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absTracT

André Leroi-Gourhan (1911-1986) disseminated many 
references to the South Pacific continent in his work, al-
though he was not himself a specialist of Oceania. It would 
be impossible to review these references thematically 
since the facts related to Oceania selected by Leroi-Gour-
han are scattered across his lifetime’s work. Instead I will 
list them here chronologically following three main peri-
ods of Leroi-Gourhan’s life: the pre-war era at the Trocadero 
Ethnography Museum and at the Institute of Ethnology 
of the University of Paris (1925-1936); after his fieldwork 
in Japan (March 1937 to April 1939) with his thesis on the 
Archéologie du Pacifique Nord [Archaeology of the North 
Pacific] (1944) and the publication of Évolution et tech-
niques [Evolution and techniques] (1943-45); and finally 
his teaching period at Lyon (colonial ethnology from 1944 
to 1957) and at the Sorbonne (general ethnology from 1956 
to 1968) where he replaced Marcel Griaule after he passed 
away. I will conclude this overview by presenting three oth-
er researchers with whom he was in contact, in very differ-
ent circumstances, in relation to Oceania: Jean Guiart, Jean 
Poirier and José Garanger. This review of the numerous ref-
erences to Oceania in Leroi-Gourhan’s work will reveal how 
he goes beyond specific examples and how he analyses so-
cieties from a global and extensive perspective. This leads 
to a renewal of the programmatic and methodological am-
bitions related to the study of human beings regardless of 
the specific approach; whether biological or cultural; tech-
nical or aesthetic and symbolic.

Translated from French by Julie Robert and Mathieu Leclerc, including cita-
tions unless otherwise indicated, originals in the French version of the text.
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inTroducTion 
   To explore the relations between “André Leroi-Gourhan and  
Oceania” as I was asked by the organisers of this workshop is for me a 
tricky challenge for two main reasons. Firstly, I am not by any means 
an expert on this vast and largely maritime continent, as they know. 
Secondly, even though Leroi-Gourhan’s thesis was devoted to the 
Northern part of the Pacific region after he had spent two years on 
fieldwork in Japan (March 1937 to April 1939), he actually never set 
foot in the South Pacific.

   Nonetheless, a thorough examination of his work reveals that 
over many decades his courses and lectures, his articles and publica-
tions, are filled with references to examples from this region and that 
his academic and museographic trajectory often crossed with spe-
cialists in Oceania. I will attempt to review the references to Oceania 
in Leroi-Gourhan’s archives and publications and highlight how they 
contributed, or not, to his general views on ethnology, archaeology or 
art history.

   It would be impossible to address this topic thematically since 
these references to Oceania are scattered across Leroi-Gourhan life-
time’s work. I will therefore explore this topic following three chron-
ological sequences: the pre-war era and his time at the Institute of 
Ethnology of the University of Paris (1925 – 1936), then the period 
after his fieldwork in Japan with his thesis on the Archaeology of the 
North Pacific (1944) and the publication of Évolution et techniques 
[Evolution and techniques] (1943-45), and finally his lecturing at Lyon 
(colonial ethnology from 1944 to 1957) and at the Sorbonne (general 
ethnology from 1956 to 1968). I will conclude by presenting his rela-
tionship with three Pacific specialists with whom he was in contact, 
in very different circumstances, in relation to Oceania: Jean Guiart, 
Jean Poirier and José Garanger.

Pre-war era

Institute of Ethnology
   It is appropriate to begin by recalling the origin and the first am-
bitions of the Institute of Ethnology (IE)1. The IE, along with Marcel 
Mauss’ lectures and the first experiences at the Trocadero Ethnogra-
phy Museum (MET) contributes significantly to Leroi-Gourhan’s edu-
cation in Ethnology. This Institute is established in affiliation with 
the University of Paris and with the support of Daladier, Minister of 
the Colonies in 1924, by decree on the 1st of August 1925. The IE: “aims 
to coordinate, organise and develop Ethnological Studies, particularly 
those devoted to the French colonies; to train workers for these stud-
ies; and to publish their work. The Institute can organise fieldwork 
expeditions in the colonies when approved by the Governors. Excep-
tionally, they can organise fieldwork in other regions too; it will have 
the capacity to subsidise publications in the colonies according to 
its resources”. Its head office is located at the Institute of Geography, 
Saint-Jacques Street, Paris (France). 

1 - The handwritten records  
of the minutes of the IE 
Council Meetings and of its 
Steering Committee are  
at the Central Library of the 
National Museum of Natural 
History (ref.: 2AM2). Every 
citation originates from these 
documents.
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   The actions and letters of Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, co-founder of the IE, 
are aligned with these goals:

“Training […] professional ethnologists and also provide the oppor-
tunity for every individual living in the colonies (now or in the fu-
ture) with an interest for ethnographic or linguistic studies to get 
adequate instructions to be able to undertake such studies appro-
priately. Give to those who are interested (future administrators, 
colonial doctors, missionaries, etc.) the tools to record good eth-
nographical observations and adequately take casts, photographs, 
films, phonograms, record languages and texts, etc.”.

   Because of the peculiar political context post world war I during 
which colonial territories are being reallocated, he adds the objective 
of “preventing foreigners from undertaking great ethnological pro-
jects in the French colonies as happened too often in the past. To col-
lect, classify, and study the documents and objects of all kinds related 
to present and past indigenous civilisations. Many of these objects 
are at risk of quickly disappearing or being stolen by foreign ethnog-
raphers”.

   One note kept in the minutes register, explains that the IE 
“is available to Governments and colonial protectorates for any in-
formation on (French or foreign) fieldwork expeditions; the study 
of indigenous races; the conservation and the study of monuments 
and collections; the study of social facts. It will also be responsible 
for establishing scientific relationships (Ethnology, Anthropology, 
etc.) with foreign governments, Institutions, Museums, Academies, 
Learned Societies, etc.”.

Indeed, the work program and the research program are explicitly as 
much scientific as political and institutional.

   It should be noted that the IE curriculum covers Oceania from as 
early as 1925, even if the classes (five lessons per year) are first de-
livered by Jean Przyluski, Professor at the Collège de France and ori-
entalist specialised in Vietnamese studies and Buddhism. He is tem-
porarily replaced in 1940-41 by Father Patrick O’Reilly2 (but only for 
two lessons even though he has a better grasp of Oceania since he did 
fieldwork there in 1936-1937).

   Despite being located at the Institute of Geography, the IE con-
tributes to some exhibitions at the MET. In regard to Oceania, it con-
tributes notably to “Ethnography of New Caledonia” and “Melanesian 
Arts” (collections of Baron Von Huydt) in January 1934, and “Easter 
Island” (Franco-Belgian missions in Oceania) in June 1935. The IE will 
only be transferred to the Trocadéro in 1938 when the latter becomes 
the Musée de l’Homme as part of the “Exposition universelle des arts 
et des techniques” [World exhibition on arts and technology] in 1937.

2 - Patrick O’Reilly 
 (1900-1988) would be the 

secretary of the Society 
 of Oceanists from 1944.
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André Leroi-Gourhan, first essays and works
   Leroi-Gourhan dropped out of school at 14, like the majority of 
young people of that generation, and then studied to become a librari-
an thanks to the classes delivered by the City of Paris. In his spare time, 
he visits the flea market looking for collectible items, and buys some 
from the South Pacific. Eventually these eight3 items will become a 
minute part of his collection that will end up comprising hundreds of 
objects of all sorts – notably cold steel weapons from Africa and ‘Eski-
mo’ items— a testimony of his wide curiosity early on. From 1929 to 
1932, he mentions in his notes an Australian wooden boomerang (5 
francs), a wooden club from New Caledonia and a “seven teeth” wooden 
comb originally thought to be from Africa but originating from The 
Comoros (figure 1). At the time, he frequents the Guimet Museum but 
eventually ends up at the MET where he meets his future mentors: 
George-Henri Rivière for museography, Anatole Lewitsky for the clas-
sification of technologies according to Marcel Mauss, and Doctor Paul 
Rivet for ethnology. Later on, after he comes back from Japan in 1941 
(Soulier 2009, 2012) with new ideas for research, the notes mention 
only a few polished stone axes or adzes from Melanesia, New Guinea, 
New Caledonia, New Zealand or Polynesia4. These purchases convey 
more his interest in axes and adzes technology than Oceania itself.

3 - His notebooks with  
the records of his purchases 
are kept by his descendants 
(private archives) 
 but the archives services  
of the Maison de l’Archéologie 
et de l’Ethnologie (MAE) has 
a digital copy (ref. ALG171_1) 
available for consultation 
with authorisation from 
the assignees.

4 - Every geographic term 
(generic and specific)  
mentioned in this article are 
those used by Leroi-Gourhan 
in his publications. 

Figure 1:
Pacific objects represented 
in André Leroi-Gourhan’s 
notebooks of purchases, 
1929-1932. (Reproduced with 
the generous authorisation
 of the Service des Archives 
de la Maison de l’Archéologie 
et de l’Ethnologie and benefi-
ciaries, from a digital copy 
of private archives)
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   In 1936, Paul Rivet invites Leroi-Gourhan to contribute, like many 
of his collaborators at the MET, to the Encyclopédie française of which 
he edits volume VII devoted to the human species. Leroi-Gourhan is 
responsible for chapters on Europe, the Far East and the Far North. His 
only mention of Oceania is in the general introduction of the chapter 
on “European and modern culture”: Polynesia, as well as Papuans, are 
mentioned as emblematic antipodean references, which serve to rela-
tivise ethnological notions as applicable to the study and observation 
of modern western societies:

“Ethnology is the science of peoples, but mainly the science of 
the culture of peoples. If we present to the French people a general 
picture of Polynesian culture displaying the aesthetic, pottery or 
weapons, it might seem logical to present similarly the modern Eu-
ropean culture. For example, to consider radio transmission and the 
drums as comparable communication means, to identify the suit as 
the typical clothing of indigenous males, and the machine gun as a 
throwing weapon” (Leroi-Gourhan 1936a: 24-18).

   The unusual character of these comparisons allows him to better 
define ethnology since “it becomes clear that ethnology is actually 
the science of primitive civilisations and that we are misleading as 
soon as we try to apply its definition to modern culture. Yet, we are 
able to outline a sketch, something like a summary of ethnology for 
the Polynesians to use since, according to them, we are the Papuans” 
(Leroi-Gourhan 1926a: 24-18). He will later use this approach of revers-
ing perspectives on numerous occasions in his demonstrations.

   The chapter on Oceania from this volume VII is attributed to the 
americanist anthropologist Alfred Métraux, chosen by Rivet to con-
duct a mission to Easter Island in 1934-1935, as indicated previously.

Evolution et techniques
   After his contribution to the Encyclopédie française in which he 
expresses his first ideas about the theorisation of the technological 
approach (Leroi-Gourhan 1936b: 10-3 to 10-16, 12-1 to 12-4), Leroi-Gour-
han leaves for fieldwork in Japan, in the Northern part of the Pacific 
rather than the South. From his two-year mission — March 1937 to 
April 1939 — he gets the topic for his doctoral thesis eventually sub-
mitted in June 1944 (Leroi-Gourhan 1946). Simultaneously, he exten-
sively develops the theoretical aspect of his topic in both volumes of 
Évolution et techniques [Evolution and techniques] (Leroi-Gourhan 
1943, 1945a). Their purpose is essentially to present new avenues for 
research and a new way of conceptualising the evolution of technical 
assemblages that govern and reflect the relations between men and 
nature through their productions. Instead of developing long sections 
on specific areas, he achieves this by using more than 1,200 examples 
to illustrate his arguments, among which 62 are related to the Ocean-
ian area. These examples are from catalogues or museums storages — 
mainly from the Musée de l’Homme — and are used to support a number 
of thematic chapters (elementary means of action on matter, means  
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of transport, manufacturing techniques, acquisition techniques and 
consumption techniques) (figure 2).

   Furthermore, examples from Oceania are used in the first volume 
to illustrate his determination of ‘degrees of fact’ by using the exam-
ple of the spear-thrower using a board or a stick.

