

Distinction

 M.A. 2005, University of Hawai‘i, Manoa – 
Anthropology

 Ph.D. Expected June 2012, University of Hawai‘i, 
Manoa – Anthropology

Q.  Date and place of birth?
A.  November 29th, 1976, Los Angeles, CA, USA.
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Getting to know you

Alex Morrison

Q.  How did you get into archaeology, and specifically 
Rapa Nui archaeology? What triggered your interest?

A.  I originally became interested in archaeology at 
a very young age.  My mother and father lived in 
Mexico City in the early 1970s and I remember them 
speaking about archaeological excavations that were 
going on around Teotihuacan while they were living 
there.  They also took me to the magnificent Maya 
site, Chichen Itza when I was around 12 years old, 
which made a big impression on me.

 My interest in Polynesian archaeology and Rapa 
Nui more specifically came from a course I took 
as an undergraduate student at the University of 
California, Santa Barbara.  I believe the course 
was called Seafaring in Prehistory.  It was taught 
by Brian Fagan.  Sparked by this initial interest, I 
attended the University of Hawai‘i’s Rapa Nui Field 
School directed by Terry Hunt in 2001.  After this 
first visit to the island I was hooked.

Q.  Who or what do you consider as your most 
significant influence (scientific or otherwise) either 
as a person or a particular work (or series of works)?

A.  In terms of integrity, hard work, and sincerity, my 
biggest influence has been my father. My mother has 
always been overwhelmingly compassionate and I 
generally strive to be more like her. My brother is 
probably the funniest person I know.

 Regarding science, I am still impressed with Charles 
Darwin and his theory of evolution.

 Q.  What theory or project of yours turned out 
differently from what you had expected as, for 
example, a complete surprise?

A.  I recently worked on a project on the island of 
Maui, Hawaiian Islands in which we recorded about 
1,300 archaeological features in an area thought to 
have been devoid of archaeology.  I’m consistently 
surprised at the incredible amount of modification 
of the landscape that took place in both Rapa Nui 
and Hawai‘i. 

Q.  What would you have done if you had not pursued 
your current line(s) of research and interests?

A.  If I would have been more talented I would have 
pursued a career as a jazz musician.  A close 
second would have been to work for NASA doing 
something in the field of remote sensing.

Q.  What was your best Eureka moment?
A.  I recently discovered that the total station Compact 

Flash Card was not damaged after all and two days of 
data were safe. I was pretty happy about that. I also 
learned that students learn better when presented 
with multiple types of teaching media rather than 
listening solely to my pedantic monologues.

Q.  What do you hope to accomplish (in archaeology) 
on Rapa Nui in the future?

A. I think the prospects of using low elevation 
remote sensing platforms such as UAVs and 
quadcopters has great potential for acquiring a 
lot of information about the island’s archaeology 
and natural environment with very little impact.  I 
am a big believer in non-invasive archaeological 
techniques and a conservation ethic.  It would be 
very exciting to integrate LiDAR and hyperspectral 
data into three-dimensional models much like 
the ground breaking work being done by Greg 
Asner and his colleagues at the Carnegie Airborne 
Observatory. 
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statues have these additions. It may be a case of trying 
to extract the mana from them, or to release, and thus 
destroy, the mana inherent to them” (Lee 1992:124). 

In the face of such selectivity – and if vulva motifs 
were seen as a way to “nullify” the magical powers of 
the carving – it is tempting to interpret the birdman 
designs superimposed with a komari as acts of “history 
correction”. However, this phenomenon may have a 
different explanation, which will be presented in the last 
section of this paper.

As for the manupiri stone in the Peabody Museum, 
it seems reasonable to assume that the komari incised on 
both bas-relief birdmen (Figure 1) postdate them, even 
though we have no information about the exact time of 
their incision – were they made when the rock was still in 
its place, or just before extracting it (for example, as an 
effort to drain away the mana and therefore to “pacify” 
the spirits embedded in the carving)? Also, as the rock 
was selected for shipping off the island, might some 
Rapanui have made quick incisions of komari to ensure 
that the “outsiders” would not carry away an object 
embedded with mana? This hypothesis may explain the 
abundance of komari incisions on other stones collected 
from Rapa Nui (see Esen-Baur & Forment 1990:283, 
284, 293). In the case of wooden figures, a similar effect 
might have been achieved by extracting one of their eye 
inlays (Haskell pers. comm. 2011).

The birdman carved on the right of the manupiri 
stone has another curious detail. Esen-Baur and Forment 
(1990:281) note that there could be another vulva form 
carved above the komari incised over its neck. While 
no detailed explanation is supplied, one may wonder 
if the carvers had the shape created by the base of 
the curved neck and beak, or the beak itself in mind? 
Indeed, compared to the classical hooked beak of the 
left birdman, the beak of the right tangata manu has 
oval-shaped tips (Figure 1), which are reminiscent of 
the labia of a komari motif (Figure 2d). It is difficult 
to expand on a logical explanation of such a strange-
looking combination, but birdmen with vulva-shaped 
beaks are known from rock art (Figure 2h) and 
woodcarvings (Figure 2i) from Rapa Nui. Both bas-relief 
komari carvings on the manupiri stone have traces of red 
pigment around (Figure 2a) or inside (Figure 2b) them. 

A detailed analysis of the entire rock confirms that 
it was originally painted. To emphasize the presence of 
the red-earth pigment, the saturation of red was increased 
in the photographs in Figure 3. As one can see, there 
are several areas with considerable traces of pigment 
(Figure 3a), as sketched in Figure 3b. Red pigment can 
be seen in the pores of the rock at the lower body of the 
left birdman (Figure 3c). The spaces between the figures 
of tangata manu and the exterior of the right bas-relief 
komari show traces of white pigment (Figure 3d). 

This painting scheme is consistent with that observed 
on other artifacts from ‘Orongo (see, e.g., Horley & 
Lee 2008:114-115, 2009:106), that usually favor red 
figures on a white background for the improvement of 
image contrast/visual appeal. Red pigment (kiea) was 
usually made from weathered tuff; white pigment was 
produced from marikuru tuff (Lee 1992:186). The color 
red has a special meaning throughout Polynesia, being 
associated with chiefly power, mana and life. Red-white 
contrast is also prominent: “The imagery of colour … 
contrasts red as the signal of tapu and power – rank, 
sacred lore, gods and blood – with white, the colour 
of cleanliness, powerlessness, freedom from tapu, 
and shame” (Salmond 1978:12). Therefore, the white 
background, in addition to providing purely aesthetical 
considerations, might have emphasized the sacredness 
of the red-colored designs.

The red-on-white painting scheme can be clearly 
illustrated with artifacts from ‘Orongo – these are the 
colors of the manupiri motif painted on a stone slab that 
once adorned the interior of a stone house (Figure 3e). In 
the case of bas-relief carving, the protected background 
areas may retain traces of white pigment (Figure 3f). 
Some komari motifs were also known to be painted 
red (Figure 3g). Therefore, the study of the original 
artifact and the results of previous research on Rapa Nui 
paintings allow us to suggest that the manupiri boulder 
in the Peabody Museum collection was probably painted 
during its ceremonial life; the bas-relief birdmen and 
komari figures were covered with red pigment, and 
the background of the carving was chalk-white. Our 
tentative reconstruction showing the painted manupiri 
stone is presented in Figure 4. 

One of the great examples of painted rock art of Rapa 
Nui is the famous moai Hoa Hakananai‘a, which was also 
collected from the ceremonial village of the birdmen: 

“the carvings [on the back of the statue] … were 
painted red and white. Red and white paint was 
reported in several Orongo buildings and in Taura 
renga, which housed Hoa Hakananai‘a … It was not 
applied, so far as is known, to Orongo petroglyphs, but 
is found on rock art in Rano Raraku and elsewhere” 
(Van Tilburg 2004:50). 

With the evidence coming from pigment traces on 
Mata Ngarau rocks (Figure 3f) and the manupiri stone 
(Figure 3a), we can state with considerable certainty 
that ‘Orongo petroglyphs were also painted. One may 
hypothesize that deposition of the pigment – perhaps, 
effected during the annual birdman competition – might 
have had enormous cultural and ritual significance 
(Horley & Lee 2008:115-116).

To determine the way in which the stone 
#05-2-70/64852 was mounted in its location, it was 
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Getting to know you

Alex Morrison
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Observatory. 
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studied from different sides (Figure 1). The side view 
shows that the front side of the stone has a patina from 
frequent handling. In contrast, the back surface of the rock 
is relatively smooth, lacks carved designs and, despite a 
slight color variation, does not reveal any pronounced 
traces of handling. The study of the upper surface of 
the rock, looking from the left and right sides (Figure 
5), revealed that the left side (with the vertical komari) 
has a considerable patina that extends in non-uniform 
blots all over the heads of both birdmen (Figure 5a). 
Such traces of frequent handling, touching or rubbing 
of the stone when being in situ suggest a considerable 
cultural significance of the carving. On the right side, the 
upper surface is flat and clean; the significant traces of 
handling are noticeable mainly at the vertical surfaces 
around the bas-relief komari (Figure 5b). This distinct 
pattern of patination, the absence of lichens, and presence 
of paint traces, suggests that the manupiri stone was 
partially exposed in a place protected from the elements 
and, indeed, we know that the rock was situated inside a 
house at ‘Orongo, because it was documented in situ by 
Geiseler’s expedition in 1882 (Horley & Lee 2009:115).

Geiseler arrived on Rapa Nui without any 
photographic equipment, so that all graphical 
documentation was made by sketching. Paymaster 
Weisser produced drawings (and etchings based on them) 
for the expedition report. Geiseler’s Plate 18 (reproduced 
here in Figure 6) shows a recognizable depiction of the 
manupiri stone with two komari – a vertical one at the 
left and horizontal one at the right side of the carving. 
The dimensions of the carving supplied by Geiseler 
(64 x 45cm) are smaller than modern measurements 
(88 x 60cm). This considerable difference suggests that 
the Germans measured the dimensions of the manupiri 
motif but not the size of the rock itself.

The Peabody Museum database says that Stone 
05-2-70/64852 comes from “Orongo, lower part” 
(Peabody 2009a). The scan of the original registry journal 
(accessible from the Peabody Museum website) gives the 
provenance “from shore base of Mountain at extreme 
south-west of Island”, which is likely a reference to the 
volcano at Rano Kau. No further details are given, so it is 
unclear if Agassiz’s expedition excavated the stone from 
the house – or if the rock was extracted/fell from the wall 
before and was just collected by the Albatross team. The 
good state of preservation seemingly points to the first 
scenario, but is insufficient to prove it conclusively. Be 
that as it may, one can rather focus on inferring about the 
location of the house sheltering the stone from Geiseler’s 
descriptions (English translation by Ayres & Ayres): 

“Very close to the first cliff wall [the rocks of Mata 
Ngarau] there was still another underground stone 
house which was accessible from the top because 
some of its covering plates were broken. This stone 

house also had a side cavity and on the inside it had 
two larger stones incorporated into the wall; one of 
these stones displayed figures from the cliffs [i.e., 
birdmen; this was the manupiri stone] and the other 
the head of a god [Makemake]. It seemed to be of 
value to dig out one of these figures and to sketch the 
sculptures on the cliffs” (Ayres & Ayres 1995:37).

