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

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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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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