Figure 2:
Techniques observed in Oceania and used as examples in the volume Évolution et Techniques 
(1943, 1945a). 2a, 2b, 2c: illustrations by regions; 2d: themes of the chapter (top to bottom: 
elementary means of action on matter; transport; manufacturing techniques; acquisition techniques; 
consumption techniques; legends and position in the book of the figures related to Oceania). 
(Reproduced from original Albin Michel editions)

2 — a

153



2 — b

2 — c
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2 — d
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Post-war era
Institute of Ethnology and Musée de l’Homme
   Familiar with the MET before his assignment in Japan, André 
Leroi-Gourhan naturally gets affiliated to the new Musée de l’Homme 
as soon as he is discharged after his return in 1940. During the writ-
ing of Évolution et techniques he gives many seminars at the So-
ciété des Américanistes and at the meetings of the Institut Français 
d’Anthropologie [French Institute of Anthropology] directed then 
by Maurice Leenhardt. The various topics of his talks are related  
to the themes addressed in Évolution et techniques, e.g., “Variations 
in axes in Eastern Asia” (in 1944), “Ethnology in Asia and Oceania” or 
“Some questions in the archaeology of the Asian Pacific” (in 1945).

Lectures on Oceania at the Institute of Ethnology (IE)
   After the passing of Jean Przyluski in 1944, Pierre Gourou,  
a tropicalist geographer and Vietnam expert, takes over the teaching 
of the course “Ethnography of Southern Asia and Oceania” at the IE 
as soon as 1944-45. However, the following year, Pierre Gourou is not 
available to teach so Leroi-Gourhan ends up replacing him temporar-
ily for the course “Ethnography of Southern Asia and Oceania” (still 
for five classes) while Maurice Leenhardt (Director of the École des 
Hautes Études) is busy lecturing the course “Descriptive Ethnology” 
(30 classes). This is not his area of expertise though so the board of di-
rectors of the IE decides to create a new course for him on Techniques 
(the number of classes he teaches annually on this topic thus increas-
es from one to ten). In 1946-47, Pierre Gourou is back at teaching 
Oceania, Leenhardt still lectures General Ethnology and Leroi-Gour-
han5 is settling in what he calls “comparative technology”, the label 
that will be given to his laboratory in the basement of the Musée de 
l’Homme. The following year Leenhardt and Leroi-Gourhan keep their 
assignments but the courses on Southern Asia and Oceania (still five 
classes) are now assigned to the orientalist Paul Mus who had just 
been appointed Professor in Far East Studies at the Collège de France, 
where he succeeds to Jean Przyluski.
Overall, since the inception of the IE, it is fair to say that the courses 
on Oceania were mostly given by orientalists and linguists special-
ised in continental or insular areas of the North Pacific region.

The issue of race
   The post-war years see heated debates around issues on “human 
races” and the recently established UNESCO organises international 
meetings of scientists. The French Government contributes to the 
discussions by appointing Leroi-Gourhan to edit two fascicules of  
Documentation française on the matter (Leroi-Gourhan 1950a to 
1950b) among other things. After a quick review of the issue, he in-
troduces the concepts of isolation and of population size for potential 
recognition of specific groups, such as Australian Aboriginals:

“modern men only belong to a common species, Homo sapiens,  
but they are divided in three major groups: Black, Yellow and 
White people. These three groups, on large continental landmasses,  

5 - Leroi-Gourhan, Lester 
and Jacques Soustelle (by 

interim) are co-Directors 
of the Musée de l’Homme 

from 1946 to 1951.
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benefit from relative isolation which, for thousands of years, has 
maintained their general characters. […] Human races only show 
very distinctive characters when small groups have been isolated, 
such as the Australians or the Bushmen, who have been under in-
tense pressure from natural selection. Larger populations, on the 
opposite, show variations between individuals which blurs race 
boundaries.” (Leroi-Gourhan 1950b:1)

Leroi-Gourhan teaches in Lyon
   From 1944 to 1957, Leroi-Gourhan teaches courses in colonial eth-
nology in Lyon, first as a Lecturer and then as a Professor. His teach-
ings are aligned with the original objectives of the IE regarding the 
relationships with the colonies of what is still the French Empire. His 
lectures are attended by students in sociology or linguistics but also 
by future executives of the colonial administration or religious mis-
sionaries. This situation is all the more legitimate given his position 
was created in 1942 by the Ministry of the Colonies, is funded by this 
ministry and is not affiliated to an academic professorship (Soulier 
2005: 43-56, 2009: 115-125).

   Leroi-Gourhan’s core conceptions on ethnology and on the pop-
ulations affected by colonisation did not change during his decade 
in Lyon, regardless of who was in the attendance or how he conveyed 
his ideas. Although he favours a humanist approach toward colonised 
populations, inevitably based on an intimate knowledge of their cul-
tures gained through respectful studies, he remains sceptical about 
the actual aim of colonial policies to prioritise human interest over 
economical or strategical benefits (Leroi-Gourhan 1945b).

   It is within this context that the bulk of his lectures and refer-
ences addressed the populations from African colonies, most of them 
without writing systems. He also addressed Far Eastern colonies for 
which written records occasionally go back millennia (Leroi-Gourhan 
1951a). Mentions of the Pacific region remained rare.

   For example, after a quick review of the general aims of ethnology 
during a presentation in front of Catholic missionaries in 19496, he 
mentions the people from the antipodes to help define the discipline 
by detailing the historical progression of sociological research:

“Ethnology is not a science. It is a scientific complex with bounda-
ries forever imprecise and impossible to cover entirely over a single 
lifetime. […] Its scope is only limited by pure convention; it first fo-
cused on ‘primitive’ people: Australians, Papuans; then it addressed 
every ‘non-civilised’ population; then it was realised that the values 
of ‘civilisation’ are quite relative since the investigator himself is 
inevitably the civilised one; so the focus moved to modern Europe. 
Its worth was to show the universal value of human beings, to intro-
duce the idea of respecting cultural forms foreign to the Western 
world.”

6 - Unpublished manuscript, 
MAE archives: ALG90/1/1-
90/2

157



   On the other hand, he uses examples from the Pacific region to 
clearly express his pessimism in regard to the real– and deleterious – 
effects of colonisation, in complete opposition with this ethnological 
theory of ‘universal value of human beings’:

“Can we really boast about results when we completely destroyed 
the bases of local societies, as in Polynesia for example? For the 
missionary, the whole experience concludes in exhausting efforts,  
a few new solid Christians and a drifting maladaptive majority.  
In Melanesia, in New Caledonia for example, can we say that the 
average morality really progressed since we brought the shiny bea-
con of our laws? Cannibalism disappeared, the introduction of pigs 
rendering it to a luxury; the rigorous system of sexual taboos has 
also disappeared: it was linked to the cult of the ancestors and thus 
judged reprehensible by the missionary. Despite all this, it resulted 
for the majority of Canaques in a significant decline of morality”.

   Mixing facts and caustic opinions, he is hence particularly criti-
cal in front of his audience of the objective purposes of the mission-
ary efforts and of colonisation in general.

Ethnology, from theory to practice
   In addition to his lectureship in Lyon or at the IE, Leroi-Gourhan 
establishes ‘Centres’ aimed at linking theory and practice in order to 
help preparing students ahead of their archaeological or ethnograph-
ical fieldworks. In regard to ethnography, he creates the ‘Centre de 
formation aux recherches en ethnologie’ (CFRE: Training centre for 
ethnographical research), hosted as early as 1946 at the Musée de 
l’Homme and endorsed in 1948 by a CNRS ordinance. The centre gives 
priority to students close to finishing their program without field-
work experience and inversely individuals accustomed to fieldwork 
but lacking theoretical background.

   On the 15 trainees for the first year of the CFRE (class of 1946-
1947)7, three were affiliated to the ORSC (i.e., the Office for colonial 
scientific research that later became ORSTOM, then IRD) and spe-
cialised in Oceania: Georges Condominas (technology: navigation), 
Mme Condominas (sociology: ornaments) and Jean Guiart (sociology: 
masks from the New Hebrides). The following year, Annette Laming 
(trainee CNRS-CFRE 1947-1948 and affiliated to Leroi-Gourhan’s 
laboratory) is admitted as a Research Fellow at the CNRS to work on  
a thesis on “the Neolithic and Bronze Age civilisations in the South 
Pacific)”. Eventually the topic of Mme Laming’s research changed so 
this thesis remained unfinished8.

   Meanwhile, Maurice Leenhardt left for New Caledonia in 1947  
to become Director of an Institute for Oceanian studies (Poirier 
1947) and Jean Guiart quickly joined him in the area after accepting  
a position in the New Hebrides. In early 1951, the Board meeting of  
the IE9reports that he:

“has worked relentlessly and with expertise for the last two years 

7 - The list of trainees 
for each year is published 

in the Bulletin du CFRE 
(CFRE Bulletin)

8 - Having worked with 
Fernand Windels in 1948 at 

Lascaux, she undertook  
a thesis on rock art  

with Souriau, 
Professor of Aesthetics 

 at Sorbonne. She finished it 
in 1957 with Leroi-Gourhan.

   9 - Minutes of the Board 
Meeting of the Institute 

of Ethnology, 
February 1st 1951, 

MNHN archives.

158



at the French Institute of Oceania. He established a laboratory in 
ethnology in which the files and samples are admirably organised. 
He was the first to undertake the ethnographical study of the in-
habitants on the Island of Ouvéa, the only island of the New Cale-
donian archipelago with a culture distinct from the surroundings 
and recalling North Melanesia. He undertook significant research 
in the New Hebrides of which he reports in a book that will be the 
first ethnographical monography on the New Hebrides written by  
a French. His observations complement or rectify those made by his 
predecessors. His work on myths, kinships and alliances yield new 
elements which presage an excellent ethnographical volume”.

   If Leroi-Gourhan shows enthusiasm for these first results (as re-
ported in the CFRE Bulletin), he also regrets the general isolation of 
ethnologists during fieldwork:

“It is obvious that strictly individual work efforts should not be 
undertaken anymore. To assign an ethnologist to study the whole 
territory of French Oceania (as it still exists today) is an archaism 
that should not be justified by the scarcity of resources provided by 
the State. His efforts, regardless of their value, will only allow us to 
regret the irremediable loss of a world that had as much value for 
Humanity as any other” (Leroi-Gourhan 1951b: 1).

   Leroi-Gourhan remains adamant that teamwork is fundamental, 
something he values since his pre-war tenure at the MET (Leroi-Gour-
han 1936c) and still puts into practice during his lectures. He cher-
ishes team-working environments in which everybody brings their 
competences and where the opportunity to debate and discuss novel 
situations encountered during fieldwork is given.

   It is around that time that Leroi-Gourhan and the geographer 
Pierre Deffontaines create the journal Revue de géographie humaine 
et d’ethnologie (Journal of Human Geography and Ethnology). In the 
only four issues published in 1948 and 1949, the unique reference to 
the Pacific made by Leroi-Gourhan relates to the debate on the hu-
man settlement in America. He supports the idea that humans arrived 
from the North, across the Bering Strait, rather than from the Ocean-
ian archipelagos.

   In addition to these sparse mentions, Leroi-Gourhan gets the op-
portunity a few years later, during his course “Initiation à la recherche 
ethnologique” [Initiation to ethnographical research], to introduce 
his students to the role of Lucien Lévy-Bruhl (Lévy-Bruhl 1925) in 
understanding a “pre-logic” Australian thought: “He directly influ-
enced Maurice Leenhardt [whose] work on New Caledonia connected 
the work of Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, who has never been in the field, with 
modern sociological thought, [which made it possible to] understand 
Caledonian thought”. Similarly, Leroi-Gourhan mentions the Melane-
sians during one of his courses on technology (Leroi-Gourhan 1956: 
29) when he details nuances related to geographic determinism:
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“In Melanesia, […] there are human groups isolated on their islands 
where they subsist essentially on fishing and agriculture. The pop-
ulation is divided between coastal and inland groups, which repre-
sent in extreme cases two different ethnic entities, exogamous, of-
ten with relations of subordination. Whilst each group is internally 
characterised by individual polyvalence, externally they develop 
complementary economic systems and a techno-economic symbio-
sis based on the exchange of marine and terrestrial resources”.

   This is aligned with what he was already advocating more gener-
ally in La civilisation du renne (1936) [Reindeer civilisation] and in 
various parts of Évolution and techniques (1943-1945), i.e., that the 
behaviours and technologies of a group depend largely on the environ-
mental conditions in which they live.