And further:

“Afterwards we visited several more stone houses … 
the cliffs decorated with sculptures and the last stone 
house with the walled-in figures still remained to be 
investigated. … The entrance to the last stone house 
which we were to visit was so entirely obstructed by 
rubble that we had to climb down into it from the top. 
This dwelling consisted of two parts, a 4.75m long and 
2m wide main section and 1.30m deep and 1.40m wide 
side chamber. We attempted to excavate and remove the 
two walled-in stone figures which we had discovered 
the day before. However, it soon became obvious that 
the carvings, which protruded approximately 2cm, 
were so affected by the continual wetness that they 
crumbled at the touch. … Under these circumstances 
the notion of removing them had to be abandoned; 
instead pictures were drawn of them which can be 
found in Plates 18 [the manupiri stone] and 19 [a stone 
with a Makemake face]” (Ayres & Ayres 1995:41-45).

Looking at the side view of the manupiri stone 
(Figure 1), it is clear why the expedition failed to 
extract it – the exposed part of the rock was so small 
that it was impossible either to pull or to pry it out (such 
actions would only damage the carving, which probably 
explains Geiseler’s comment about the fragility of the 
stone); the only way to extract the stone was to dismantle 
the entire wall above it, which was a precarious and 
time-consuming enterprise. 

The description of the house with walled-in rocks 
matches House #47 (in the numbering system by Horley 
& Lee 2009:118-119) located on the south side of Mata 
Ngarau (i.e., beyond it for a spectator standing inside 
the ‘Orongo village). Routledge gives the following 
description of this house (1920:447, House #45 in her 
nomenclature):

“[House] No. 45. Condition: fair. Passage can be 
traced. Chamber: oval, 15'6" x 7'0" [4.72m x 2.13m; 
Geiseler: 4.75m x 2m]. At west end on south side 
recess with oval termination, 4'7" x 4'4" [1.40m x 
1.32m; Geiseler: 1.40m x 1.30m].”

As the dimensions of the chambers correspond 
with Geiseler’s data, we considered that the manupiri 
stone came from House #47 (Horley & Lee 2009:115). 
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Obituary

Paul Harmer Rosendahl  Archaeologist (1944–2012)

Paul H. Rosendahl passed away on March 19th 2012 
after a long illness. Paul grew up in Minnesota and 
earned his B.A. at Dartmouth College in 1966 and his 
Ph.D. at the University of Hawai‘i, Manoa in 1972. As 
a graduate student he took a seminar in problems of 
Pacific archaeology with Yoshi Sinoto and Doug Yen 
and shifted from cultural anthropology to archaeology. 
He served as a field assistant at the Manoa Summer 
Archaeological Field School at Lapakahi under the 
supervision of Richard Pearson and Roger Green. His 
dissertation: “Aboriginal Agriculture and Residence 
Patterns in upland Lapakahi, Island of Hawaii” was 
over 700 pages long and included scaled and detailed 
plane table and alidade maps that are still in use today. A 
summary of that work was later published in the Society 
of Hawaiian Archeology Journal. He also created finely 
detailed maps of the Upper Makaha Valley on a Bishop 
Museum project. While at the Bishop Museum, he went 
to Anuta in the Solomon Islands with Doug Yen and Pat 
Kirch where they documented contemporary agriculture 
practices as well as archaeological patterns and features. 
His attention to detail and proper recording served him 
well throughout his career and is carried on by those he 
trained in correct archaeological methods.

Paul left the museum in 1978 and moved to Hilo 
as contract archaeology (CRM) began to expand in 
Hawai‘i. He became an affiliate of the Department 
of Anthropology at the University of Hawai‘i, Hilo 
and taught courses in introductory archaeology and 
field methods. His first big project was carried out in 
cooperation with UH Hilo as an areal excavation and 
data recovery program at the Kahalu‘u Habitation Cave 
site in Kona. The precisely recorded materials from 
that site are still used in teaching and research in the 
archaeology program at UH Hilo.

Contract archaeology work began to expand rapidly 
in Hawai‘i and Paul incorporated as Paul H. Rosendahl 
Inc. (PHRI) in 1981. The firm expanded rapidly and soon 
became the largest CRM firm in the state. They branched 
out to Guam and the Commonwealth of the Northern 
Marianas Islands and by the 1990s had upwards of 180 
employees. PHRI was also involved in the Honokahua 
site, which became quite controversial and was a 
stimulus to Hawaiian activism and changes in the State 
of Hawai‘i burial laws. CRM had become a business in 

Hawai‘i, and Paul was also active in the Hawai‘i Island 
Chamber of Commerce. He was probably the first private 
employer in CRM to give employees full benefits, and 
he created pension plans for his permanent office staff. 
In the 30 year run from 1978 to 2008, when the firm 
closed, PHRI completed over 2760 CRM projects. These 
ranged from small scale inventory surveys to large scale 
excavation and data recovery projects. The reports are 
now housed in the Hawai‘i Island Section at the Historic 
Preservation Division office in Hilo. 

Credit goes to Pat Kirch, Tom Dye, Peter Mills, Jo 
Lynn Gunness and others who have shared details of 
Paul’s life and career. He was a major figure in Hawaiian 
Archaeology. He is sorely missed by his colleagues, 
former employees and family.

Craig Severance University of Hawai‘i, Hilo
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is posited to include demographic expansion, the 
environmental constraints on production systems across 
the islands, differences in production and intensification 
between wet and dryland agricultural systems, birth 
rank ordering, and sibling rivalry (the latter two being 
pervasive in Polynesian societies). 

I feel that it is important to quote Mayr (1997:119) 
at length on the distinction between proximate and 
ultimate causation:

Proximate causations impinge on the phenotype, that 
is on morphology and behavior; ultimate causations 
help explain the genotype and its history. Proximate 
causations are largely mechanical; ultimate causations 
are probabilistic. Proximate causations occur here and 
now at a particular moment, at a particular stage in the 
life cycle of an individual, during the lifetime of an 
individual; ultimate causations have been active over 
long periods, more specifically in the evolutionary 
past of species. Proximate causations involve the 
decoding of an existing genetic or somatic program; 
ultimate causations are responsible for the origin of 
new genetic programs and their changes.

Following Mayr’s definitions, it seems that Kirch’s 
stated ultimate causative factors should be considered 
proximate causes. By definition, ultimate causation 
calls upon a (Darwinian) evolutionary explanation. The 
actions of individuals would also fall in this category, as 
Kirch states, but ultimate causation must explain why 
a particular behavior (e.g., increased social complexity, 
aggressive territorial expansion, etc.) is selectively 
advantageous. It is clear that the large dryland field 
systems on Hawai‘i Island and eastern Maui required 
a significantly greater amount of labor investment than 
the wetland systems of the western islands, and that 
the per capita agricultural return for sweet potato was 
still less than wetland taro cultivation (and apparently 
diminishing through time). On top of these factors, the 
inherent risk and uncertainty for rain-fed agriculture 
was higher. But why did this lead to an increase in the 
scale of social organization? And why was aggressive 
behavior from leeward chiefs, so well attested in the 
oral traditions, advantageous. Why not cooperation? 
Certainly the costs of being aggressive and losing would 
have been of consequence (losing territory and resources 
or losing one’s life), so why is there evidence for this 
behavior among the Hawai‘i Island and eastern Maui 
ali‘i, in particular, by late prehistory? 

Setting aside what I feel are still-lingering questions, 
How Chiefs Became Kings is an incredibly important 
addition to the Hawai‘i and Pacific anthropology/
archaeology canon, as well as the larger literature on 
complex societies. As an archaeologist, I am excited at 
the prospect of the assessment of future archaeological 
data against Kirch’s explanation. Assuredly there will be 
critiques of Kirch’s work (see Dye 2011, for example), 
and that should be fostered as part of the scientific 
process. From that perspective, this book will be a 
contributing catalyst for future research that will further 
our understanding of Hawai‘i’s past, and perhaps the 
processes of prehistory in general.
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This book is written for “young adults” aged 11 and up. 
Reis devotes the first chapter to Polynesian Wayfinders, 
a nice introduction about Polynesian sailing and 
wayfinding. The following chapters describe Easter 
Island and its geology and resources, social organization, 
and ceremonial sites. A discussion of the collapse and the 
impact of Western cultures follows, and the book ends 
with “The Lost Century”, and “Research and Renewal”.
A Chronology, Timeline, Glossary, and Bibliography 
are included. 
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Figure 5. The manupiri stone (left), Peabody Museum number 
05-2-70/64852 (Copyright 2011 President and Fellows of Harvard 
College) seen from the top with light-colored upper surface 
contrasted with patinated front areas (marked with arrows).

Figure 6. The manupiri stone (above) as drawn by Paymaster 
Weisser (Geiseler 1883:Plate 18). The original figure caption 
says: “Walled-in stone relief representing the chief divinity, 
Make-make, in relief sculpture, inside a stone house on Rano Kau. 
Height of 0.45m and width of 0.64m” (Ayres & Ayres 1995:46).

Figure 7. Identification of the house in which the carving was seen by Geiseler: a) Weisser’s map published 
as Plate 20 in Geiseler’s report; b) kite aerial photograph of south extremity of ‘Orongo village with the 
corresponding places marked (photo courtesy of Don and Elaine Dvorak). The numbers denote: 1) a peak 
at the entrance to Karikari; 2) a rock cluster corresponding to locus #1; 3) carved stones of Mata Ngarau; 
4) House #39 and 5) barrow pit houses #33 and #34.
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Easter Island’s birdman stones in the collection of the Peabody Museum

Figure 8. Identification of the house where Geiseler’s expedition saw the embedded carvings: a) map of 
Mata Ngarau (adapted from Mulloy 1997:Bulletin 4, Figure 2). The arrows mark the damaged section of 
the inner wall of House #39; b) photograph of Mata Ngarau showing the destroyed ceiling of House #39 in 
the foreground (Routledge 1920:Plate 5.2; Copyright Trustees of the British Museum); c) the transversal 
profiles of houses #47 and #39 (adapted from Mulloy 1997:Bulletin 4, Figure 2).

Figure 9. Stone with the tangata manu – patuki carvings, 
Peabody Museum number 05-2-70/64851 (Copyright 2011 
President and Fellows of Harvard College).

However, additional studies performed since then reveal 
that Geiseler’s report gives a contradicting description of 
the house in question. The “stumbling block” is Mulloy’s 
documentation (1997:78, House #1 in his nomenclature):

“[Mata Ngarau] area had been extensively restored 
by Englert in 1947… Englert apparently replaced 
at least some roofs, rebuilt the wall facing the court 
and perhaps some or all of the entrance passages in 
it, and the rear exterior wall of Houses 2-8, though 
not that around House 1 … No evidence remained 
that Englert had attempted to restore House 1. Only 
the vertical slabs interspersed with a few irregular 
foundation stones and a course or two of horizontal 
masonry remained of its exterior wall … Only the 
interior end of the entrance passage remained ceiled. 
Interior walls remained intact [our emphasis] up to 
part of the second cantilevered course and the west 
end of one central roof slab remained.”

Therefore, despite the fact that the ceiling of House 
#47 collapsed since Routledge’s documentation, its 
interior walls were in place at the time of the restorations 
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eyebrows. How does one reconcile the broken statues 
on the ramps of the ahu with that of proposed gentle 
handling? Cauwe introduces the concept of “flexion” 
or that of material stress and eventual fatigue as the 
head of the prone moai is elevated above the ground 
for a prolonged period before it simply drops off. A 
fuller argument with a consulting engineer will likely 
be required to convince a skeptical readership.

