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

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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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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