The sixties and beyond
Gesture and speech
   Leroi-Gourhan publishes many seminal volumes (Leroi-Gourhan 
1965b, 1965c) more than a decade after having replaced Marcel Griau-
le at the Sorbonne following his death in 1956. Among them, both 
volumes of Le Geste et la Parole [Gesture and Speech] (Leroi-Gourhan 
1964, 1965a) represent significant advances (Schlanger 2017) toward 
the more extensive conceptualisation of the ethnographic discipline 
he is aiming to develop. His arguments are aligned with Évolution et 
technique as he connects the similarities between technical and bi-
ological evolutions and enriches them with symbolic and esthetical 
perspectives. In both volumes, examples are cited but regional devel-
opments are not detailed. Thus, Oceania is mentioned on two main oc-
casions in sections about art and territorial structure. In both cases 
the focus is put on symbolic functions (figure 3).

   First, he compares the first graphic representations by prehistor-
ic individuals (Châtelperroniens sticks with hypothetical ‘hunting 
marks’) with Australian

“churingas, stone or wood tablets engraved with abstract designs 
(spirals, straight lines and clusters of dots) and representing the 
body of the mythic ancestor or the places where the myth unfolds. 
Two aspects of the churinga seem relevant to the interpretation of 
Palaeolithic ‘hunting allies’: first, the abstract nature of the rep-
resentation, which as we shall see, is also characteristic of the old-
est known art, and, second, the fact that the churinga concretizes 
an incantatory recitation and serves as its supporting medium, the 
officiating priest touching the figures with the tips of his fingers 
as he recites the words. Thus, the churinga draws upon two sources 
of expression, that of verbal (rhythmic) motricity and that of gra-
phism swept along by the same rhythmic process. Of course, my 
argument is not that Upper Palaeolithic incisions and Australian 
churingas are one and the same thing, but only that among the pos-
sible interpretations, that of a rhythmic system of an incantatory 
or declamatory nature may be envisaged.” (Leroi-Gourhan 1964: 263  
et figure 83)10.

10 - English translation 
from Leroi-Gourhan, A. 1993. 

Gesture and Speech. 
Translated by 

A. Bostock Berger. 
Cambridge: 

MIT Press, p.188.
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   This example of a visual comparison with prehistoric representa-
tions illustrates how symbolic interpretations can be imagined in 
situations where they cannot be understood without an associated 
speech. Leroi-Gourhan’s demonstration goes further when he de-
scribes the analysis of more complex representations associated with 
known mythologies 

“Our life is moulded by the practice of a language whose sounds are 
recorded in an associated system of writing: a mode of expression 
in which the graphic representation of thought is radial is today 

Figure 3:
Pacific examples used 
in Le Geste et la Parole 
(1964, 1965a), illustrations 
and legends written by 
Leroi-Gourhan to represent 
symbolic functions in art and 
territorial structure 
(Reproduced from original 
Albin Michel editions)
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practically inconceivable. […] Behind the symbolic assemblage of 
figures there must have been an oral context with which the sym-
bolic assemblage was associated and whose values it reproduced in 
space […] The same fact is evident in the spiral figures Australian 
aborigines draw on sand as symbolic expressions of the unfolding 
of their myths of the lizards or the honey ant […]. It is still alive in ar-
eas of thoughts that came into being in the early days of linear writ-
ten expression, and many religions offer many examples of spatial 
organization of figures symbolizing a ‘mythological’ context in the 
strict ethnological sense.” (Leroi-Gourhan 1964: 273 et figure 98)11.

   The following chapters also refer to examples from Oceania, when 
the functional aesthetic of an axe from New Guinea (Leroi-Gourhan 
1965a: 132-134) is addressed or when the correspondence between the 
territorial and social structure of a Kanak village is detailed:

“A century of sociology has taught us that the dwelling and, more 
broadly speaking, the habitat, is the concrete symbol of a social sys-
tem. The layouts of the camps of Bushmen or Indians of the Amer-
ican southwest, or of Amazonian or New Caledonian villages […], 
expressing as they do the separations between families and clans 
within the topographical unit, are classic examples. We need only 
turn the pages of the Paris trade directory to realize how closely the 
same rule still applies to a modern city.” 
(Leroi-Gourhan 1965a: 150)12.

To relate ‘exotic’ data with more common situations like this is a prac-
tice used recurrently by Leroi-Gourhan to demonstrate his arguments. 
Lastly, it is worth noting that Maurice Leenhardt is the only specialist 
in Oceania to be cited in the bibliography (Leenhardt 1930 et 1947) in 
Le Geste et la Parole!

A course at the Sorbonne on ‘art without writing’ (1967-1968)
   Leroi-Gourhan refers to objects manufactured by Pacific popula-
tions in his work for the last time during the course he lectures at 
the Sorbonne in 1967-1968 (Leroi-Gourhan 1968a). Ten years after 
having begun to elaborate his analytical method for Palaeolithic rock 
art and only two years after the publication of his broad synthesis 
essay (Préhistoire de l’art occidental; [Prehistory of Western Art]), he 
opts for a new approach to study so-called ‘artistic’ productions. This 
time he takes into consideration recent populations from the five con-
tinents and his bibliography is mainly comprised of seminal works 
(at the time). His examples for Oceania originate from three sources 
(Tischner 1947, Kupka 1962, Guiart 1963) characterised by abundant 
illustrations from fieldwork realised by authors familiar with the ter-
ritories studied.

   Leroi-Gourhan is not trying to define some conceptual signifi-
cation of figured expressions anymore but rather to analyse how the 
artists express themselves plastically within their ethnic groups.  
In order to do this, he relies on his conceptions of technology. He is 
interested mainly in the forms obtained, their proportions and their 

11 - English translation from 
Leroi-Gourhan, 1993: 196.

12 English translation from 
Leroi-Gourhan, 1993: 322.
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modulations, but he also considers the raw materials and the ways 
in which they can be modified. He proposes a descriptive vocabulary 
based on a vast intercontinental comparative effort involving hun-
dreds of artworks. Among them is a selection of about 80 figured  
examples from which a dozen originate from the Pacific region:  
Australia (Arnhem), Solomon Islands, Easter Island, Hawaii, Marque-
sas, New Guinea, New Hebrides (figure 4).

Figure 4:
Pacific examples considered 
by Leroi-Gourhan in his course 
on “art without writing” 
at the Sorbonne (1968a), 
to illustrate his compara-
tive analysis of universal 
techniques in plastic art. 
(Reproduced from the original 
edition of the Institut 
d’Ethnologie).
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   However, regardless of their origin, Leroi-Gourhan considers 
these objects outside space and time. They are only considered based 
on their plastic criteria because the main objective of his essay is not 
to identify territorial zonings or technical evolutions but rather to 
determine and describe plastic expressions in an “objective and uni-
versal” manner. For him,

“The study of art is one of the sources of ethnological research (de-
fined here as the research of what makes every human group par-
ticular in time and space and in connection with its past and the 
neighbouring groups). This course is not an aesthetical attempt 
(still premature), nor a proper history of primitive art (for which 
there is still not enough material), but rather an approach of ‘ele-
mentary practices (pratiques élémentaires)’13 by the means of plas-
tic representation […]. Arts in general (literature, music, modelling), 
explicitly or not, express the most intimate aspects of the ethnic 
personality (cf. strong attachment to folkloric elements in mutat-
ing societies). The ethnology of music borrows interpretative tools 
from general musicology, literature and plastic arts have only been 
addressed by ethnology in their aspects reducible to language 
(method of the “imaginary structures” and of “social anthropology”) 
in the domain of oral myth” (Leroi-Gourhan 1968a: 1)14.

   For Leroi-Gourhan the aim is thus to complete these specific 
methods and even go further by adding a complementary dimension 
to the understanding of human groups. Developing on what he had 
written in Gesture and Speech, he presents to his students the pos-
sible association between these different fields of study, notably on 
the “relationship between manual representation and language: […] 
The knowledge of some oral content does not prevent studying what 
is expressed non-verbally: which is a specific character of manual rep-
resentation […], one of the two ways to express thoughts”. He notes 
here a:

“mutation of the manual representation when transmitted in writ-
ing: from the ‘mythogram’ to the pictogram, the ideogram, the letter 
[…]. Manual representation spread through space (in surface and vol-
ume). Symbols are generally concatenated only by the related oral 
myth (often lost); the meaning and the relations between figured 
symbols can be ambiguous. The analysis of a certain number of sets 
of symbols allow us to develop a mythographic layout that abstract-
ly defines the relations between symbols”. (Leroi-Gourhan 1968a: 2).

associaTe researcHers

   Leroi-Gourhan acquired the qualification required to supervise 
doctoral students in 1956 but during his time at the Sorbonne and 
then at the Collège de France (after 1969), he was part of only a hand-
ful of panels for theses with Oceanian topics:
— Jean Guiart in 1963 for Structures de la chefferie en Mélanésie  
du Sud [Structures of chiefdom in South Melanesia],

13 -  “Elementary practices: 
manifestation of the deepest 

social behaviour: rhythm  
of the gestures, attitudes, 
proportions of the whole 

and its parts, values of 
the intervals, colours,( …)”.

14 In the annexed bibliog-
raphy Leroi-Gourhan cites 

Durand 1960 and 
Lévi-Strauss 1958, 1964 

on respectively 
“imaginary structures” 

and “social anthropology”.
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— Pierre Vérin in 1965 for L’ancienne civilisation de Rurutu (Îles  
australes, Polynésie) [The ancient civilisation of Rurutu (Austral Is-
lands, Polynesia)],
— José Garanger in 1970 for Archéologie des Nouvelles-Hébrides: con-
tribution à la connaissance des Îles du Centre [Archaeology of the 
New Hebrides: contribution to the knowledge for the Central Islands].
— Georges Condominas in 1970, thesis by publications15

— Anne Lavondès in 1973 for La culture matérielle en Polynésie d’après 
les collections archéologiques et ethnographiques du musée de Papeete 
[Material culture in Polynesia based on the archaeological and ethno-
graphical collections at the Museum of Papeete].
— Daniel Frimigacci in 1975 for La préhistoire néo-calédonienne, syn-
thèse des connaissances actuelles [New Caledonian prehistory, cur-
rent state of knowledge].

   Three specialists in Oceania in particular are closely associated 
with Leroi-Gourhan16:

Jean Guiart
   Part of the first cohort of CFRE trainees and student of Maurice 
Leenhardt at the EPHE, Jean Guiart (1925—2019 ) joined Leenhardt in  
Oceania. In 1949 he contributed to the Revue de géographie humaine 
et d’ethnologie [Journal of human geography and ethnology] with an 
article on Australian boomerangs. Jean Guiart also signed an article 
detailing his fieldwork in the last issue of the bulletin in June 1953. 
This article benefitted to the new trainees by illustrating but also 
contrasting Leroi-Gourhan’s ideas. He would succeed Leroi-Gourhan 
as Professor of General Ethnology at Sorbonne-Paris 117 between 1968 
and 1973 before being appointed as Professor of Ethnology at the 
MNHN (1973-1988). He then became Director of the Musée de l’Homme 
at a time that coincided with the last years spent by Leroi-Gourhan at
the Museum, in his Department of Technology located on the ground 
floor of the institution.

Jean Poirier
   Jean Poirier (1921-2009), avid excavator at Arcy during the first 
years, contributed to the management of the site18. He is mentioned 
as one of the three teachers at the CFRE and contributes to the Bul-
letin du CFRE (Poirier 1951, 1953). Active member of the Société des 
Océanistes [Society of specialists in Oceania], he published numer-
ous articles in the Journal de la Société des Océanistes, including a 
review of the Revue de géographie humaine et d’ethnologie directed by 
Leroi-Gourhan and Deffontaines in 1948-1949.

   As a law specialist, he trained executives of the colonial admin-
istration and was the main author of the volumes of l’ethnologie de 
l’Union française [Ethnology of the French Union] published by PUF 
(French Academic Press) in 1953 and co-authored by Leroi-Gour-
han (Leroi-Gourhan & Poirier 1953a and b). As he related himself,  
the editors insisted for adding a renowned co-author to his work for 

15 - See the tribute from 
Leroi-Gourhan that is a repeat 
of his comment at the thesis 
defence: Leroi-Gourhan A. 
(1982), “Sacrifice rituel en 
Sorbonne [Ritual sacrifice 
at Sorbonne]”, Orients pour 
Georges Condominas. Paris: 
Sudestasie/Privat, p. 25-28.