In the final section, the reasons for the demise 
of ancestor worship and its replacement with a more 
generalized religion are discussed. What role did 
deforestation and climate change play in this mostly 
peaceful revolution? While the interplay of events and 
the reasons for their occurrence still remain unclear, 
the change of several basic interpretations about what 
happened in prehistory will cause us to continue with 
a lively dialog.

Kirch, Patrick V. How Chiefs Became Kings: 
Divine Kingship and the Rise of Archaic 
States in Ancient Hawai‘i.

Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2010. 288 pp. ISBN 
978-0-5202-6725-1. US$39.95 
(hardcover). E-book version 
available at www.ucpress.edu

Review by Timothy M. Rieth,
International 
Archaeological Research 
Institute, Inc.

Patrick Kirch is in a select group that includes very 
few people who can boast of 40+ years of research 
and ponderings about the prehistory and history 
of the Hawaiian Islands and their context within 
Polynesia. How Chiefs Became Kings is a synthesis and 
culmination of themes and ideas, both methodological 
and substantive, that Kirch has been publishing on for 
decades: a holistic historical anthropology incorporating 
multiple approaches and data sets; delineation of an 
ancestral Polynesian baseline from which unique cultural 
innovations can be determined; the interaction between 
environmental variants and socio-cultural patterns; 
the development of monumentality; agricultural 
expansion and intensification, and its relationship with 
demography, and; Polynesian chiefdoms. As indicated 
by the book’s subtitle, Kirch’s stated objective is to 
overturn “received anthropological wisdom” that has 
classified Hawai‘i as a complex chiefdom, and to 
present evidence supporting the thesis that by the late 
19th century, just prior to Western contact, “Hawai‘i 

consisted of three to four competing archaic states, 
each headed by a divine king” (pg. 2). Although not 
the first to take this position (e.g., Hommon 1976), 
Kirch has produced the most comprehensive argument 
incorporating some of the latest archaeological data. As 
a whole, he presents a plausible argument for classifying 
pre-contact Hawai‘i as a state (based on his stated 
criteria), and as such, will assuredly foster debate and 
continued analyses on this issue.

How Chiefs Became Kings is structured in five 
chapters, beginning with a definitive chapter on archaic 
states in general. This chapter also situates contact-era 
Hawai‘i in relation to its phylogenetic predecessor, 
the reconstructed ancestral Polynesian society. 
Chapter 2 relies on the historical accounts of Hawaiian 
scholars, Western voyagers, Western missionaries and 
merchants, and ethnographic and historical scholarship 
to characterize Hawaiian society at the time of European 
contact. Chapter 3 uses traditional Hawaiian genealogies 
and traditions to trace the political developments in 
Hawaiian society for the centuries leading up to the 
late 19th century. Archaeological data are presented in 
Chapter 4 to reconstruct demographic trends, variations 
in agricultural systems and resource production, 
the development of religious and elite centers, and 
ultimately the emergence of archaic states. The chapters 
preceding Chapter 5, the final chapter, present evidence 
from multiple complementary approaches to create 
a narrative description of “how” and “when” archaic 
states developed in Hawai‘i. The final chapter is Kirch’s 
attempt to move beyond the historical description and 
provide an explanation (“why”) for Hawai‘i’s unique 
regional sociopolitical development.

The data presented in the first four chapters address 
the six criteria Kirch proposes for archaic states: 1) 
well-developed class endogamy; 2) ruling by kings, 
typically with godly ancestry; 3) central control of political 
economies by the king’s bureaucracy; 4) state cults with 
a formalized temple system and full-time priests; 5) a 
kingly monopoly on force and retention of a standing 
army, and; 6) royal residences with privileges and luxury 
goods provided by full-time specialists. Based on these 
characteristics, Kirch provides a convincing compendium 
of data for the pre-contact development of archaic states in 
Hawai‘i. Pulling from Hawaiian chiefly genealogies and 
traditions, historical accounts, and archaeology, evidence 
for each of these criteria is presented. In the end, it is clear 
how unique Hawai‘i was from its Polynesian cousins in 
terms of complex social organization. 

Kirch approaches his explanation for the 
development of archaic states in Hawai‘i by discussing 
proximate and ultimate causes, citing Mayr (1997). He 
places proximate causation in the decisions, actions, and 
intentions of individual ali‘i (kings), as they are recorded 
in genealogies and traditions. Ultimate causation 
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Review by Christopher M. 
Stevenson, Richard Bland 
College, The College of 
William and Mary

This new work by the author consists of a two book 
set that includes a volume of text and discussion and 
a second volume of color photographs. The format 
of this publication is directed towards the generalist 
public. Brightly colored photographs of Rapa Nui’s 
landscape, archaeological features, and vegetation 
convey the present day context of the island. However, 
the discussion is direct, reasoned and not over-simplified 
for the lay public.

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

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

The data used to support the interpretation of the 
statue quarry, and statue lowering process, are likely 
to be closely scrutinized. A serious spatial analysis of 
the positioning and temporal order of the quarry moai 
is required, as is the retrieval of chronometric data 
from the quarry. At present the interpretation is mostly 
impressionistic, but not without merit. However, the 
statue lowering hypothesis will certainly raise some 

Rapa Nui Journal Vol. 26 (1) May 201213

Paul Horley and Georgia Lee

in 1974 (Mulloy 1997:70). This observation does not 
agree with removing a heavy 88cm-wide embedded 
boulder, which should cause significant damage to the 
inner house masonry.

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Stone with the Birdman Carving

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

This new work by the author consists of a two book 
set that includes a volume of text and discussion and 
a second volume of color photographs. The format 
of this publication is directed towards the generalist 
public. Brightly colored photographs of Rapa Nui’s 
landscape, archaeological features, and vegetation 
convey the present day context of the island. However, 
the discussion is direct, reasoned and not over-simplified 
for the lay public.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Stone with the Birdman Carving

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Iconographic Analysis

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

In all, Links to the Past is an impressive piece of 
work. This volume represents the most comprehensive 
compilation of Hawaiian artifacts since the classic texts 
of Brigham (1902) and Buck (1957). It is an excellent 
reference book for those who study material culture and 
the layperson alike. The collections depicted highlight 
the exquisite craftsmanship displayed by the traditional 
Hawaiian artisan.
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Easter Island’s birdman stones in the collection of the Peabody Museum

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

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

A detailed study of the foot of the birdman (Figure 
11) offers several curious insights. First, it features six 
toes; other examples of polydactylism are known from 
Rapa Nui rock art (Lee 1992:63, Figure 4.30). It can be 
seen that the lines denoting the toes were carved last 
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bas-relief was created. First, the carver delineated the 

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

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

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

Iconographic Analysis

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

In all, Links to the Past is an impressive piece of 
work. This volume represents the most comprehensive 
compilation of Hawaiian artifacts since the classic texts 
of Brigham (1902) and Buck (1957). It is an excellent 
reference book for those who study material culture and 
the layperson alike. The collections depicted highlight 
the exquisite craftsmanship displayed by the traditional 
Hawaiian artisan.
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to the Secretary General of the United Nations of their 
findings, causing global publicity and focus on this 
problem. For Heyerdahl personally, these oil clumps 
changed his career. He spent the next fifteen years 
fighting political battles to preserve “the World Ocean”, 
as Heyerdahl liked to call it. His work became linked 
to different organizations that had similar aims, like the 
World Wildlife Fund, United World Colleges and the 
One-World movement. Humanity needed to understand 
that the challenges of polluting less and creating a 
sustainable future could only be achieved through 
working together as one nation. His passion for nature 
and the world’s oceans was a lifelong occupation, and 
his writing and correspondence in this field constitute 
almost one fourth of his archives. The impact that the 
letter from the crew of Ra to the Secretary General of the 
United Nations had on policy making prior to the first 
Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm 
1972 and his subsequent involvement in protecting the 
world’s oceans is another reason why the Thor Heyerdahl 
Archives became part of global memory. 

How will the inscription of his archives on UNESCO’s 
Memory of the World Register influence Heyerdahl’s 
reputation? Thor Heyerdahl was both an adventurer 
and a researcher, but maybe at different times and on 
different topics. He had a fantastic ability and enthusiasm 
to make any topic seem relevant and interesting. He 
could get all sorts of people interested in very specific 
research questions, often unconnected with their own 
lives and experiences. Literarily thousands of comments 
in newspapers all over the world testify to this fact. Yet, 
sometimes his treatment of the finer details of his research 
subject could be inadequate. Where he easily saw the 
big picture, he did not always see or understand all the 
pixels constituting it. I believe that the status given to his 
achievements and his archives will affect the polarised 
and often destructive debating on Heyerdahl’s theories 
and personality, which he himself contributed to. Instead, 
both researchers and journalists will focus on what the 

man actually achieved. I also hope that labels used to 
fence him off from the world of research, like “racist” 
and “charlatan” will have to be grounded in more detailed 
arguments and documentation, although recent headlines 
in Norwegian newspapers may indicate that this will take 
some time. The new status of the Thor Heyerdahl Archives 
will force both journalists and the institutions bearing 
his name to uncover new stories and present different 
narratives than that of a lone layman pitted against the 
rest of the scholarly community. With this nomination, 
UNESCO has effectively created a reference for the life 
and work of one of the great adventurers, researchers and 
writers on culture-history of the 20th century. We hope that 
his archives will give us a wider understanding of the man 
and his achievements. Thor Heyerdahl’s life and work has 
now officially become part of global history.

Notes

1. UNESCO Memory of the World Programme. 1999-04-17.
2. Original edition in Norwegian by Gyldendal Norsk Forlag 

1948. First English-language edition by Allen & Unwin 1950.
3. Original edition in Norwegian by Gyldendal Norsk Forlag 

1957. First English-language edition in 1958.
4. Translated from the Norwegian title På Jakt efter Paradiset 

(Gyldendal Norsk Forlag 1938).
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Figure 10. Side views of the tangata manu – patuki stone, 
Peabody Museum number 05-2-70/64851 (Copyright 2011 
President and Fellows of Harvard College): a) left edge, seen 
from top; b) right edge, seen from the top and c) from the bottom.

Figure 12. Iconographic analysis of birdman carvings: a) classical birdman from Locus #40, 
Mata Ngarau (photo courtesy of G. Lee); b) frigate bird with inflated gular pouch (photo by 
Clark Anderson/Aquaimages); c) juvenile frigate bird (photo courtesy of D. Sweet). Frigate bird 
in rock art (drawings by G. Lee): d) from Motu Nui cave; e) at exterior quarries of Rano Raraku. 
Typical silhouette of frigate bird (photos courtesy of S. Ryan): f) normal flight; g) diving stance.

Figure 11. Possible traces of outline used to mark the area 
of rock removal to form bas-relief carving of the foot. Note 
that the foot has six digits. The tangata manu – patuki stone, 
Peabody Museum number 05-2-70/64851 (Copyright 2011 
President and Fellows of Harvard College).
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Easter Island’s birdman stones in the collection of the Peabody Museum

Figure 13. Hatching pattern on beak / mouth edges: a) the tangata manu – patuki stone, Peabody Museum number 05-2-70/64851 
(Copyright 2011 President and Fellows of Harvard College); b) birdman figure, Peabody Museum number 99-12-70/53606 
(Copyright 2011 President and Fellows of Harvard College); c) turtle pendant, Peabody Museum number 99-12-70/53608 
(Copyright 2011 President and Fellows of Harvard College); d) moai RR-045 with hatched lips excavated by the Norwegian 
Archaeological Expedition (image courtesy of the Kon-Tiki Museum) and e) portrait of Easter Islander with tattooed lips (etching 
made after drawing by Pierre Loti, from L’illustration 1872).

Figure 14. Identification of the fish motif: a) the motif carved on the back of the tangata manu – patuki stone, Peabody 
Museum number 05-2-70/64851 (Copyright 2011 President and Fellows of Harvard College); b) tracing thereof; c) 
fish carving, Berlin Museum (photo from Chauvet 1945:Figure 105.1); d) tuna and shark depicted at Papa Vaka site 
(drawing by G. Lee); e) patuki fish club Oc, EP.30 (image Copyright Trustees of the British Museum); f) patuki fish 
(photo by J.E. Randall; courtesy of WorldFish Center – Fish Base <http://www.fishbase.org>).
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also carried five archaeologists on board. New statues 
and new house forms were discovered and documented 
by their excavations. They also formed the first cultural 
chronology for the island based on stratigraphic 
excavations. Heyerdahl himself eagerly began to work 
on how to unravel the questions related to the famous 
moai statues. He found the answers in a very simple, yet 
for its time, rather unorthodox manner. Heyerdahl asked 
the mayor of Hanga Roa, Pedro Atan, and other elders of 
the Rapanui community. Instead of mucking about with 
his own hypothesis and experiments, he simply asked if 
the indigenous population themselves knew the answers 
and if they could demonstrate this through a practical 
experiment. The challenge was readily accepted and 
their answers to these long-standing mysteries were 
documented by the expedition photographer. Pedro 
Atan showed Heyerdahl how to carve a statue inside the 
quarry at Rano Raraku, and from this experiment it was 
determined that it would take twelve months to carve 
a medium-sized statue. Atan and his co-workers also 
moved and erected a medium-sized statue on top of an 
ahu at ‘Anakena in only eighteen days. It could no longer 
be doubted that local Rapanui people possessed at least 
some of the answers to the multitude of questions put 
forth by researchers from the time when Captain Cook 
visited the island in 1774. Their forefathers had carved, 
transported, and erected the statues, and the descendants 
still possessed the knowledge. The score of indigenous 

peoples vs. researchers was 1-0! Thor Heyerdahl played 
on the allure of mystery associated with Easter Island, 
inasmuch as he invoked an image of the lone-layman 
against the established community of scholars to his own 
benefit in the narrative of the Kon-Tiki Expedition. But 
this time it also benefited the local Rapanui community. 
By working for the expedition, the Rapanui people came 
to see and recollect more of their own history than they 
would have done living inside the bounds of Hanga Roa 
Village where they were confined, carving souvenirs for 
visitors. The population of Rapa Nui reclaimed their 
own culture and history in the decades following the 
expedition. However, this must be credited to the local 
population and not the Norwegian explorer. He himself 
described his own role in this process as only having 
been “fortunate enough to arrive on the island just at the 
right time.” Photographs and films from the expedition’s 
stay on Rapa Nui were important for the Thor Heyerdahl 
Archives’ inscription on UNESCO’s Memory of the 
World Register, because these pictures and rolls of film 
document a community during part of their process of 
modernization enforced by a global culture.

The expedition took place in 1955 at a time when 
modern society had engulfed the globe and erased the 
last pieces of unconquered territories from the world 
map. Few, if any, indigenous societies lived isolated 
without some form of contact with the “civilized” 
world. Up until the Second World War, descriptions 
of indigenous peoples often portrayed them in a 
negative manner. The Polynesians were in countless 
travelogues described as a brown, carefree race lacking 
the tenacity that had brought progress to Europe and 
America. This was even the case in Thor Heyerdahl’s 
first narrative from his stay on Fatuhiva in 1937-38 
entitled Hunting for Paradise (1938).4 During the 1950s 
and 1960s, travelling to “exotic” parts of the globe and 
meeting indigenous peoples became more and more 
commonplace, even for the everyday Joe and Mary. 
As a consequence, indigenous peoples were portrayed 
more frequently in a positive manner and as people 
that possessed knowledge now long lost by ourselves. 
“Exotic” went from being connected with “uncivilized” 
to describing someone and something “unique”. 
Eventually, indigenous peoples were characterized as 
“ordinary”, people like ourselves. Heyerdahl was only 
one of many writers constituting this trend. 

The Ra expeditions became a watershed moment 
and undertaking for Heyerdahl, stemming from a deep 
interest in past voyaging on the high seas to an exhausting 
struggle for the future of the world’s oceans. The large 
belt of oil lumps which the men in Ra discovered when 
they were sailing in the Atlantic was a message of an 
imminent disaster. Humans could indeed destroy the 
vast oceans of the world. Almost like a message from 
the past to the future, the crew wrote and sent a letter 

Life Magazine. The first publication of the Kon-Tiki adventure.
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of indigenous peoples often portrayed them in a 
negative manner. The Polynesians were in countless 
travelogues described as a brown, carefree race lacking 
the tenacity that had brought progress to Europe and 
America. This was even the case in Thor Heyerdahl’s 
first narrative from his stay on Fatuhiva in 1937-38 
entitled Hunting for Paradise (1938).4 During the 1950s 
and 1960s, travelling to “exotic” parts of the globe and 
meeting indigenous peoples became more and more 
commonplace, even for the everyday Joe and Mary. 
As a consequence, indigenous peoples were portrayed 
more frequently in a positive manner and as people 
that possessed knowledge now long lost by ourselves. 
“Exotic” went from being connected with “uncivilized” 
to describing someone and something “unique”. 
Eventually, indigenous peoples were characterized as 
“ordinary”, people like ourselves. Heyerdahl was only 
one of many writers constituting this trend. 

The Ra expeditions became a watershed moment 
and undertaking for Heyerdahl, stemming from a deep 
interest in past voyaging on the high seas to an exhausting 
struggle for the future of the world’s oceans. The large 
belt of oil lumps which the men in Ra discovered when 
they were sailing in the Atlantic was a message of an 
imminent disaster. Humans could indeed destroy the 
vast oceans of the world. Almost like a message from 
the past to the future, the crew wrote and sent a letter 
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Polynesia and indeed cover much longer distances if 
required. The expedition did not, of course, prove that 
South American Indians had ever made such a voyage. 
Subsequent research has established as a fact the theory 
that Heyerdahl opposed, that Polynesian origins must 
be found to the west in the Pacific. One of the main 
accomplishments of the Kon-Tiki Expedition was that it 
restored the admiration for maritime crafts off the coast 
of Ecuador and Peru, in the minds of academics, sailors 
and the general public alike, that early Spanish sailors 
noted in their chronicles. Indeed, Lothrop was one of 
the first scholars to acknowledge this fact. Inspiring a 
new field of study in archaeology, now called maritime 
experimental archaeology, was a second important, but 
less known, result of the expedition.

The story of the voyage, entitled The Kon-Tiki 
Expedition. By Raft Across the South Seas, which 
was published in Norway in 1948, did not become an 
overnight success. Only when the little known Swedish 
publisher Adam Helms initiated a brilliant press 
campaign prior to the release of the book in Sweden 
(Andersson 2010) did it start selling in larger numbers 
in Heyerdahl’s country of birth. Helms’ strategy was 
picked up by the English publishing house George 
Allen & Unwin when they published the book in 1950. 
Stanley Unwin decided that The Kon-Tiki Expedition 
should never be “out-of-print” and a continuous number 
of editions were printed. But it was only when the small 
publishing house of Rand McNally in Chicago decided 
to release the book in the USA later that year that the 
numbers soared. The book also became a huge success in 
the Soviet Union and its satellite countries. There is not 
an exact number of how many copies the book have sold 
around the world. It is definitely more than 50 million, 
and perhaps closer to 100 million copies. Today it is the 
world’s most sold non-fiction copyrighted book of all 
times, aside from the Guinness World Records, which has 
sold more total copies when each annual re-publication 
is considered together. The film from the expedition 
also became a phenomenon, winning an Oscar for the 
best documentary feature in 1951. The book and the 
film influenced the post-war generation so much so 
that “Kon-Tiki” became a synonym for discovery and 
adventure. The name also fused with the American west 
coast bar-culture today termed “Tiki Culture”, which 
propelled this local mix of rum, Pacific design, exotic 
fruits, Hawaiian music and a Chinese-inspired cuisine 
into a global phenomenon. Countless Kon-Tiki-named 
bars, restaurants, night clubs, hotels and amusement 
parks were built and operated around the world during 
the 1950s and 1960s. A few of them are still in business. 

With his Ra and Tigris expeditions, Thor Heyerdahl 
demonstrated that boats built of reeds using five-
thousand-year-old technology may cross the largest 
oceans of the world. These voyages certainly re-kindled 

new possibilities and perspectives on ancient contacts 
and trade amongst slowly drowning diffusionists. 
However, once again we need to state that the expeditions 
only demonstrated that such voyages were possible, not 
that ancient peoples undertook them on a regular basis. 
For the most part, Heyerdahl let archaeologists prove or 
disprove such scenarios, although he voiced his strong 
opinions frequently. As a direct result of these expeditions 
and the previous Kon-Tiki voyage, Heyerdahl became 
a founding father for a new academic specialization 
termed maritime experimental archaeology. 

A third side to Heyerdahl’s character and professional 
standing can be seen in his expedition to Easter Island 
in 1955. At the time, the island and its culture were 
portrayed as one of the great mysteries in newspapers, 
travelogues, and research papers. The most frequently 
asked questions were how they had carved, transported, 
and erected the hundreds of stone statues found all over 
the island. Thor Heyerdahl, with his fascination for the 
practical knowledge of indigenous people – and an 
acute sense of drama – was the man to untie the knot. 
In addition to three tons of fish-hooks and two tons of 
colored cloth, the expedition ship M/S Christian Bjelland 

An ad for the Kon-Tiki Expedition. Across the Pacific on a 
raft published in the UK by Allen & Unwin, 31 October 1953.
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pronounced gular pouch), with half-folded wings and 
a v-shaped tail. All of these features have nothing in 
common with the reality if one considers a frigate bird 
in its normal flying mode (Figure 12f), with its head 
pulled in (so that the neck looks very short), wings 
with smooth outlines, and tail feathers joined together. 
The situation changes drastically when a frigate bird 
begins to dive (Figure 12g). To gain speed, it folds its 
wings, opens its tail and pulls the head out, acquiring 
all the attributes characteristic of its depiction in the 
rock art. A dive ends with a catch – and the frigate bird 
from Motu Nui has a fish incised near its beak (Figure 
12d), perhaps supporting this interpretation. Despite 
the head-up depiction, all the frigate birds shown in 
Rapa Nui rock art are actually in a diving stance, thus 
highlighting their predatory qualities. Indeed, “the 
frigate bird became a symbol of the warrior class … 
parallel[ing] the aggressiveness of the warriors who were 
referred to as tangata rima toto, or “men with bloodied 
hands” (Lee 1992:20).