16 -After this first generation 
of specialists in Oceania  
contemporaneous of 
Leroi-Gourhan, it is worth 
mentioning the name of  
Pierre Lemonnier (born in 
1948). Founding member  
of the “Techniques & cul-
ture” team in 1980, heavily 
influenced by the work of 
Leroi-Gourhan following 
Robert Cresswell, he was the 
Director of the research team 
“Identité et transformations 
des sociétés océaniennes 
[Identity and transformations 
of Oceanian societies]” 
(Paris). Collaborating with 
Maurice Godelier, he is a 
member of the Centre de 
recherche et de documenta-
tion sur l’Océanie [Re-
search and documentation 
research centre for Oceania] 
(CNRS-EHESS-Université de 
Provence, Marseille). 
Specialist in ethnology and 
anthropology of techniques, 
he led many anthropological 
comparative investigations 
in Papua-New Guinea. 

17 - The courses on ethnology 
according to Leroi-Gourhan 
are given by Robert Cresswell 
at Paris V and by Hélène 
Balfet at Aix-en-Provence.

18 - Arcy-sur-Cure  
(France-Yvonne) is the vast 
site where Leroi-Gourhan  
and his collaborators 
developed, from 1949 to 
1963, a new way to conceive 
prehistoric archaeology 
that privileges the ethno-
logical perspective over the 
chrono-geologic 
sedimentation.
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commercial purposes. So Leroi-Gourhan, freshly promoted as ‘Profes-
seur des Universités’ at Lyon, ended up associated with the work to 
which Georges Condominas and André-Georges Haudricourt also con-
tributed. Poirier succeeded Leroi-Gourhan at Lyon from 1957 to 1958 
before being appointed as Professor at the University of Madagascar.

   In 1968, Jean Poirier19 invited Leroi-Gourhan to write an article 
for his Encyclopédie d’Ethnologie générale [Encyclopedia of general 
ethnology] published in the collection ‘La Pléiade’. The broad and the-
oretical perspective of this article allowed Leroi-Gourhan to entangle 
the different fields and methods of social sciences — ethnology, eth-
nography, anthropology, sociology - and some of its trending themes 
at the time — economy, aesthetic, linguistic, musicology, structural-
ism, technology, etc. It is worth noting that the only human group 
mentioned was once again from the antipodes — geographic and tech-
nic —, i.e., the Papuans: “Alas I believe that there will never be Papuans 
ever again. This is immensely regrettable for the Papuans themselves 
but also because it represents an impoverishment of the human col-
lectivity” (Leroi-Gourhan 1968b: 1824). For Leroi-Gourhan, the rich-
ness of human culture comes from its diversity and the wide range of 
behaviours in relation to other human beings and the environment. 
Jean Poirier contributed to Leroi-Gourhan’s festschrift in 1973 with  
a methodological paper (Poirier 1973).

José Garanger
   José Garanger (1925-2006), trainee at the CFRE and excavator 
at Arcy at the beginning of the sixties, is certainly Leroi-Gourhan’s 
disciple who had the most significant influence on archaeology in 
the Pacific region. His impact is similar in scope to what Georges  
Condominas achieved in Southeast Asia a decade earlier. Because of 
his rather mild interest for ethnology (particularly linguistic)20, José 
first undertook a thesis in prehistory with Leroi-Gourhan on a clas-
sic topic: “Les structures d’habitat au Paléolithique dans le Sud-Ouest  
de la France [Dwelling structures of the Palaeolithic in the Southwest 
of France]”. His career path drastically changed in 1962 when he was 
strongly encouraged by Leroi-Gourhan to leave for Polynesia where 
Jean Guiart wished to appoint a fieldwork archaeologist combining 
archaeology and ethnology. Garanger later acknowledged Leroi-Gour-
han’s positive influence by also contributing to his festschrift with  
a chapter describing his work on Roy Mata (Garanger 1973).

   José Garanger’s itinerary would eventually join Leroi-Gourhan’s 
path in a two-step process. First, his thesis marked the beginning of 
a chain of events that eventually led to his return in France via ter-
tiary teaching at Nanterre from 1969 to 1977. That year he left the 
CNRS to be appointed Lecturer at the University. The members of his 
team in Oceania (attached to the RCP 259 “ethno-histoire de l’Océanie” 
[ethno-history of Oceania], directed alternatively by Jean Guiart,  
André-Georges Haudricourt and José Garanger himself) then merged 
with the ERA 52 (CNRS-Collège de France) directed by Leroi-Gourhan. 

19 - Jean Poirier was then  
still the Director of the  

Department of Human Scienc-
es at the University of  

Madagascar. He was subse-
quently forced to leave and 

go teaching in Nice following 
the social movements and 

contestation against the 
French influence (personal 

communication, Jean Poirier).

20 - Personal communication, 
José Garanger., June 2001
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This incited Leroi-Gourhan to apply for changing the status of the 
team to a “Laboratoire associé” [Associated Laboratory], which was 
granted in 1976-1977 under the name LA 275. Through these chang-
es José Garanger managed to maintain a distinct research team inde-
pendent from the linguists and ethnologists: the ERA 859 “préhistoire 
de l’Océanie” [prehistory of Oceania]. José Garanger became Professor 
of Prehistory at the Université de Paris 1 in 1980 and eventually, the 
members of his team merged with LA 275 in 1982 as Leroi-Gourhan 
was forced to retire. José Garanger then became the sole director a 
year later and paid tribute to his ‘boss’ in the introduction of the ac-
tivity report (1984-1985) for the laboratory, published in 1986.

   Lastly, it is worth highlighting as an anecdote the differential 
treatment between Australia and Oceania in the editions of 1965 and 
1992 of the Préhistoire [prehistory] volume from the Nouvelle Clio Col-
lection at PUF. The first edition, edited by André Leroi-Gourhan at a 
time when José Garanger had just left for Oceania, addressed Oceania 
very succinctly through the contribution of the Americanist Annette 
Laming-Emperaire. In 1992, José Garanger was named editor of the 
new edition on a de facto basis, given that he had been the Director 
of the Laboratory of Prehistoric Ethnology for a decade, after having 
succeeded to Leroi-Gourhan.
The theme of this new edition was La préhistoire dans le monde 
[World prehistory] so logically, it was more voluminous than the 1965 
edition and Oceanian matters were a lot more detailed, with maps and 
drawings of artefacts included.

conclusion

   Even if this review presented numerous references to techniques 
and behaviours of Oceanian populations in the work of Leroi-Gourhan, 
it remains obvious that he was not a specialist of Oceanian regions. 
That being said, one could argue that in fact he was not a specialist 
of any particular region from any other continent around the world. 
Accordingly, none of his publications address a specific region, to the 
exception of his thesis largely devoted to Japan and for which he spent 
two years there in 1937-1939. Even in Archéologie du Pacifique nord 
he considers Japan within its international context, from the Siberian 
and Far-Eastern regions of Asia to the Far North American landmass. 
His objective remained essentially to consider a new way of observing 
and characterising the discernible modalities of the cultural trajec-
tories of technical influences. His few real monographs focused on 
archaeological sites that had already been excavated and therefore 
addressed only limited areas. They were also mostly concentrating 
on methodological and programmatic arguments. Truly, the essential 
characteristic of the seminal work of Leroi-Gourhan was to promote 
a renewal of the ambitions, perspectives and methods related to the 
study of human beings, regardless of the approach; biological or cul-
tural; technical or aesthetic and symbolic. This goal was the common 
thread at the core of his work and the populations from Oceania, along 
with many others, were naturally integrated into it.
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absTracT

This chapter, dedicated to ancient Oceanic funerary prac-
tices, analyses the developing themes and approaches 
taken by XXth century archaeologists to study burials and 
behaviours to cope with death and the dead. It draws on 
10 case-studies, consisting of field work undertaken be-
tween 1938 and 1985, whose publications describe groups 
of burials and present a ‘social’ or ‘ideological’ interpre-
tation. Works published between 1950 and 1970 utilised 
the characteristics of burials as a means of discussing the 
culture history of the region, and/or to reconstruct the so-
cial structure of a “burying” population. This latter theme 
was the subject of important developments from the 1960s 
on and above all during the 1980s. In parallel, during the 
course of the 1960s there was renewed interest in analy-
sis of funerary ideology along with growing collaboration 
between archaeologists and biological anthropologists. 
These last were mainly oriented towards detailed study of 
the living conditions of these populations at the expense 
of the funerary procedures and the treatment of the dead. 
Questions of funerary ideology were not usually consid-
ered during the XXth century. They came into their own 
only at the end of the 1990s, using new conceptual tools 
and the methodology of archaeothanatology.

Translated from French by Matthew Spriggs, including citations, originals  

in French version of the text.
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Biological anthropology, 
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inTroducTion

   How do archaeologists reconstruct and interpret the past burial 
practices of Oceania? How do they use them to define ancient cultures 
and historical trajectories in the Pacific zone? Ancient burials have 
been observed since the earliest archaeological work carried out in 
the region at the turn of the twentieth century. But their “paleoeth-
nographic” significance (in the sense of Leroi-Gourhan, cf. Soulier 
2015, 2018) was not truly recognized at the time, between a mere 
mention and use as an “artifact” equivalent to pottery. For example, 
Father Meyer only reported that there were burials of an adult and 
a child at the site of Reber-Rakival on Watom, New Britain, in Papua 
New Guinea (Meyer 1910). Father Suas reported the discovery of two 
or three burials under blocks of stones at Olal on Ambrym, Vanuatu 
(Suas 1902:593) which he interpreted according to the dominant par-
adigm of the time in terms of migratory waves and successive races 
(Dotte-Sarout 2017). He observed a change in the forms of burial and 
the placement of bodies between an ancient period and the present 
which he considered as evidence of an earlier people, different from 
those of today (Suas 1918). Formerly, the deceased were buried in a 
crouched position in small circular pits, while at the time of his resi-
dence they were given extended burials in pits 30 to 40 cm deep.

   Beyond issues of skull collecting, migration and race studies 
whose historiography and epistemology have already been studied 
(see Douglas & Ballard 2008; Howes 2011; Melander 2017), this chap-
ter explores another side of the study of human remains: that of the 
context of their placement in the ground. Its objective is to measure 
the development of themes and approaches exhibited in the work of 
twentieth-century archaeologists in studying burials and the funer-
ary behaviours of ancient Oceanic societies. This area of research is 
less understood and has only recently been addressed in archaeology. 
In fact, Anglo-American researchers in the 1960s-70s started to devel-
op “social” interpretations (Binford 1971; Saxe 1970; Chapman 1987) 
that had earlier, in the 1930s, been considered of little interest (Bartel 
1982; Rakita & Buikstra 2005). In France, “burial became an object of 
study in itself” in the same period of the second half of the twentieth 
century (Lauwers & Zemour 2016: 15). Funerary studies undertaken 
by prehistorians (e.g. Bottet 1950; Leroi Gourhan et al. 1962) paved 
the way to the development of an ‘archaeothanatology’ or an ‘archae-
ology of death’ (in the sense of Boulestin & Duday 2005:28). Thanks to 
new concepts, principles and methods of excavation and field record-
ing developed in the 1970s and 1980s, studies of burial in France rely 
today on a detailed analysis of funerary acts and, more broadly, of the 
relation of the living to the dead and to death (Leclerc 1975; Duday & 
Masset 1987; Duday et al. 1990, 2014; Duday 2009; for histories see 
Knüsel & Robb 2016; Zemour 2016).