If Rapanui artists reproduced flying frigate birds so 
faithfully, why did they scale down its gular pouch in 
the classic birdman design? In our opinion, the carvings 
are faithful – however, their model is not a frigate bird 
in its mating attire, but a juvenile bird (Figure 12c). 
Indeed, the latter has a larger head in proportion to 
its body, and a thicker-looking beak (exactly as that 
of birdman carvings; the beaks of flying frigate birds 
are shown as being thin). The fluffy neck of a frigate 
chick makes exactly the same graceful contour seen in 
classical tangata manu designs. Analyzing the evolution 
of the birdman motif, one can see that juvenile frigate 
bird features and proportions become more prominent 
in later style carvings, usually executed in bas-relief 
(Lee 1992:5). Finally, the election of the tangata manu 
might have been viewed as his ceremonial birth for a new 
sacred life, which can be quite appropriately illustrated 
with the image of a juvenile frigate bird. 

Another iconographic question concerns the 
hatching that appears on the beak of the birdman carved 
on the tangata manu – patuki stone (Figure 13a). This 
detail is uncommon in rock art (to the best of our 
knowledge, none of the numerous Mata Ngarau birdmen 
have it), but it is a wide-spread feature in wooden birdman 
figurines (Figure 13b; see also Esen-Baur & Forment 
1990:199, 200, 240; Heyerdahl 1976:Plates 40-41, 113, 
123a). It also appears in birds (Esen-Baur & Forment 
1990:256), turtles (Figure 13c; Heyerdahl 1976:Plate 
130d) and fishes (Esen-Baur & Forment 1990:209; 
Heyerdahl 1976:Plate 126b) – except for cases when 
the latter (especially sharks) are given full-scale teeth 
(Figure 14c; also Heyerdahl 1976:Plates 52a, 122, 126a, 
c). The monolithic moai seldom show similar marks, with 
the best examples seen in buried parts of the statues, 
protected from the action of the elements (Figure 13d). 
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In rare cases, the lips of anthropomorphic wooden 
carvings (excluding moai kavakava, ua and paoa) are 
also shown as hatched (Esen-Baur & Forment 1990:260; 
Heyerdahl 1976:Plates 78a, 110). In view of this 
evidence, it seems that beak/lip hatching is a particular 
feature of woodcarving that makes almost no appearance 
in stone-hewn images. If this is true, the tangata manu 
– patuki stone is an important monument of Rapa Nui 
art that features a hatched beak of a bas-relief birdman 
carved in stone. But what can the meaning of such 
hatching be? For human beings, the answer is easy 
because early visitors saw the islanders with exactly 
this type of lip tattoo (Figure 13e). Confirmation can be 
also found in tapa figures from the Peabody (Esen-Baur 
& Forment 1990:287) and Ulster Museums (Esen-Baur 
& Forment 1990:141), painted with common tattoo 
marks. However, this explanation does not hold for birds, 
birdmen, turtles and fishes. Nevertheless, one can make 
an educated guess (citing the absence of this detail in the 
carvings of lizards): edge hatching may be the ancient 
Rapanui way to denote sharp edges. Birds and turtles 
have sharp beaks capable of a strong bite, but the softer 
jaws of lizards (moko) from Rapa Nui are inoffensive.

Returning now to the motif carved on the back of the 
tangata manu – patuki boulder (Figure 14a, b), it has a 
large eye surrounded by a hatched ring, a rounded belly 
with a strange circular depression, as well as incisions 
that look like pectoral and dorsal fins. The latter suggest 
that we are dealing with a fish – but what a strange fish it 
is! It looks nothing like the tuna and shark forms common 
to Rapa Nui rock art (Figure 14d). However, it has 
parallels with carved wooden fishes from Berlin (Figure 
14c) and London (Figure 14e). The latter was collected 
on Rapa Nui in 1872 by Hugh Cuming and is identified 
as a war club in the form of a patuki fish (Lelièvre 
et al. 2010:85). According to the Comisión para la 
Estructuración de la Lengua Rapanui [Commission for 
the Structuration of the Rapanui Language] (2000:133), a 
patuki is defined in the following way: “Pātuki – fish from 
blennidae family; it is Cirripectes patuki, de Buen.” One 
can trace the latter to the white-dotted blenny, Cirripectes 
alboapicalis, living in the “Southern subtropical Pacific 
from Easter Island to Lord Howe Island and the southern 
Great Barrier Reef. Largest [reported size is] 15.5cm. 
C[irripectes variolosus] patuki De Buen is a synonym” 
(Randall et al. 1996:376). 

As can be seen from the photograph (Figure 14f), 
the wooden clubs depict the most essential characteristics 
of this fish – its bulging eyes, rounded gill covers, 
protruding belly and the shape of the tail fin. In rock 
carvings (Figure 14a, b) and the Berlin fish (Figure 14c), 
pectoral fins are shown. Deep hatching is used in both 
cases to denote the dorsal fin, as well as the darker area 
encircling the eyes of the fish. The mouth of the Berlin 
carving is half-open, revealing two rows of teeth. This 
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Polynesia and indeed cover much longer distances if 
required. The expedition did not, of course, prove that 
South American Indians had ever made such a voyage. 
Subsequent research has established as a fact the theory 
that Heyerdahl opposed, that Polynesian origins must 
be found to the west in the Pacific. One of the main 
accomplishments of the Kon-Tiki Expedition was that it 
restored the admiration for maritime crafts off the coast 
of Ecuador and Peru, in the minds of academics, sailors 
and the general public alike, that early Spanish sailors 
noted in their chronicles. Indeed, Lothrop was one of 
the first scholars to acknowledge this fact. Inspiring a 
new field of study in archaeology, now called maritime 
experimental archaeology, was a second important, but 
less known, result of the expedition.

The story of the voyage, entitled The Kon-Tiki 
Expedition. By Raft Across the South Seas, which 
was published in Norway in 1948, did not become an 
overnight success. Only when the little known Swedish 
publisher Adam Helms initiated a brilliant press 
campaign prior to the release of the book in Sweden 
(Andersson 2010) did it start selling in larger numbers 
in Heyerdahl’s country of birth. Helms’ strategy was 
picked up by the English publishing house George 
Allen & Unwin when they published the book in 1950. 
Stanley Unwin decided that The Kon-Tiki Expedition 
should never be “out-of-print” and a continuous number 
of editions were printed. But it was only when the small 
publishing house of Rand McNally in Chicago decided 
to release the book in the USA later that year that the 
numbers soared. The book also became a huge success in 
the Soviet Union and its satellite countries. There is not 
an exact number of how many copies the book have sold 
around the world. It is definitely more than 50 million, 
and perhaps closer to 100 million copies. Today it is the 
world’s most sold non-fiction copyrighted book of all 
times, aside from the Guinness World Records, which has 
sold more total copies when each annual re-publication 
is considered together. The film from the expedition 
also became a phenomenon, winning an Oscar for the 
best documentary feature in 1951. The book and the 
film influenced the post-war generation so much so 
that “Kon-Tiki” became a synonym for discovery and 
adventure. The name also fused with the American west 
coast bar-culture today termed “Tiki Culture”, which 
propelled this local mix of rum, Pacific design, exotic 
fruits, Hawaiian music and a Chinese-inspired cuisine 
into a global phenomenon. Countless Kon-Tiki-named 
bars, restaurants, night clubs, hotels and amusement 
parks were built and operated around the world during 
the 1950s and 1960s. A few of them are still in business. 

With his Ra and Tigris expeditions, Thor Heyerdahl 
demonstrated that boats built of reeds using five-
thousand-year-old technology may cross the largest 
oceans of the world. These voyages certainly re-kindled 

new possibilities and perspectives on ancient contacts 
and trade amongst slowly drowning diffusionists. 
However, once again we need to state that the expeditions 
only demonstrated that such voyages were possible, not 
that ancient peoples undertook them on a regular basis. 
For the most part, Heyerdahl let archaeologists prove or 
disprove such scenarios, although he voiced his strong 
opinions frequently. As a direct result of these expeditions 
and the previous Kon-Tiki voyage, Heyerdahl became 
a founding father for a new academic specialization 
termed maritime experimental archaeology. 

A third side to Heyerdahl’s character and professional 
standing can be seen in his expedition to Easter Island 
in 1955. At the time, the island and its culture were 
portrayed as one of the great mysteries in newspapers, 
travelogues, and research papers. The most frequently 
asked questions were how they had carved, transported, 
and erected the hundreds of stone statues found all over 
the island. Thor Heyerdahl, with his fascination for the 
practical knowledge of indigenous people – and an 
acute sense of drama – was the man to untie the knot. 
In addition to three tons of fish-hooks and two tons of 
colored cloth, the expedition ship M/S Christian Bjelland 
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pronounced gular pouch), with half-folded wings and 
a v-shaped tail. All of these features have nothing in 
common with the reality if one considers a frigate bird 
in its normal flying mode (Figure 12f), with its head 
pulled in (so that the neck looks very short), wings 
with smooth outlines, and tail feathers joined together. 
The situation changes drastically when a frigate bird 
begins to dive (Figure 12g). To gain speed, it folds its 
wings, opens its tail and pulls the head out, acquiring 
all the attributes characteristic of its depiction in the 
rock art. A dive ends with a catch – and the frigate bird 
from Motu Nui has a fish incised near its beak (Figure 
12d), perhaps supporting this interpretation. Despite 
the head-up depiction, all the frigate birds shown in 
Rapa Nui rock art are actually in a diving stance, thus 
highlighting their predatory qualities. Indeed, “the 
frigate bird became a symbol of the warrior class … 
parallel[ing] the aggressiveness of the warriors who were 
referred to as tangata rima toto, or “men with bloodied 
hands” (Lee 1992:20).

If Rapanui artists reproduced flying frigate birds so 
faithfully, why did they scale down its gular pouch in 
the classic birdman design? In our opinion, the carvings 
are faithful – however, their model is not a frigate bird 
in its mating attire, but a juvenile bird (Figure 12c). 
Indeed, the latter has a larger head in proportion to 
its body, and a thicker-looking beak (exactly as that 
of birdman carvings; the beaks of flying frigate birds 
are shown as being thin). The fluffy neck of a frigate 
chick makes exactly the same graceful contour seen in 
classical tangata manu designs. Analyzing the evolution 
of the birdman motif, one can see that juvenile frigate 
bird features and proportions become more prominent 
in later style carvings, usually executed in bas-relief 
(Lee 1992:5). Finally, the election of the tangata manu 
might have been viewed as his ceremonial birth for a new 
sacred life, which can be quite appropriately illustrated 
with the image of a juvenile frigate bird. 

Another iconographic question concerns the 
hatching that appears on the beak of the birdman carved 
on the tangata manu – patuki stone (Figure 13a). This 
detail is uncommon in rock art (to the best of our 
knowledge, none of the numerous Mata Ngarau birdmen 
have it), but it is a wide-spread feature in wooden birdman 
figurines (Figure 13b; see also Esen-Baur & Forment 
1990:199, 200, 240; Heyerdahl 1976:Plates 40-41, 113, 
123a). It also appears in birds (Esen-Baur & Forment 
1990:256), turtles (Figure 13c; Heyerdahl 1976:Plate 
130d) and fishes (Esen-Baur & Forment 1990:209; 
Heyerdahl 1976:Plate 126b) – except for cases when 
the latter (especially sharks) are given full-scale teeth 
(Figure 14c; also Heyerdahl 1976:Plates 52a, 122, 126a, 
c). The monolithic moai seldom show similar marks, with 
the best examples seen in buried parts of the statues, 
protected from the action of the elements (Figure 13d). 
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In rare cases, the lips of anthropomorphic wooden 
carvings (excluding moai kavakava, ua and paoa) are 
also shown as hatched (Esen-Baur & Forment 1990:260; 
Heyerdahl 1976:Plates 78a, 110). In view of this 
evidence, it seems that beak/lip hatching is a particular 
feature of woodcarving that makes almost no appearance 
in stone-hewn images. If this is true, the tangata manu 
– patuki stone is an important monument of Rapa Nui 
art that features a hatched beak of a bas-relief birdman 
carved in stone. But what can the meaning of such 
hatching be? For human beings, the answer is easy 
because early visitors saw the islanders with exactly 
this type of lip tattoo (Figure 13e). Confirmation can be 
also found in tapa figures from the Peabody (Esen-Baur 
& Forment 1990:287) and Ulster Museums (Esen-Baur 
& Forment 1990:141), painted with common tattoo 
marks. However, this explanation does not hold for birds, 
birdmen, turtles and fishes. Nevertheless, one can make 
an educated guess (citing the absence of this detail in the 
carvings of lizards): edge hatching may be the ancient 
Rapanui way to denote sharp edges. Birds and turtles 
have sharp beaks capable of a strong bite, but the softer 
jaws of lizards (moko) from Rapa Nui are inoffensive.

Returning now to the motif carved on the back of the 
tangata manu – patuki boulder (Figure 14a, b), it has a 
large eye surrounded by a hatched ring, a rounded belly 
with a strange circular depression, as well as incisions 
that look like pectoral and dorsal fins. The latter suggest 
that we are dealing with a fish – but what a strange fish it 
is! It looks nothing like the tuna and shark forms common 
to Rapa Nui rock art (Figure 14d). However, it has 
parallels with carved wooden fishes from Berlin (Figure 
14c) and London (Figure 14e). The latter was collected 
on Rapa Nui in 1872 by Hugh Cuming and is identified 
as a war club in the form of a patuki fish (Lelièvre 
et al. 2010:85). According to the Comisión para la 
Estructuración de la Lengua Rapanui [Commission for 
the Structuration of the Rapanui Language] (2000:133), a 
patuki is defined in the following way: “Pātuki – fish from 
blennidae family; it is Cirripectes patuki, de Buen.” One 
can trace the latter to the white-dotted blenny, Cirripectes 
alboapicalis, living in the “Southern subtropical Pacific 
from Easter Island to Lord Howe Island and the southern 
Great Barrier Reef. Largest [reported size is] 15.5cm. 
C[irripectes variolosus] patuki De Buen is a synonym” 
(Randall et al. 1996:376). 

As can be seen from the photograph (Figure 14f), 
the wooden clubs depict the most essential characteristics 
of this fish – its bulging eyes, rounded gill covers, 
protruding belly and the shape of the tail fin. In rock 
carvings (Figure 14a, b) and the Berlin fish (Figure 14c), 
pectoral fins are shown. Deep hatching is used in both 
cases to denote the dorsal fin, as well as the darker area 
encircling the eyes of the fish. The mouth of the Berlin 
carving is half-open, revealing two rows of teeth. This 
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Easter Island’s birdman stones in the collection of the Peabody Museum

detail is also characteristic of white-dotted blennies, 
which have “teeth and jaws movable and very numerous, 
and a canine tooth posteriorly on each side of lower jaw” 
(Randall et al. 1996:376).

The association of a birdman with a fish is not a 
coincidence; originally, the seasonal arrival of large fish 
(such as tuna), accompanied by flock of seabirds, might 
have served as a supporting base for the establishment 
of the tangata manu cult:

“Sooty Terns … feed primary in association with 
porpoise schools and large predatory fishes, especially 
tunas such as Skipjack and Yellowfin … these 
birds rarely feed in the absence of fish schools, a 
characteristic of which the Polynesians were well 
aware. This strong relationship between the birds and 
tunas results from the fact that a large proportion of the 
foods taken by the birds (primarily squid in the case of 
Sooty Terns) is made available at the surface only by 
the feeding activities of the tunas. It appears that this 
relationship is especially marked in the case of Sooty 
Tern, shearwaters and Skipjack Tuna … The ancient, 
symbolic value of the frigate bird and the ecological 
connection of the Sooty Tern with the arrival of valued 
porpoise and Yellowfin Tuna fish were, in my opinion, 
central to the rationale upon which the birdman cult 
was built” (Van Tilburg 1994:60-62).

It comes as a mild surprise that Rapanui decided to carve 
a modest blenny on the rock bearing an image of the 
sacred tangata manu instead of the large and valuable 
tuna fish. It is true that blennies are small and were 
generally used as bait for a larger catch; however, they 
were special in another aspect: “according to the legend, 
a small patuki left overnight on an ahu gained sufficient 
power to fertilize an entire field” (Seaver Kurze 1997:71). 
Such powerful fertilizing abilities can be considered as 
a plausible explanation of the tangata manu – patuki 
association on the stone 05-2-70/64851, illustrating the 
rejuvenation of nature and the repletion of food resources 
that coincided with the annual birdman competition.

It is worth emphasizing the existence of several 
carvings of fish at ‘Orongo that are hidden inside the 
houses of Mata Ngarau, where they appear associated 
with komari and (in a single instance) a bird with a long 
bent neck (Horley & Lee 2009:122). An island-wide 
survey of rock art reveals some other sites featuring 
adjacent or superimposed birdmen and fishes: the 
Hau Koka boulder (Lee 1992:164), the seawall of Ahu 
Iho Arero (Lee 1992:172) and a prominent panel at 
Papa Tataku Poki in front of Ahu Tongariki (Figure 
15). The latter site is particularly special, because it 
features several house foundations and is located close 
to the Orohie area below the Rano Raraku quarries – 
the famous residence location of the tangata manu. 

However, we know that the house of the sacred birdman 
was not necessarily “nailed” to this particular place: 
“Orohié was mentioned with pre-eminence, but there 
were other bird-houses on the Raraku slope and one 
on the adjoining ahu of Tongariki, some used more 
particularly when there was more than one bird-man” 
(Routledge 1917:351). This evidence seems suggestive 
that one of the birdman houses was located at Papa 
Tataku Poki, offering a good explanation for the 
numerous elaborate birdmen and fish petroglyphs seen 
at this site, and also highlighting the “ecological facet” 
of the tangata manu cult.

Another point of interest with the tangata manu – 
patuki stone is a considerable number of komari carvings. 
A particularly big vulva form is attached to the bottom 
part of the figure (Figures 9 & 11), as if suggesting that 
the birdman was a female. This conclusion is beyond 
historical possibility because “women were never 
nominated [as birdmen], but the ivi-atua [priest] might 
be male or female” (Routledge 1917:343). Curiously 
enough, the Mana Expedition collected a birdman name 
of “Ko hi [he?] Vie a Ure Moroki” (Routledge, n.d.) 
that tentatively translates into “a wife (woman) of Ure 
Moroki.” However, as Routledge’s notes have numerous 
spelling mistakes (Love 1990:121) this particular name 
may also be misspelled. 

Figure 15. The large panel at Papa Tataku Poki with carvings 
of Makemake faces, birdmen and tuna (drawing by G. Lee; 
after Lee 1992:184-185, Figure 6.20).

71Rapa Nui Journal Vol. 26 (1) May 2012

Thor Heyerdahl as world heritage
Reidar Solsvik

On May 25, 2011, the archives left by Thor Heyerdahl, 
the famous researcher and explorer, were inscribed on 
UNESCO’s Memory of the World Register. Heyerdahl’s 
archives have become an official part of humanity’s 
common heritage. This is Norway’s fourth contribution 
to UNESCO’s Memory of the World Register, with the 
three preceding contributions being: 1) the Leprosy 
Archives, held by the University in Bergen, which 
document the discovery of the cause of Hansen’s disease; 
2) the manuscript of the most famous Norwegian theatre 
script of all time, Henrik Ibsen’s “A Doll’s House”; and 
3) a short film shot during Roald Amundsen’s South 
Pole Expedition. 

UNESCO is the United Nations’ organization for 
Education, Science and Culture. In order to “safeguard 
the documentary heritage of humanity against collective 
amnesia, neglect, the ravages of time and climatic 
conditions, and willful and deliberate destruction,” 1 

UNESCO nominates places, architecture and intangible 
cultural heritage for preservation on one of their two 
registers: 1) World Heritage Site Register that includes 
natural places, building complexes, architecture or 
monuments; and 2) Memory of the World Register, 
which names collections, libraries, documents or 
various forms of artistic and multimedia expressions, 
like pictures and films, for preservation.

The manuscripts, research papers, personal notes, 
pictures and film material of this famous researcher and 
explorer are now an official part of humanity’s common 
heritage. By this inscription, UNESCO states that these 
records need to be preserved for future generations as 
an example of a unique aspect of human history. Why 
are the Thor Heyerdahl Archives considered to be of 
such importance? How do the Thor Heyerdahl Archives 
fit the UNESCO policy? What is the context of their 
world-wide significance? And how will this new status 
affect the legacy of Thor Heyerdahl? 

Before we can begin to search for answers to these 
questions, we need to know what constitutes the Thor 
Heyerdahl Archives as they are found at the Kon-Tiki 
Museum today. These archives contain most manuscripts 
of the thirteen books on ocean voyages or culture history 
that he wrote, including The Kon-Tiki Expedition: By 

Raft Across the South Seas (1948) 2 and Aku-Aku: the 
Secret of Easter Island (1957).3 In addition, the archives 
also contain manuscripts, handwritten or typed, of most 
of the nine scholarly volumes he wrote, co-wrote or 
edited along with two unpublished manuscripts. The 
major bulk of the archives consist of the professional and 
some of the private correspondence of Thor Heyerdahl 
from 1947 up until his death in 2001. The photographic 
collections contain pictures from his expeditions that 
were carried out between 1936 and 1984. The film 
collection includes the complete rolls of film from the 
Kon-Tiki Expedition, the Expedition to Easter Island 
and the East Pacific, the Ra expeditions and the Tigris 
expeditions. The Thor Heyerdahl Archives contain, more 
or less, the whole life’s work of one of the most famous 
and celebrated explorers, adventurers and writers in the 
second half of the 20th century. 

Thor Heyerdahl’s greatest achievement, and the 
main reason for the inscription on the Memory of the 
World Register, is the Kon-Tiki Expedition. It was in 
1947 that Thor Heyerdahl, Herman Watzinger, Knut 
Magne Haugland, Torstein Raaby, Erik Hesselberg 
and Bengt Danielsson sailed 8,000km in a balsa raft 
from Peru in South America to the island of Raroia 
in the Tuamotu Islands. The context for this voyage 
was that, in 1941, Heyerdahl had put forth a theory 
in a paper entitled Did Polynesian Culture Originate 
in America?, in which he claimed that Polynesia had 
first been colonized by Indians from South America. 
The theory, contrary to common views, was dismissed 
by most researchers that Heyerdahl contacted. The 
most frequent argument was that the cultures of South 
America did not possess ocean-going vessels. Thor 
strongly believed that the academic community would 
not take his theory seriously unless he disproved the 
widespread belief, introduced by Samuel K. Lothrop’s 
study entitled Aboriginal Navigation off the West 
Coast of South America (1932), that balsa-rafts would 
sink after two weeks at sea. Being a man of action, he 
organized the Kon-Tiki Expedition and carried out one 
of the most celebrated maritime adventures of the 20th 
century. This voyage demonstrated that it was possible 
for a South American balsa-raft to cross the ocean to 
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detail is also characteristic of white-dotted blennies, 
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(Randall et al. 1996:376).
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patuki stone is a considerable number of komari carvings. 
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Moroki.” However, as Routledge’s notes have numerous 
spelling mistakes (Love 1990:121) this particular name 
may also be misspelled. 