173



   This chapter examines more specifically the interpretations  
proposed by anglophone and francophone archaeologists and biolog-
ical anthropologists1 during the development of institutional and 
professional archaeology in the Pacific Islands, from the 1930s to the 
1980s (Kirch 2017). It is based on the analysis of 10 examples selected 
from the archaeological literature, which provide a description of bur-
ial assemblages and a “social” or “ideological” interpretation of the ob-
servations made. These consist of fieldwork carried out between 1938 
and 1985 and published between 1950 and 2010. The 10 case-studies 
are presented in chronological order in the chapter’s first part. The 
second part discusses the funerary approaches and interpretations of 
the various authors and evaluates changes over time.

case sTudies

Kenneth P. Emory, Hawaii, 1938-1940, (Buck 1957: 570-571)
   Exceptional burial assemblages but also more ordinary burials 
have been brought to light in several islands in Oceania, since the 
early development of prehistoric archaeology in the first half of the 
twentieth century in Hawaii and New Zealand. In 1938, Kenneth P. 
Emory initiated large-scale archaeological excavation of coastal buri-
als in the Mokapu Dunes on Oahu, Hawaii, following occasional discov-
eries made there at the end of the nineteenth century (Bowen in Snow 
1974:131). More than 300 burials were discovered during three years 
of excavation (1938-1940). However, due to events related to World 
War II, the results were never published (Quigley 2001), with the ex-
ception of a short summary that emphasized the burial positions and 
the ornaments associated with deceased:

“skeletons of women and children, among those of men, and burial 
in both the extended and flexed positions. Ornaments were found, 
chiefly the Lei palao hook in bone, stone, and shell, indicating early 
stages in the development of the ornament. Bones of pig, dogs and 
birds were also found with the skeletons” (Buck 1957:570-571).

Roger Duff, New Zealand, 1942-1949 
(Duff 1950, 1956, 1977; Trotter 1975)
   Discovered at the same time, in 1939, the burials at Wairau Bar 
(New Zealand), which were attributed to the “Moa hunter Culture “2 are 
particularly spectacular (Duff 1950, 1956, 1977; Trotter 1975). Roger 
Duff (1956:32-82) noted thanks to the examination of some 40 burials 
excavated between 1942 and 1949, the high frequency of bodies depos-
ited face-down, the removal of the skull and other bones (sometimes 
in large numbers), the re-burial of some skeletons, the presence of a 
wooden container in at least one case, covering of the graves with flat 
pebbles or gravel, and the presence of particularly rich grave goods, 
including various ornaments in whale ivory, sperm whale, porpoise 
and moa bone and stone, argillite and nephrite adzes and moa eggs 
(figure 1). As shown by the description of Grave B4 (Duff 1956:41-42), 
that of a man lying on his belly, grave goods were found on the upper 
part of the fill and adjacent to the body:

1 - The modern term  
of biological anthropology is 
used here in the broad sense 
to designate all studies relat-

ed to biology and  
bio-archaeology of human 

skeletons found in  
archaeological contexts.

2 - The earliest period  
of New Zealand prehistory 

(Duff, 1950), now dated  
as beginning about 1288-1300 

AD (Higham et al 1999).
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“[the] upper layer (…) [contained] (…) numerous flint flakes, flakes 
from argillite adzes and broken moa bones (…). Eight large flat wa-
ter-worn stones were found to be placed in a line towards the bot-
tom of the layer as a covering for the burial. Under the largest stone, 
immediately above the pelvis, a moa egg was found broken (…) and 
intermingled with seal or dog vertebrae. Approximately above the 
left hand were seven uniform ‘whale-tooth’ units in moa bone. (…)  
a set of 23 uniform units, also of moa bone found scattered round 
the neck (…). Four adzes were found with the burial”.

   Duff (1956) compared his observations with ethnohistoric3 de-
scriptions of New Zealand and Easter Island and observed differenc-
es between eighteenth century Maori funeral practices and those 
at Wairau Bar. He takes into account the social dimension of funer-
al practices and concluded that the burials he brought to light were 
those of a hierarchical society, where women and children had little 
importance:

“It is generally not difficult excavating to distinguish between the 
carefully placed bones of the male of rank, with his burial offerings, 
including the moa egg water bottle, and the trussed bones of a wom-
an or a young person of no particular rank, bundled without ceremo-
ny into the smallest possible grave”(Duff 1956: 58). 

Robert Suggs, Marquesas Islands, 1956-1957 (Suggs 1961)
   Robert Suggs (1961) presents a study of archaeological funerary 
contexts oriented by three directions of analysis: cultural origin, the 
structure of the society and its religion. Suggs undertook archaeo-
logical excavations on Nuku Hiva in the Marquesas during two field 
seasons in 1956 and 1957-1958. He described placement of human 

Figure 1:
Burial n°5 of Wairau Bar 
(New Zealand), after R. Duff 
(Moas and man, part II, 
Antiquity, 1950, vol 
24, issue 94, pp 72-83, 
https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0003598X00022961).

3 - This term refers to all writ-
ten information produced by 
European observers (accounts 
by travelers, missionaries and 
ethnographers) as opposed 
to descriptions from Oral 
traditions recounted by local 
informants
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remains in built structures, in caves and trees, and above all diverse 
primary and secondary burials in settlements. He compared them to 
those of Wairau Bar (Duff 1956), the only well-documented burials in 
Polynesia at the time. He observed differences in orientation and in 
position of individuals and noted that the ornaments and grave goods 
were different, being more abundant and more frequent at Wairau 
Bar than on Nuku Hiva. He concluded there was a possible difference 
of cultural origin between the two regions: “The grave goods placed 
with the male Moa Hunter burials contrast sharply with those of 
the Marquesan burials, which seem naked by comparison (...) which 
indicate a possible difference in source for the two cultures” (Suggs 
1961:172). He defends the hypothesis of a local cultural evolution of 
Marquesan culture: “the complex and varied Polynesian burial cus-
toms seem to have been a part of the heritage carried to the Marque-
sas by the Polynesian discoverers” (Suggs 1961:168).

   Suggs connected the various treatments of the dead and associ-
ated grave goods with the social status that the deceased had in their 
lifetime. Concerning the graves at Ha’atuatua, he declared: “Burials 
32, 33, and 34 are all of individuals possessing status (…) Their head 
had all been removed” and “Burial 15 at NHaa 1 was a young woman, 
obviously of some importance, who had been interred with a male tro-
phy head” (Suggs 1961: 168). And, beyond this, he linked the observed 
practices to the belief system: 

“ancestral cult practices, involving the preservation of the skull of 
the dead, were part of the earliest culture of Marquesas. They also 
demonstrate that at that time the concept of the head as repository 
of individual mana had already developed in Polynesia. (…). We can 
also infer the presence of cult places, separate from house areas, in 
which the skulls were deposited” (Suggs 1961: 171). 

Robert Bowen, Hawaii, 1957 (Bowen 1961, Bowen in Snow 1974: 
129-148)
   Supplementing the information obtained by Emory at Mokapu, 
further salvage excavations were conducted in 1957 by Robert Bowen 
who discovered 116 additional burials4 (Bowen 1961; Bowen in Snow 
1974:129-148). In his Master’s thesis undertaken at the University of
Hawaii (Bowen 1961), he presents the archaeology of the site, the buri-
als and funeral practices. A summary of his funerary archaeology was 
published as an appendix to a book on the biological anthropology of 
the site, and sought to assess the role of lifestyle, culture and physical 
environment on the skeletal morphology of the ancient Polynesians 
of Mokapu (Snow 1974). 

   Bowen described in detail the pits, the position and orientation 
of the bodies, observed the manipulation of bones, artefacts and oth-
er related objects, and traces of body containers. Following the logic 
of the funerals, he revealed a simple mortuary protocol where the de-
ceased - man, woman or child - were buried very shortly after death,  
in an flexed position,on the back or side, with the mouth frequently 

4 - 355 other burials  
were found in 1982-1983 

 in Keopu 
 (Kona, Hawai’i Island), 

which provided  
additional information  

on this Hawaiian tradition  
of coastal burial in the sand 

dunes (Han et al. 1986).
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open (which he considered to be done by the gravediggers), usually 
without ornaments but sometimes with animals (piglets, chickens, or 
fish), possibly wrapped in a perishable container or associated with 
perishable materials. Through comparisons with ethnohistorical data, 
he saw these burials as those of ordinary people. Bowen also observed 
some special cases of multiple burials, secondary burials and “looted” 
burials for the latter of which he presented the following description 
and interpretation:

“in this case, the complete body and articulated body, lacking ap-
pendages, lay on the back, with the head turned sharply to the left. 
All long bones of both arms and legs had been removed and frag-
mented and lay in a pile on the right side of the body. The pile con-
tained the distal and proximal ends of both femora, the distal and 
proximal ends of the right humerus, and the proximal ends of the 
radii. As with the first burial, most of the pile consisted of unworka-
ble fragments. The patellae could not be identified; they either were 
missing or had been fragmented. The articulated hands and feet 
lay in what may have been natural positions on top of the body. One 
hand was next to the left side of the face and the other lay on the 
chest. Both feet were in the abdominal area. (….) the body may have 
been desiccated when uncovered by vandals, requiring dissection,
or it may have been sufficiently decomposed so that no cutting was 
necessary” (Bowen 1974: 145).

Yosihiko H. Sinoto, French Polynesia, 1962-1965 (Emory & Sinoto 
1964, Sinoto 1963, 1966a et 1966b)
   For Yosihiko Sinoto, the burials, which he investigated on his 
own or with Emory in 1962- 1963 on Maupiti and 1964-1965 in the 
Marquesas, constitute elements of material culture in the same way 
as the objects they contained. He utilised their characteristics to re-
construct the pattern of settlement of Polynesia (Sinoto 1963, 1966a). 
For example, he stated: 

“On the island of Maupiti the Bishop Museum Tahitian Archaeologi-
cal Expedition in June 1962 excavated a burial of an adult male with 
accompanying ornaments, adzes, and fishhooks. Because the forms 
of the artefacts differed from the historic Tahitian forms and were 
so nearly identical to those artefacts which the earliest settlers of 
New Zealand buried with their dead, they confirmed an East Polyne-
sian derivation of the archaic Maori culture”(Emory & Sinoto 1964: 
143). 

   Similarity in the position and orientation of the deceased and dis-
tribution of ornaments and other associated objects (whale tooth pen-
dants, perforated human teeth, perforated discs of mother-of-pearl, 
“magic stones”, pearlshell fishhooks, and basalt adzes) encouraged 
him to see a close relationship between the Society Islands and New 
Zealand. At Maupiti as at Wairau Bar:

“The two skeletons (…) were in extended positions on their back, fac-
es turned to the side, and oriented with heads toward the south-east 
(…). Beside one of these skeletons were four adzes, two whale-tooth 
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ornaments, a trolling-hook shank, and two “fetish” stones. Covering 
the pelvis were found another trolling-hook shank and a (…) whale-
tooth ornament” (Emory & Sinoto 1964: 147-148).

   Sinoto does not propose an analysis of the observed variations 
within the same site or region (Hane and Maupiti), despite the dis-
covery of a significant number of human and animal burials with 
remarkable arrangements (Bishop Museum archives).5 His interpreta-
tion is sometimes related to the cause or circumstances of death. For 
instance, a burial pit at Hane in the Marquesas containing the bodies 
of 19 men, women and children with no trace of violent death, stacked 
in two levels and surmounted by a stone statue in tuff, was said to have 
resulted from an epidemic or an accident (Sinoto 1966b: 292-293).

Jose Garanger, Vanuatu, 1963-1967 (Garanger, 1966, 1972, 1975, 
1976, 1979, 1997)
   Between 1963 and 1967, José Garanger uncovered nearly 120 
graves in the regions of Efate and Tongoa in central Vanuatu, when 
he excavated in 15 funerary and/or religious sites (Valentin et al. 
2009). These burials and burial complexes revealed a wide variety of 
arrangements: from simple burial without ornaments to a multiple 
burial with more than 40 individuals in various positions and modes 
of deposition. On Mele Islet, for example, he discovered a young wom-
an buried on her back with the forearms flexed on her chest, holding
a bird in her hands. A newborn in foetal position and covered with red 
ochre had been placed between her feet (Garanger 1972:34).