Figure 15. The large panel at Papa Tataku Poki with carvings 
of Makemake faces, birdmen and tuna (drawing by G. Lee; 
after Lee 1992:184-185, Figure 6.20).
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and white footage from the Franco-Belgian expedition 
of the 1930s, as well as virtually every subject one 
can think of, flocks of sheep, herds of horses, Tapati 
events, carving and transporting statues, cat’s cradles, 
tree-felling, statue-toppling, and so forth – there is 
even a brief interview with Sonia’s late father. One 
particularly striking effect is the end wall which, once 
again, is a massive photo of the outer slope of Rano 
Raraku, but with a couple of big moai photos placed 
just in front, separate from the background, giving a 
3D effect.

I found very few things to criticize – one or two 
photos could be improved, the famous drawing from 
the La Pérouse expedition is the wrong way around, and 
there are electrical sockets in the middle of some images, 
which should really have been placed at ground level. 
But overall, the display is a triumph, and both Sonia and 
Fred are to be thanked and congratulated for having the 
vision and the capability to create this.  As far as I am 
aware, it is the only permanent exhibit about Rapa Nui 
of its kind in the world, and for that reason alone it is a 
definite must for any readers who visit the Canary Islands.

Sonia Haoa, Carmen Luisa Castro (the mayor of Güímar), and 
Fred Olsen at the inauguration of the exhibition.

Figures clockwise from above left:

Ludo Tuki performing his song and dance in front of the moai.

The entrance display at the expo.

The column made up of large photos, with horizontal photos 
of the sky above.

The giant photo of Rano Raraku with Tenerife scenery 
continuing above.

Photo showing the 3D-effect display of the outer slope of 
Rano Raraku.
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The same boulder features a dense set of komari 
clustered around the hand and beak of the birdman 
(Figure 13a). The careful execution of these vulva 
forms, carved in relief, does not fit the explanation of 
secondarily-applied “mana-draining” motifs, allowing 
for more detailed discussion. It has long been known that 
at the late stages of its development, the birdman cult had 
a considerable connection with fertility rites, however, 
in our opinion, the extension of such a connection 
was not analyzed in sufficient depth in the literature. 
Keeping in mind that the same rock 05-2-70/64851 
features a bas-relief carving of the patuki fish that 
supposedly possessed the mana required to fertilize 
crops (Seaver Kurze 1997:71), it is tempting to extend 
this characteristic to the tangata manu by suggesting 
that he also had a magical power to increase procreation/
fertility. In this case, it becomes straightforwardly clear 
why the tangata manu is so strongly associated with a 
human fertility symbol – the komari – in the rock art of 
‘Orongo. It is worth noting that the procreative powers 
of the birdman were probably not associated with his 
personal sexual abilities. This fact is confirmed by the 
living memory of the islanders: “the Bird-man’s wife 
came to [his seclusion place at Rano] Raraku but dwelt 
apart, as for the first five months she could not enter her 
husband’s house nor he hers on pain of death” (Routledge 
1917:348). Therefore, if the sacred tangata manu had 
the beneficial influence over abundance or fertility, it 
should have been connected with his magical power, 
or mana, gained by him as a victor of the birdman 
ceremony. This point is of crucial importance, because 
before the introduction of the tangata manu cult, the 
corresponding function was performed by the hereditary 
king, or ariki mau: 

“In view of all available evidence, kingship on Easter 
Island may be defined as follows. The king was the 
man with the most aristocratic pedigree and the most 
exalted social position on the island. His person was 
overflowing with mana and his sacredness caused him 
to be feared and respected. His function in society 
was to insure through his very being the abundance 
of crops and the fertility of the ground and to exercise 
his influence on animal life [emphasis ours]. Certain 
religious activities were derived from his sacredness 
and he held supervisory control over various practices 
connected with religion” (Métraux 1940:136).

Therefore, a shift of power from the king to the ruling 
birdman and his clan may not end with political issues 
(enforced by the military support of the matato‘a). 
It could have been a deeper phenomenon with the 
tangata manu absorbing the spiritual role of the ariki 
mau, becoming a person whose existence ensured the 
abundance of crops and fertility of the land. The final 

answer to this question requires much additional research 
that goes beyond the framework of this paper. However, it 
should be stressed that if more evidence supporting such 
an extended spiritual influence of the tangata manu can 
be found, it would significantly influence our perception 
of the role played by the sacred birdman, simultaneously 
increasing the contrast and complexity of socio-political 
change that occurred in hierarchy, religion, philosophy 
and social organization of the Rapanui following the 
establishment of the tangata manu cult.

Conclusions

The study of two carved stones from the collection of 
the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology 
provided many interesting insights about Rapa Nui 
rock art connected with the famous birdman cult. It 
was shown that the manupiri stone features traces of 
red and white pigments, applied consistently to the 
general “coloring model” seen in painted house slabs 
and petroglyphs of ‘Orongo with red designs emphasized 
with a white background. Analysis of the literature 
allowed the improvement of the identification of the 
house to which the manupiri stone originally belonged. 
The study of the tangata manu – patuki stone revealed 
a previously undocumented carving of a patuki fish, 
which was associated in Rapanui lore with fertilizing 
powers. The juxtaposition of fish and birdman carvings 
on the boulder from ‘Orongo and on the prominent site 
of Papa Tataku Poki both offer supporting evidence for 
the “ecological side” of the birdman cult.

We also propose that the stylized late-stage birdman 
image bears a much stronger likeness to the juvenile 
frigate rather than the mature bird. This result invites 
further discussion concerning the perception of a 
newly-elected birdman as his ceremonial “birth” for a 
sacred life. The pronounced association of the tangata 
manu and komari motifs (seen in conjunction with 
the carving of a patuki fish endowed with fertilizing 
powers) establishes the basis for a promising hypothesis 
that the shift from hereditary kingship to the rule of 
the birdman resulted in much deeper changes in social 
organization and hierarchy than previously thought. 
Thus, in addition to the transferring of political power, 
there might also have been a transfer of spiritual 
function from the ariki mau to the sacred birdman in 
that the tangata manu acquired the mana (by winning 
the competition) that was necessary to maintain the 
fertility of the land and to ensure the abundance of 
food resources on the island. This suggestion offers a 
straightforward explanation of a strong fertility aspect 
to the cult witnessed by numerous komari motifs carved 
throughout the village of ‘Orongo. 

Paul Horley and Georgia Lee

Rapa Nui Journal Vol. 26 (1) May 201270

Reports and Commentaries

and white footage from the Franco-Belgian expedition 
of the 1930s, as well as virtually every subject one 
can think of, flocks of sheep, herds of horses, Tapati 
events, carving and transporting statues, cat’s cradles, 
tree-felling, statue-toppling, and so forth – there is 
even a brief interview with Sonia’s late father. One 
particularly striking effect is the end wall which, once 
again, is a massive photo of the outer slope of Rano 
Raraku, but with a couple of big moai photos placed 
just in front, separate from the background, giving a 
3D effect.

I found very few things to criticize – one or two 
photos could be improved, the famous drawing from 
the La Pérouse expedition is the wrong way around, and 
there are electrical sockets in the middle of some images, 
which should really have been placed at ground level. 
But overall, the display is a triumph, and both Sonia and 
Fred are to be thanked and congratulated for having the 
vision and the capability to create this.  As far as I am 
aware, it is the only permanent exhibit about Rapa Nui 
of its kind in the world, and for that reason alone it is a 
definite must for any readers who visit the Canary Islands.

Sonia Haoa, Carmen Luisa Castro (the mayor of Güímar), and 
Fred Olsen at the inauguration of the exhibition.

Figures clockwise from above left:

Ludo Tuki performing his song and dance in front of the moai.

The entrance display at the expo.

The column made up of large photos, with horizontal photos 
of the sky above.

The giant photo of Rano Raraku with Tenerife scenery 
continuing above.

Photo showing the 3D-effect display of the outer slope of 
Rano Raraku.

Rapa Nui Journal Vol. 26 (1) May 201219

The same boulder features a dense set of komari 
clustered around the hand and beak of the birdman 
(Figure 13a). The careful execution of these vulva 
forms, carved in relief, does not fit the explanation of 
secondarily-applied “mana-draining” motifs, allowing 
for more detailed discussion. It has long been known that 
at the late stages of its development, the birdman cult had 
a considerable connection with fertility rites, however, 
in our opinion, the extension of such a connection 
was not analyzed in sufficient depth in the literature. 
Keeping in mind that the same rock 05-2-70/64851 
features a bas-relief carving of the patuki fish that 
supposedly possessed the mana required to fertilize 
crops (Seaver Kurze 1997:71), it is tempting to extend 
this characteristic to the tangata manu by suggesting 
that he also had a magical power to increase procreation/
fertility. In this case, it becomes straightforwardly clear 
why the tangata manu is so strongly associated with a 
human fertility symbol – the komari – in the rock art of 
‘Orongo. It is worth noting that the procreative powers 
of the birdman were probably not associated with his 
personal sexual abilities. This fact is confirmed by the 
living memory of the islanders: “the Bird-man’s wife 
came to [his seclusion place at Rano] Raraku but dwelt 
apart, as for the first five months she could not enter her 
husband’s house nor he hers on pain of death” (Routledge 
1917:348). Therefore, if the sacred tangata manu had 
the beneficial influence over abundance or fertility, it 
should have been connected with his magical power, 
or mana, gained by him as a victor of the birdman 
ceremony. This point is of crucial importance, because 
before the introduction of the tangata manu cult, the 
corresponding function was performed by the hereditary 
king, or ariki mau: 

“In view of all available evidence, kingship on Easter 
Island may be defined as follows. The king was the 
man with the most aristocratic pedigree and the most 
exalted social position on the island. His person was 
overflowing with mana and his sacredness caused him 
to be feared and respected. His function in society 
was to insure through his very being the abundance 
of crops and the fertility of the ground and to exercise 
his influence on animal life [emphasis ours]. Certain 
religious activities were derived from his sacredness 
and he held supervisory control over various practices 
connected with religion” (Métraux 1940:136).

Therefore, a shift of power from the king to the ruling 
birdman and his clan may not end with political issues 
(enforced by the military support of the matato‘a). 
It could have been a deeper phenomenon with the 
tangata manu absorbing the spiritual role of the ariki 
mau, becoming a person whose existence ensured the 
abundance of crops and fertility of the land. The final 

answer to this question requires much additional research 
that goes beyond the framework of this paper. However, it 
should be stressed that if more evidence supporting such 
an extended spiritual influence of the tangata manu can 
be found, it would significantly influence our perception 
of the role played by the sacred birdman, simultaneously 
increasing the contrast and complexity of socio-political 
change that occurred in hierarchy, religion, philosophy 
and social organization of the Rapanui following the 
establishment of the tangata manu cult.