   Garanger did not directly interpret the exposed burials. He left 
that task to his local interlocutors. They proposed to interpret the 
variations of orientations and burial position according to “social” 
criteria: foreigners would have a different orientation than local 
people, and certain individuals (sorcerers, clairvoyants) belonging 
to the local group would have been buried in positions different to 
those of other individuals (Garanger 1966:63-64). The oral traditions 
explained the orientations of the graves of the southwest region of 
Efate (Mele, Mangaasi, Retoka and Lelepa) which, despite their diver-
sity, converge towards a unique geographical point considered as the 
point of departure of the dead rather than any other possible ethnic/
cultural differences (Garanger 1972:36; Garanger 1997:329). Local 
oral tradition, combined with other ethnohistoric data, also explains 
the funeral rites and unequal distribution of ornaments in the Retoka 
site, the burial place of the local culture hero Roi Mata (see Garanger 
1972:58-77 for a detailed description of this discovery) and allows a 
reconstruction of the course of the ceremony (figure 2):

“One first dug an area of more than one hundred square metres 
to about thirty centimetres depth. One uncovered a pit of equal 
depth and six square metres in area. In this pit was placed an up-
right stone in front of which was placed the body of Roy Mata6. Be-
tween his legs, a packet containing the bones of a complete skeleton  
(a secondary burial) was deposited. Next was deposited to his right 

5 - I thank Guillaume Molle 
(ANU) for bringing this  

collection of photographs  
to my attention.

6 - The translation follows  
the Garanger spelling; 

the spelling in use today 
is Roi Mata.
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Roy Mata’s Atavi [spokesman], drugged by a strong dose of kava (...). 
Before this pit was closed a human couple, a pig and a young wom-
an were deposited (...) the young woman was laid at the feet of Roy 
Mata (...). Further volunteers to take part in the journey to the af-
terlife lay on the ground. The men fell asleep, the women embracing 
them. Perhaps strangled at the last moment?” (Garanger 1979).

   Garanger also identified perishable items used during the cere-
monies. He observed the existence of clothing or a shroud enveloping 
the pelvis and the lower limbs by analysing the spatial distribution 
of deposits of red ochre in burials on the Mele Islet (Garanger 1972: 
117). He noted that ornaments, necklaces, armbands, and belts were 
part of the clothing of the dead. He also showed that amulets, protect-
ed in packets (indicated by traces of red ochre), were associated with 
the bodies at Retoka, (Garanger 1972: 50, 118) and that the second-
ary burials were wrapped tightly in perishable containers (Garanger 
1972: 63).

   The analyses of the burials also allowed him to discuss Pacific 
settlement. For this he relied not only on the ornaments and funer-
ary arrangements but also on the forms of burial and the notion of 
“accompanying deaths” (in the sense of Testart 2004) to demonstrate 
relations between the Centre of Vanuatu and islands further north 
(Garanger 1972:129). He wrote:

“The ‘magic stones’, associated with the recent burials in the cen-
tre of the archipelago, have never been reported in New Zealand, al-
though they are known in the graves of Maupiti (...). These magic 
stones are more characteristic of the islands located in the north 

Figure 2: Reconstitution of 
Roy Mata burial complex by 
Maurice Hardy CNRS UMR 
7041 (after Garanger 1979).:
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of the archipelago (...). We found only one adze (...), while they are 
abundant in all the ancient burials of New Zealand (...) Secondary 
burials ‘in packages’ are known in New Zealand and are everywhere 
in Oceania. The multiple burials, comprising individuals sacrificed 
to accompany the deceased, have never been reported in Polynesia 
(...). This practice, to the contrary, was common in the north of the 
archipelago, in Maewo and Aoba as also in the south of the Solomon 
Islands” (Garanger 1972:129). 

Janet Davidson, Tonga, 1964 (Davidson 1969)
   The excavations conducted in 1964 by Janet Davidson in two buri-
al mounds on Tongatapu (‘Atele, Tonga), on the other hand, broke with 
the research traditions devoted to cultural definitions and the study 
of Pacific settlement. They were intended to only document ancient 
funerary practices in Tonga and to verify the hypothesis formulated 
by McKern (1929) that there was a relationship between burial and 
infilling made of white sand. Davidson (1969) described the mounds, 
devoid of a central vault, built up over time, death after death. Individ-
uals were placed in pits filled with white sand (according to varying 
percentages: from absence to total filling) sometimes marked with 
discoloration attributed to the decomposition of the bodies in vege-
tal containers of Tapa, usually laid out on their back but with a wide 
range of orientations and positions of the upper limbs. The many suc-
cessive burials, usually individual, are those of adults and children. 
Davidson, who took a particular interest in the population being bur-
ied, does not describe any variation according to the sex of the de-
ceased but notes variation according to age at death, and notices an 
aged-distribution that she deems unusual: “the population structure 
appears to be unusual for this site [To-At-1], with a high child mortali-
ty rate” (Davidson 1969: 262).

   Davidson proposed an interpretation of the observed facts by 
making comparisons with ethnohistoric data. She concluded that the 
two mounds were the burial places of ordinary people because the ex-
cavated mounds did not display a central vault unlike mounds dedi-
cated to the elites described in the traditions. However, according to 
the archaeologist:

“Little can be said about the groups using the mounds. Again, his-
torical research may produce evidence about Tongan social struc-
ture which would provide a clue as to the identity of the groups (…). 
The apparent evidence for continuity of burial practice at each site 
suggests that each was used by members of one social group who 
were acquainted with the practices relating to each mounds” 
(Davidson 1969: 283).

Foss Leach & Helen Leach, New Zealand, 1969-1972 (Leach & Leach 
eds. 1979)
   Sixteen human burials and a dog burial were revealed at  
Palliser Bay, New Zealand, during an extensive archaeological pro-
gram of excavations, led between 1969 and 1972 by Foss and Helen 
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Leach and with the collaboration of biological anthropologist Doug-
las Sutton when burials were discovered (Leach & Leach 1979). The 
archaeologists described in detail the orientations, positions of the 
deceased and the mode, primary or secondary, of the interments. They 
examined the arrangement of the bones, including the opening of the 
mouth, in regard to decomposition of the corpse. They had questions 
on the cause of death of individuals, and on the relationship between 
burials and associated structures (Leach & Leach 1979a: 205-213). 
They indicated for example that:

“This was the body of an adult female and was clearly a secondary 
burial. It appeared that the body had been only partly decomposed 
because sesamoid bones were present in the knee joints which were 
still in articulation. On the other hand sufficient dismemberment 
had taken place, so that a number of bones were missing, includ-
ing most of the chest area and the right humerus. (…) the mandible, 
while still in articulation, had been forced open to an unnatural an-
gle. Just how or why this was done is not known; however, the act 
of forcing the mouth open in this manner was obviously of some 
importance” (Leach & Leach 1979a: 205). 

   They reconstructed a dynamic protocol comprising several differ-
entiated actions: inhumation, exposure of the deceased on a platform, 
exhumation and secondary deposition. The authors used regional 
comparisons to underline the unique diversity of the burial positions 
used by the prehistoric gravediggers. These positions are interpreted 
as testifying to a high degree of individuality and thus a non-strat-
ified society (Leach & Leach 1979b: 269). An evolution of attitudes 
towards the dead and their location in space is remarked upon by the 
archaeologists who note a spatial closeness between shell middens, 
dwellings and burials, a practice not existing today in contemporary 
Maori society. This proximity symbolized, according to the authors,  
a social continuity between the dead and the living:

“a strong supposition is that members of the family unit were bur-
ied close to one another, in that way maintaining social proximity 
after death. (…) this community buried their dead within the village, 
close to structures connected with their daily life. This knowledge 
of proximity must have operated as a reminder of their deceased rel-
atives and the links between life and death” (Leach & Leach 1979b: 
267).

Foss Leach & Janet Davidson, Solomon Islands, 1977-1978 
(Leach & Davidson 2008)
   In the same decade, in 1977-1978, Janet Davidson and Foss Leach 
carried out excavations on the Polynesian Outlier of Taumako in the 
Solomons, with the objective of linking “archaeological observations” 
to “Polynesian culture” (Leach & Davidson 2008:4-6). They discovered 
200 burials at the Namu site and commented on a burial practice con-
sisting of simple inhumation, very similar from one individual to an-
other but with a great diversity of ornaments whose nature and abun-
dance varied from burial to burial. Based on the idea that the deceased 
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were buried in accordance with their social status during life, Leach 
and Davidson interpreted the observed differences between men and 
women and between adults and children as a sign of a stratified soci-
ety:

“The people at Namu were buried with many ornaments and other 
objects that were valuable during life, some of which reflected their 
social status in their community” (Leach & Davidson 2008: 289) 
where still “… the total amount of the ‘wealth proxy’ buried with peo-
ple at Namu, males had nearly twice as much as females. We argued 
that this signifies that women had considerably lower status than 
men in prehistoric Taumako society” (Leach & Davidson 2008: 318).

   According to Leach and Davidson, such funerary associations in-
dicated a transmission by descent of elite status, a characteristic of 
Polynesian societies as opposed to many Melanesian societies where 
status can change over the course of life: “This finding supports the 
view that (…) high status was inherited at birth. This perhaps points 
more to customs of inheritance in Polynesia than in many Melanesi-
an societies where high status can be acquired during life” (Leach & 
Davidson 2008: 318).

Éric Conte, Tuamotu Archipelago, 1984-1985 (Conte 1996, 
Conte & Dennison 1995, 2010)

   In 1984-1985, Éric Conte led excavations on the marae Te  
Tahata, on Tepoto, in the Tuamotu Archipelago of French Polynesia, 
assisted by biological anthropologist Kenneth Dennison who exam-
ined the burials in situ. Thirty single burials were revealed on the 
monument (Conte & Dennison 1995, 2010). In 2010, these authors 
summarised their characteristics as follow: “They are, for the most 
part, indicated on the surface by stone cists. They are primary bur-
ials (apart from numbers 7 and 8) …buried, it would seem, without 
having undergone desiccation or embalming treatment. In three 
cases… with objects … The proportion of infants was significant” 
(Conte & Dennison 2010: 122)9. At the marae Te Tahata, the deceased, 
infants, women and men, are buried simply according to a uniform 
practice: body on the back, bodies laid out in the same direction and 
very rarely accompanied by grave goods.

   The authors discuss two particular aspects: the methods of buri-
al treatments and the location of the burials on a sacred monument. 
Based on ethnohistoric documentation contemporary with the bur-
ials, the authors put forward an hypothesis according to which: “In-
humation, which seems to have been the usual burial method in the 
Tuamotus, and particularly on isolated islands like Tepoto, would 
correspond to a less hierarchical type of social organization and re-
lations between living and dead than known in nearby archipelagos 
during their prehistory” (Conte & Dennison 2010: 125)10. According 
to the authors, this kind of burial would have been an early practice 
that would have continued on Tepoto, while a shift towards more 
complex burial types matching social complexity and greater social  



distance between groups characterized the other archipelagos of  
French Polynesia (Conte & Dennison 2010: 124-127). In addition, they 
pose, without being able to provide a full answer, the question of why 
bury on a marae, and thus that of the funerary function of these mon-
uments. They raise the idea that the close relationship between buri-
als, funerary space and the sacred space of the marae was a result of 
spatial constraint, the atoll of Tepoto being of modest size (Conte &  
Dennison 2010: 125-127). Conte (1996; cf. Conte & Dennison 2010) 
notes on the other hand a failure of collective memory or lack of trans-
mission of traditions. As Emory (1934) found fifty years previously, 
there were no oral traditions associated with the deceased individuals 
and burials in the marae Te Tahata, a situation which, according to 
Garanger (1975: 308), is common in Polynesia.

discussion

   This overview has discussed excavations and archaeological 
studies of burials and funerary assemblages carried out in the Pacif-
ic Islands in an emerging institutional and professional framework 
between 1935 and 1985 and published between 1950 and 2010. It 
demonstrates the diversity of approaches, interpretations and use of 
funerary data. It stresses changes in theoretical positions relating to 
the history of archaeological practice in general and the practice of 
funerary archaeology in particular, but also highlights personalities 
with original perspectives and attitudes.

The years 1930-1950, pioneering studies
   The early years of pioneering studies between 1930 and 1950 ad-
dressed three main themes: social structure, culture history and the 
religious dimension of burial arrangements. This final theme, widely 
explored by archaeologists in the nineteenth century and gradually 
abandoned during the second half of the twentieth century (Bartel 
1982), was only addressed by Suggs at the end of the 1950s. He pro-
posed a reconstruction of the ancient Marquesan belief system based 
on comparisons with features of contemporary Polynesian societies, 
such as the association between skull manipulation and Mana. His ap-
proach anticipated to a certain degree the reconstruction methods by 
triangulation proposed by Kirch and Green (2001) to define Ancestral 
Polynesian Society. Suggs inferred that three key elements of the gen-
eral Polynesian belief system existed formerly in the Marquesas Is-
lands: ancestor worship, the importance of the head and a separation 
between sacred and profane spaces. However, more generally authors 
of this time period regarded comparisons with regional ethnographic 
data to be of little interest because they are too piecemeal; when they 
propose comparisons these remain consequently only illustrative.

   Archaeologists Duff and Suggs were also interested in defining 
ancestral Polynesian social structure, a theme equally on the margins 
of Anglo-American ways of thinking in the first half of the twenti-
eth century. The idea according to which funerary practices revealed 
such social information was strongly criticized during the 1930s  
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(Bartel 1982; Rakita & Buikstra 2005). The social interpretation pro-
posed by Duff (1956: 34) for the graves at Wairau Bar, New Zealand, 
was based on two ideas; first, that the associated grave goods, their 
types and quantities, defined the social status of the deceased and, 
second, that it demonstrated male dominance. Observing the differ-
ences between men on the one hand and women and children on the 
other, Duff restored the image of a strongly “gendered” ancient Maori 
society where women and children had little importance (Duff 1956: 
58). Displaying a different attitude, Suggs (1961), based on the same 
principle of status defined by the nature of associated grave goods 
and the treatment of the body, highlighted individuals of differing 
social standing, among whom were women of high rank in the Nuku 
Hiva burials.

   During this period, the characteristics of the burials were mainly 
used by archaeologists to establish a culture history for the region. 
An analysis of the differences between objects present in the graves 
of Wairau Bar and those of Maori culture of the eighteenth century 
allowed Duff to reject the hypothesis of a first settlement of New Zea-
land by non-Polynesians (thought to be Melanesians), in favour of an 
East Polynesian origin (Duff 1950: 177-178). Concerning the Marque-
san Islands, Suggs (1961) suggested that the diverse burial practices 
were inherited from the first Polynesian settlers, so that different ori-
gins were the source of differences between burial practices on Nuku 
Hiva and at Wairau Bar. If the discussion started by Duff was interest-
ed directly in the question of the Melanesian/Polynesian divide, the 
one initiated by Suggs concerned the issue of “cultural” change. By 
his method of reasoning Suggs clearly broke from older migrationist 
models, still put forward by some at the beginning of the twentieth 
century which, for the Marquesas, championed the successive intro-
ductions of different forms of burial (Linton 1925). This paradigm 
shift could perhaps be correlated with a change in attitude towards 
the collection of skulls7 and the effectiveness of craniology, percepti-
ble from the middle twentieth century in the USA (Shapiro & Suggs
1959). Biological anthropology gradually reoriented its objectives 
from the end of the 1950s. Biological anthropologists moved away 
from large-scale comparative studies in order to adopt a so-called 
bio-cultural approach, studying the interaction between humans and 
their social, cultural and physical environments (Zukerman & Armel-
agos 2011).

The years 1950-1960, diverse approaches
   The 1960s were characterised by a major growth in archaeological 
work in the Pacific Islands, accompanied by an equally strong growth 
in the studies of burials and cemeteries. Varied approaches to bur-
ial were used to discuss culture history and social structure. These  
approaches reflect methodological innovations and bring together 
Archaeology and Biological Anthropology.

7 - Very active in Polynesia 
and the Marquesas Islands 

especially in the first half  
of the twentieth century,
 skull collecting was then 

controlled and even banned 
by local populations 
(Melander 2017:82). 

In this regard, some skull  
deposits in pits found at 

several ceremonial structures 
(tohua) on Nuku Hiva may not 

provide evidence 
of pre-European ritual activity 

at all, but rather of  
a post-Contact activity 
that reflected a desire 

 to hide skulls from foreign 
 visitors (Ottino et al. 2003).
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   Some archaeologists still focused on reconstructing culture his-
tory. They read the objects associated with the dead, the orientations 
and placement of burials or the ways of treating the corpse as cultur-
al markers, to understand links between Polynesian archipelagoes 
or between Polynesia and Melanesia (Garanger 1972: 129; Emory & 
Sinoto1964; Sinoto 1966). Other archaeologists, using different ap-
proaches, concentrated on the reconstruction of social structures. Da-
vidson (1969), for example, used comparisons between archaeological 
and ethnohistoric data drawn from various sources. Garanger, on the 
other hand, relied on oral history and the knowledge of local interloc-
utors. These provided information on the circumstances of the deaths 
and the conduct of the funeral and defined the social status of the 
deceased (Garanger 1972, 1975:316-318, 1976:157-159; see also Luders 
2001 and Guiart 2004). This original approach, related to the anthro-
pological research of Jean Guiart (Espirat et al. 1973), demonstrated 
that oral traditions, generally considered in the 1960s as a historical 
myths, had a real historical dimension.8

   Several innovations mark the period of the 1960s: first, exclusive-
ly “funerary” archaeological research projects came to the fore; sec-
ond, biological anthropological study of human remains were some-
times associated directly with the archaeological study of burials, 
third the way of looking at burial practices changed. For example, the 
principal objective of the research by Davidson (1969) in Tonga was to 
define the nature of the burial mounds and to understand the burials 
within their biological context. Davidson combined her archaeology 
study with biological anthropology research carried out three years 
later (Pietrusewsky 1969). Even if there was no direct interaction 
between the two disciplines in this case, the effort to reconcile their 
results was undeniable: both studies were published together in the 
same volume of the Records of the Auckland Institute and Museum.

   During this period, burial itself was seen in a new light. It was 
not only just a skeleton and associated grave goods. It was interpreted  
as a dynamic process. For the American Bowen, as for the French  
Garanger, the burial was a reflection of a sequence of actions: cloth-
ing of the body, transport and interment, which conditioned the way 
the body was in the ground (Bowen 1961; Bowen in Snow 1974: 129-
148; Garanger 1972: 35, 17). These events were sought archaeologi-
cally through direct and indirect evidence. The archaeologists linked 
their field observations to behaviours by undertaking two types of 
research: first, observing the spatial distribution of the various ele-
ments: objects, bones and the sediments surrounding the burial and, 
second, examining the relationships between different parts of the 
skeleton in relation with the decomposition and taphonomy of the 
corpse.

   Influenced by the work of Jean Leclerc on the collective burial of 
La Chaussée-Tirancourt (published as Leclerc 1975) and by the par-
ticular archaeological approach of Leroi-Gourhan and his team from 

8 - Other burial excavations 
followed this approach  
(Conte & Dennison 2010; 
Sand et al. 2006; Valentin  
et al. 2007) but they did not 
identify the same degree  
of correspondence between 
archaeological studies of 
burials and oral traditions. 
These authors concluded that 
there was a complementarity 
between oral traditions and
archaeological excavations 
and paved the way for a 
different approach to the 
reconstruction of Oceanic  
history where local experts 
and archaeologists work  
together (Sand et al. 2010).
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the 1950s onwards (Leroi-Gourhan 1975; cf. Soulier 2018), Garanger 
conducted a detailed analysis of the spatial distribution of sediments 
and arrangements of the various elements (grave goods and bones) 
comprising the burial. He looked for structural evidence (state of joint 
articulations, constraining effects, “effet de paroi” or “wall effect”) to 
understand what was initially present, definitions for which had been 
formalised by Leclerc (1975). He thus managed to identify clothing 
or shrouds enveloping the pelvis and the lower limbs for some of the 
bodies at the time of their burial, packages containing amulets placed 
with the body and wrappings enclosing secondary burials:

“The [secondary] “bundle” burials include all bones of the skeleton. 
The skull, broken, is placed on top [at one extremity] and covers the 
lower mandible, the bones of the pelvis are at the bottom [at the op-
posed extremity] (relative to the orientation of the articulated skel-
eton). The long bones and what is left of the other bones are found 
in the middle of the bundle. This must have been wrapped in a fairly 
rigid plant material (...) it has the shape of a parallel-sided rectan-
gle” (Garanger 1972: 63).

   Bowen (1961; Bowen in Snow 1974: 129-148) outlined a tapho-
nomic analysis of the burials at Mokapu (O’ahu, Hawaii) similar to the 
more recent approach of “anthropologie de terrain” or “field anthro-
pology”9 (Duday et al 1990). He described primary burials as interred 
shortly after death and before decomposition of the body; he observed 
that the position of the body followed the contour of the grave-pit and 
concluded there was a lack of rigidity of the corpse at the time of bur-
ial; and he noted that the mouth was open in a third of the burials 
studied and concluded that this had been the case at the time of in-
terment because the bones remained in articulation in their natural 
position. His approach may have been part of the same movement as 
other innovative burial studies by American archaeologists and bi-
ological anthropologists of the time such as Roderick Sprague and 
Douglas Ubelaker (Sprague 2005; Ubelaker 1974), aimed at better de-
scribing burials and standardising the terminology used in this. This 
movement may also have benefited from the earlier taphonomic work 
of the anatomist Wilder, carried out in the medico-legal context of 
“forensic” anthropology. Wilder sought to understand burial practices 
through an analysis, which he termed “necrodynamics”, of the decom-
position of the body in relation to its archaeological context (Wilder 
& Whipple 1917; Wilder 1923).

The years 1970-1980, an ambition to reconstruct social structure
   Reconstruction of social structure was particularly discussed 
during this period, by bringing in not only archaeological data but 
also biological evidence from the skeletons themselves collected 
by an all-New Zealand group of biological anthropologists — Philip  
Houghton, Douglas Sutton, and Kenneth Dennison. The archaeological 
and biological data were examined in parallel with information from  
written ethnohistoric sources, sometimes contemporaneous with 

9 - This corresponds 
to the “method” part 

of archaeothanatology.
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the use of the site itself, or taken from ethnography, to discuss the 
form, hierarchical (or stratified) or not, of the “burying” group. Thus, 
the way the dead were treated on Tepoto, an atoll in the Tuamotus, by 
simple burial, would have denoted a less “hierarchical” social organi-
zation than that operating in other archipelagoes of French Polynesia 
(Conte & Dennison 2010:125).

   Leach and Leach (1979) and Leach and Davidson (2008) were in-
fluenced by Anglo-American trends of the 1960s-1970s and the New 
Archaeology approach to burial labeled “Saxe-Binford” (for example 
by Chapman 1987, 2003). This was based on the principle that the 
dead were treated according to the social status that they possessed 
during their life and used ethnographic analogies to interpret funeral 
practices and reconstruct the type of society at play at the time. The 
Palliser Bay group (New Zealand) was thus supposed to be “non-strat-
ified” because of the diversity of the observed funerary practices and 
that of Namu (Taumako, Solomon Islands) was said to be “stratified” 
because of the uneven distribution of ornaments and thus of wealth. 
Even if some of their observations at Taumako seemed surprising to 
them, the archaeologists concluded that high social status was inher-
ited at birth:

“What was certainly a great surprise was that the wealthiest person 
of all was actually a woman. This was Burial 151, a young woman 
of only 16–17 years age who had already borne one child. She must 
have been someone very special in Namu society, perhaps the wife 
of a chief. Of the 12 most wealthy people at Namu, 3 were infants 
(Burials 80, 124 and 153, aged about 1 year, 9 months, and 2 years 
respectively)” (Leach & Davidson 2008: 318).

   The applicability and generalization of this principle are certain-
ly debatable. The treatment of the deceased and the choice of their 
place of burial are, to varying degrees, influenced by other factors, 
whether emotional, ideological, symbolic, and/or political (see for ex-
ample Chapman 1987, 2003; Parker Pearson 1982 1999). In part these 
also reflect the belief system whose importance Suggs (1961) had al-
ready pointed out for Marquesan society, and reactions to the loss of 
a member of the social body that Emmanuel Vigneron (1985) had ana-
lyzed for French Polynesia in general.