Conclusions

The study of two carved stones from the collection of 
the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology 
provided many interesting insights about Rapa Nui 
rock art connected with the famous birdman cult. It 
was shown that the manupiri stone features traces of 
red and white pigments, applied consistently to the 
general “coloring model” seen in painted house slabs 
and petroglyphs of ‘Orongo with red designs emphasized 
with a white background. Analysis of the literature 
allowed the improvement of the identification of the 
house to which the manupiri stone originally belonged. 
The study of the tangata manu – patuki stone revealed 
a previously undocumented carving of a patuki fish, 
which was associated in Rapanui lore with fertilizing 
powers. The juxtaposition of fish and birdman carvings 
on the boulder from ‘Orongo and on the prominent site 
of Papa Tataku Poki both offer supporting evidence for 
the “ecological side” of the birdman cult.

We also propose that the stylized late-stage birdman 
image bears a much stronger likeness to the juvenile 
frigate rather than the mature bird. This result invites 
further discussion concerning the perception of a 
newly-elected birdman as his ceremonial “birth” for a 
sacred life. The pronounced association of the tangata 
manu and komari motifs (seen in conjunction with 
the carving of a patuki fish endowed with fertilizing 
powers) establishes the basis for a promising hypothesis 
that the shift from hereditary kingship to the rule of 
the birdman resulted in much deeper changes in social 
organization and hierarchy than previously thought. 
Thus, in addition to the transferring of political power, 
there might also have been a transfer of spiritual 
function from the ariki mau to the sacred birdman in 
that the tangata manu acquired the mana (by winning 
the competition) that was necessary to maintain the 
fertility of the land and to ensure the abundance of 
food resources on the island. This suggestion offers a 
straightforward explanation of a strong fertility aspect 
to the cult witnessed by numerous komari motifs carved 
throughout the village of ‘Orongo. 

Paul Horley and Georgia Lee



Rapa Nui Journal Vol. 26 (1) May 201220

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

Acknowledgements

The authors are deeply grateful to Susan Haskell and 
Genevieve Fisher (Peabody Museum, Cambridge), 
the Trustees of the British Museum (British Museum, 
London), Reidar Solsvik (Kon-Tiki Museum, Oslo), 
Donald and Elaine Dvorak (Easter Island Foundation, 
California), Volker Harms (Ethnology Department of 
Tübingen University, Tübingen), Julie Nemer (Cotsen 
Institute of Archaeology Press, UCLA), William Hyder, 
Claudio Cristino, Danielle Sweet, Steve Ryan, John 
E. Randall and Wikipedia’s user Haplochromis and 
Aquaimages for the essential help with corresponding 
images and kind permission for their reproduction in this 
paper. We are also grateful to Gerard O’Regan for his 
detailed review with many useful comments that helped 
to improve the presentation of the material in this paper.

References

Agassiz, A. 1906. Reports on the scientific results of the 
expedition to the Eastern tropical Pacific. In Memoirs of 
the Museum of Comparative Zoölogy at Harvard College 
33. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Ayres, W.S. & G.S. Ayres. 1995. Geiseler’s Easter Island 
report. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press.

Comisión para la Estructuración de la Lengua Rapanui. 2000. 
Diccionario etimológico Rapanui – Español. Valparaiso: 
Puntángeles – Editorial Universidad de Playa Ancha.

Chauvet, S. 1945. La Isla de Pascua y sus misterios. Santiago: 
Zig-zag.

Esen-Baur, H.-M. & F. Forment. 1990. L’Île de Pâques: une 
énigme? Mainz am Rhein: Verlag Philipp von Zabern / 
Museés royaux d’Art et d’Histoire.

Geiseler, W. 1883. Die Osterinsel: Eine Stätte prähistorischer 
Kultur in der Südsee. Berlin: Ernst Siegfried Mittler und 
Sohn.

Heyerdahl, T. 1976. The Art of Easter Island. London: George 
Allen and Unwin.

Horley, P. & G. Lee. 2008. Rock art of the sacred precinct at 
Mata Ngarau, ‘Orongo. Rapa Nui Journal 22:110-116.

——2009. Painted and carved house embellishments at ‘Orongo 
village, Easter Island. Rapa Nui Journal 23:106-124.

Lee, G. 1992. The Rock Art of Easter Island: Symbols of 
Power, Prayers to the Gods. Los Angeles: UCLA Institute 
of Archaeology.

Lee, G. & P. Horley. In prep. Documentation of the sacred 
precinct of Mata Ngarau (‘Orongo, Easter Island) in late 
19th – early 20th century. 

Lelièvre, F., L. Pothier, C. Conciatori, A. Poussart & E. Major. 
2010. Île de Pâques: le grand voyage. Montreal: Pointe-à-
Callière, Musée d’archéologie et d’histoire de Montréal.

Love, C.M. 1990. The Katherine Routledge notes and 
photos, their importance for Easter Island. In State and 
perspectives of scientific research in Easter Island culture. 
H.M. Esen-Baur (ed.):121-139. Frankfurt: Courier 
Forschungsinstitut Senckenberg.

Métraux, A. 1940. Ethnology of Easter Island. Bernice P. 
Bishop Museum Bulletin 160, Honolulu: Bishop Museum.

Mulloy, W. 1997. The Easter Island Bulletins of William 
Mulloy. New York: The World Monuments Fund.

Palmer, J.L. 1870a. Observations on the inhabitants and the 
antiquities of Easter Island. Journal of the Ethnological 
Society (London) 1: 371-377.

——1870b. A visit to Easter Island, or Rapa Nui, in 1868. 
Journal of the Royal Geographical Society (London) 
40:167-181.

Peabody Museum. 2009a. Stone with carved bird-man 
f igures, http://140.247.102.177/col/longDisplay.
cfm?ObjectKey=92995

——2009b. Stone with carved figure, http:// 140.247.102.177/
col/longDisplay.cfm?ObjectKey=92994

Randall, J.E., G.R. Allen & R.C. Steene. 1996. Fishes of the 
Great Barrier Reef and Coral Sea. Honolulu: University 
of Hawaii Press.

Routledge, K. 1917. The bird cult of Easter Island. Folklore 
28:338-355.

——1920. Survey of the village and carved rocks of Orongo, 
Easter Island, by the Mana Expedition. Journal of the 
Royal Anthropological Institute 50:425-451.

——n.d. Field notes.
Salmond, A. 1978. Te ao tawhito: a semantic approach to 

the traditional Maori cosmos. Journal of the Polynesian 
Society 87:5-28.

Seaver Kurze, J. 1997. Ingrained images: Wood carvings from 
Easter Island. Los Osos: Easter Island Foundation.

Skjølsvold, A. 1961. The stone statues and quarries of Rano 
Raraku. In Reports of the Norwegian Archaeological 
Expedition to Easter Island and the Pacific. Volume 
1: Archaeology of Easter Island.  T. Heyerdahl and 
E.N. Ferdon (eds.):339-379. Monograph 24, Vol. 1, 
Monographs of the School for American Research and 
the Museum of New Mexico. London: George Allen and 
Unwin Ltd. 

Thomson, W.J. 1891. Te Pito te Henua, or Easter Island. 
Report of the National Museum of Natural History, 
Washington, D.C.

Van Tilburg, J.A. 1994. Easter Island: Archaeology, Ecology 
and Culture. London: British Museum Press.

——2004. Hoa Hakananai‘a: British Museum object in focus. 
London: British Museum Press.

This article has been peer-reviewed. Received 21 
January 2012; accepted 13 March 2012.

69Rapa Nui Journal Vol. 26 (1) May 2012

Reports and Commentaries

Rapa Nui in Tenerife
Paul Bahn

On the morning of 16 January 2012, a major permanent 
exhibition about Rapa Nui was officially opened at 
Güímar on Tenerife, in Spain’s Canary Islands. Some 
RNJ readers will already be aware that this exhibition 
has been painstakingly created over the past few years 
by Sonia Haoa, and is financed by Fred Olsen. It now 
forms part of Fred’s Ethnographic Park, which comprises 
a museum primarily devoted to the life and theories of 
Thor Heyerdahl, and also the “pyramids” of Güímar, 
which featured so strongly in those theories.  The park 
also features some wonderful botanical specimens from 
these very special islands, as well as interesting old 
photographs and texts describing aspects of the history 
of the Canaries.  There is also a store and a cafeteria.

Sonia’s exhibition, entitled “Rapa Nui. Supervivencia 
Extrema” (Extreme Survival) is housed in a large 
tent-like structure, about 500m square. It lies beside 
an even bigger tent-building, which is to house a 
major permanent exhibit on the subject of navigation, 
especially by Polynesians.  It is hoped that the navigation 
exhibition will open within a few months.

The official opening was attended not only by 
Fred Olsen himself, but also by the mayor of Güímar, 
the governor of Tenerife, and the Chilean consul in 
Tenerife. In addition, a number of islanders were able 
to be present, most notably Yuriko Westermeier Tuki, 
representing the mayor of Rapa Nui; Julio Araki Tepano, 
a municipal councillor; Mahina Lucero Teao, director 
of the mara de Turismo on Rapa Nui; and Ninoska 
Cuadros Hucke, director of CONAF on Rapa Nui. Ludo 
Tuki, another representative of the      mara de Turismo, 
sang and performed a brief dance in front of the moai.

One wall of the navigation building is covered by a 
giant photo of the outer slope of Rano Raraku, with the 
tourists in the photo turned into ancient Rapa Nui figures 
by a painter.  The positioning of the photo is no accident, 
because directly above its top edge the vista continues 
with the spectacular scenery of volcanic mountains in 
the distance as if to form a single image.

In front of this photo stands a life-size accurate copy 
of one of the moai at Ahu Akivi, and to one side is a 
small model of the main petroglyph panel at Papa Vaka.

Inside the Rapa Nui tent itself, the four walls are 
covered with (mostly excellent) photos, drawings, 
maps and texts – all in both Spanish and English. One 
begins with the Pacific context, Polynesian religion, 
and the island’s geology. One then moves on to the 
story of Hotu Matu‘a, social organization, society and 
settlement. The next sections cover the carving of the 
moai and the main theories about their transportation. 
One then moves on to “Drastic changes in scenario”, 
which manages to combine both Flenley’s and the 
Orliacs’ views of what happened to the island’s ecology. 
This is followed by “Conflict”, and “Messengers of the 
Gods” (i.e., the birdman ritual).  Finally, a section of 
particular importance to Sonia, and largely based on 
her own work and research interests, is called “Papa, 
puku and maea: new life in the stone”, and explains 
how the ever-ingenious islanders adapted to the new 
conditions and came up with the idea of extensive 
lithic mulching, together with manavai and various 
other kinds of gardens. Finally, one reaches “Two 
worlds: fatal encounters” (the impact of Europeans), 
then a panel of portrait photos of some present-day 
islanders, and – perhaps most important of all – a last 
panel entitled “Survival of the legacy” which briefly 
examines some of the many dangers of different kinds 
that today threaten the island, its people, and of course 
its archaeological heritage.

The texts are excellent, presenting a great deal of 
important information to the public, but in a way that 
is easy to understand, and also mercifully free of some 
of the more fanciful ideas that have been dogging us in 
the past few years.

In the center of the tent are display cases containing 
the main kinds of wooden carvings from the island, 
as well as a range of stone tools.  There are also large 
columns comprising large color photos, with other color 
photos of the sky hanging horizontally above them.  
Finally, there are two TV screens, back to back, one of 
which shows a dazzling array of photos of the island 
by Micheline Pelletier, and the other showing a film, 
lasting about 20 minutes, which is a superb montage 
of all kinds of subjects, including some of the black 

Paul Bahn   |   Lecturer, Archaeological Institute of America

C´

      

a ´ ´ ´
Cá
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