   During this period, another topic was much discussed. Burial was 
no longer considered only as an isolated, decontextualized entity. 
Its place at the heart of the space occupied by living people became 
an object of study. This distinctive theme was rarely taken up by ar-
chaeologists working in other regions in the 1970s-1980s, above all 
interested in questions of hierarchy and social complexity (Bartel 
1982). The spatial proximity between funerary activity and spiritual 
activity observed on Tepoto (Tuamotus), where graves were emplaced 
on the Marae Te Tahata intrigued Conte and Dennison (1995, 2010). 
The spatial proximity between funerary activity, burial, and domestic  

187



activities was also noted at Palliser Bay in New Zealand (Leach & 
Leach, eds, 1979). The latter case indicates a relationship to spatial 
arrangement different from that seen in New Zealand now. Indeed, a 
strict separation between the activities of the living and the dead ex-
ists today in contemporary Maori society (Mills 2016). This distinc-
tive development of the study of Oceanic burials can be linked to the 
growth of the ‘Settlement pattern studies’ in the Pacific Islands dur-
ing the 1980s (Green 1984; cf. Kirch & Kahn 2007). The human land-
scape is in effect envisaged as a space likely to reveal economic, social, 
political, religious and spiritual relations that govern communities 
(Kirch 1985; Valentin & Molle 2016).

   Archaeologists of the 1970s and 1980s were intrigued by the 
meaning of some of their field observations. They sketched out tapho-
nomic analyses from observations on the state of decomposition of 
the body. For example,10 the open mouth observed in several cases and 
in several sites was surprising. It was repeatedly interpreted as a fu-
neral act, as a position given to the body at the time of its burial:

“This old man had both legs tightly bound together and his knees 
had been drawn forward. His shoulders were hunched together, 
again suggesting tight binding. His jaw had been forced wide open” 
(Leach & Davidson 2008: 203; see also Bowen in Snow 1974: 129-148 
and Leach & Leach 1979: 205-213).

   Yet, if one follows the principles and methods of field anthropolo-
gy (Duday et al. 1990), an alternative analysis must be proposed. Many 
burials associated with very different cultural, chronological and geo-
graphic contexts present this feature, suggesting a more general pro-
cess. The loss of connection between the cranium and the mandible 
can result from a natural phenomenon related to the taphonomy of 
the body buried in the ground. The slackening of the mandible in a 
secondary void released by the decomposition of organic tissues can 
happen by the effect of gravity and, possibly, because of the initial 
presence of a perishable container. This hypothesis was first proposed 
in the 1950s, during the analysis of a prehistoric burial in southern 
France showing a tilting of the mandible forward, on the vertebrae 
(Bottet 1954: 316, 319). This discussion takes up a part of the philos-
ophy of the archaeothanatology approach. It is based on the idea that 
the position of the skeleton at the time of the excavation will be dif-
ferent from that of the body at the time of burial, due to the occur-
rence of several taphonomic phenomena during decomposition of the 
corpse (Duday et al. 1990, 2014; Duday 2009). This approach to burial 
that emerged in France during the 1980s, was only applied later in the 
Pacific, at the end of the 1990s (Maureille & Sellier 1996; Valentin et 
al. 2001).

10 - The “looted” graves  
of Mokapu (Bowen in Snow 

1974) could equally be  
considered as requiring 

reconsideration today.
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conclusion: eVoluTion of THemes and meTHods during 
THe TwenTieTH cenTury

   Archaeologists studying ancient burials in Oceania during the 
twentieth century tackled themes that were classically studied dur-
ing this period (cf. Parker Pearson 1999): culture history and social 
structure. Between the 1950s and 1970s, Duff (1950), Suggs (1961), 
Sinoto (1963, 1966a & b), and Garanger (1972) accepted that burial 
features or layout were identity or cultural markers that they could 
use to trace culture history. They emerged from models of settle-
ment through comparisons between ancient and recent or contem-
poraneous burials from the same island or between nearby islands. 
This perspective is still seen in the study of the Namu burials on  
Taumako (Solomon Islands) which, according to Leach and Davidson 
(2008), might reflect Polynesian traditions, and thus be an indication 
of the “polynesianisation” of this Melanesian island (cf. Kirch 1984; 
Carson 2012). 

   Since the 1950s, however, archaeologists have displayed a parallel 
interest in questions about the social and religious dimensions of bur-
ial and funerary practices. Although attempts at characterization of 
religious ideas (Suggs 1961) were quickly abandoned, there was a sig-
nificant interest in social structure from the beginning of the 1960s 
and especially in the 1980s (Leach & Leach 1979; Leach & Davidson 
2008), linked with the so-called Saxe-Binford social approach to bur-
ials (for example, Chapman 1987, 2003). Pacific archaeologists of the 
years 1930-1950, observed distinctions between individual burials 
and, following an internal logic, interpreted them as resulting from 
social differences, particularly between men, women and children 
(Duff 1956; Suggs 1961). Archaeologists of the 1960s onwards used 
information external to archaeology to bring the social dimension to 
light. Davidson (1969) and Conte (2010) used ethnohistoric informa-
tion from accounts by explorers and missionaries, generally contem-
porary with early European contacts and describing the region where 
the site in question is located. Garanger (1972) relied on oral tradition 
and the knowledge of local informants. Leach and Leach (1979) and 
Leach and Davidson (2008) used analogies with contemporaneous 
Polynesian cultural traits to define a societal type.

   By the end of the 1960s, Pacific archaeologists also made appeal 
to biological anthropology. In contrast to earlier archaeologists such 
as Duff (1950, 1956), Suggs (1961) and Garanger (1972), who provid-
ed their own estimates of age and sex of the skeletons that they un-
earthed, Sinoto (1963, 1966a, 1966b) and Davidson (1969) did not pro-
vide such estimates and limited themselves to distinguishing adults 
from children. However, they were not uninterested in the biological 
nature of the population being buried. They approached a biological 
anthropologist to provide detailed descriptions (Pietrusewsky 1969, 
1976). This change of attitude may have been related to questioning 
of the reliability of Duff’s sex estimates for the graves of Wairau Bar. 
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The biological anthropology study conducted by Philip Houghton had 
shown that the initial estimates were erroneous (Houghton 1975; cf. 
Buckley et al 2010) and therefore that the social interpretation was 
wrong: the number of men associated with grave goods was in fact no 
greater than the number of women (Leach 1977). These results showed 
the need for close collaboration between archaeologists and biologi-
cal anthropologists to study such ancient burials.

   From the end of the 1970s and into the 1980s, New Zealand biolog-
ical anthropologists were integral to archaeological projects involv-
ing the excavation of burials: Sutton for the graves of Palliser Bay, 
Houghton for those of Namu and Dennison for those of Tepoto. How-
ever, the interaction between the two disciplines remained limited. 
The interests of biological anthropologists were above all focused on 
characterizing the conditions of life for individuals (Dennison 2010; 
Sutton 1979). This was posited as an aim for biological anthropolo-
gy in New Zealand as opposed to the large-scale comparative studies 
carried out on other burials in Polynesia (for example, Pietrusewsky 
1969, 1976; Snow 1974). The objective as defined by Sutton (1979:185) 
was to get: “an increasing emphasis on the elucidation of the biolog-
ical and social conditions of life experienced by single groups of peo-
ple living at known points in time within the prehistoric period”. This 
approach resulted in several syntheses about Polynesian populations 
(Houghton 1980, 1996), and the same orientation continues today (for 
example, Oxenham & Buckley 2016).

   The question of funerary ideology, the relation of the living to the 
dead and death, became only understood little by little by Pacific ar-
chaeologists during the twentieth century. Suggs (1961:171) observed 
a spatial differentiation function of the type of burial. Conte (2010) 
addressed the question of the funerary function of marae sites and 
Leach and Leach wondered about the place of burials within human 
space (Leach & Leach 1979b: 267-269). The importance of taphonomic 
study of the funeral process to reconstitute the different stages, and 
beyond them, the funeral system that motivated these practices, was 
perceived by twentieth century archaeologists but remained unde-
veloped. Bowen (1961; Bowen in Snow 1974) and above all Garanger 
(1972) from 1960, brought elements of the required methodology to 
bear, thus paving the way for a deeper understanding of the treatment 
of the body at death and the conduct of funerary ceremonies. But the 
research direction started by Garanger, to do with the perishable el-
ements used in the ceremonies, was not further taken up. Research 
conducted by Leach11 at the end of the 1970s took the same direction 
as that of Bowen, being interested in the analysis of the relations be-
tween skeletal elements during body decomposition (Leach & Leach 
1979a; Leach & Davidson 2008). The results, however, remained in-
complete or even inaccurate, suffering from a conceptual and method-
ological framework still insufficient to the task.

11 - For example, 
Leach and Leach (eds) 

(1979) do not cite 
Garanger (1972) at all.
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   Research utilising the tools of archaeothanatology was developed 
in synergy between archaeologists and biological anthropologists but 
it would only begin to appear at the end of the 1990s in the Pacific and 
during the 2000s (Campbell & Hudson 2010; Sellier 2015; Valentin et 
al. 2010, 2016). Today they are not being presented as an archaeology 
of burial, but rather as an archaeology of death, where discussion is 
focused on the management of the corpse, and with the timing and 
funeral sequences including not only the history of the treatment of 
the body but also that of the funerary assemblage, whether mound or 
cemetery, and its place within the human landscape.
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absTracT

Recent survey and excavation on the island of Ambae, 
northern Vanuatu, have confirmed the pioneering obser-
vations of Gustave Glaumont who in the late XIXth century 
published a stratigraphic section, the first such archae-
ological section from the Western Pacific, identifying 
deeply buried archaeological deposits located in northern 
Ambae under a volcanic layer. The 2005 and 2007 field-
work revealed further evidence for a sequence of archae-
ological deposits sandwiched between volcanic layers.  
The rapid and relatively recent eruptive events emphasise 
the widespread nature of such episodes in Vanuatu and 
their regular impact on the inhabitants of the archipelago.  
Recent events, including the evacuation of the entire pop-
ulation of Ambae due to a significant volcanic eruption, 
have shown the salience of Glaumont’s pioneering obser-
vations.

Keywords

Gustave Glaumont, 
Volcanic activity, 
Ambae, Vanuatu, 
Stratigraphy, 
Pottery, 
Disaster management
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inTroducTion

   The aim of this paper is first of all to point to the value of exam-
ining the history of archaeology in our region. Such an examination 
is valuable not only as reflecting upon earlier ideas and ideologies 
about the Pacific – although that of course is very important. It can 
also in some cases be of direct use in setting research agendas today. 
The example given is Gustave Glaumont’s short visit to Ambae Island 
in Vanuatu on 28 August 1890, the first known occasion of archaeo-
logical recording in Vanuatu. It was not to be for another 115 years 
that any detailed archaeological observations were carried out on  
Ambae. These were undertaken by the present authors as a direct re-
sult of having read Glaumont’s accounts of his visit (Glaumont 1895, 
1899 [the latter republished 2013]).

   Information passed to the authors in 2005 by a local inhabitant, 
Paul Vuhu, made sense in the context of Glaumont’s publications and 
sharpened a desire to visit the island. As a result we are now better 
able to interpret Glaumont’s original findings in the context of cur-
rent knowledge of Vanuatu archaeology. This work has also had impli-
cations for volcanic hazard management on the island, by establish-
ing that areas thought to be relatively safe and suitable as evacuation 
centres have in fact suffered catastrophic volcanism within the last 
several hundred years. Starting at the end of September 2017 the 
entire island was evacuated for over a month and 12,000 people dis-
placed as a result of the summit eruption of Mount Manaro on the is-
land. Glaumont’s original findings, as confirmed by us, certainly had a 
part to play in the decision by the National Disaster and Management 
Office (NDMO) of the Government of Vanuatu to evacuate the entire 
population rather than concentrate them at the western and eastern 
ends of the island as happened during previous eruptions.

   The island of Ambae (405 km2) lies at the heart of northern  
Vanuatu (Figure 1A). It is also the largest and one of the most danger-
ous active volcanoes in a volcanically active archipelago. The island 
is dominated by the 1496m high Manaro volcano. On its summit re-
gion there are two caldera lakes known as Vui and Manaro. The two 
bodies of water that overlie the active vent comprise c. 50 million and 
11 million m3 of water respectively (Cronin et al. 2004) (figure 1B) . 
The eruptive history of the island is not well known but it is thought 
that the dominant Manaro cone formed around 2000 BP based on 
assessment of levels of erosion (Warden 1970:117). Subsequent lava 
flows and lahars in the last few centuries are recorded as having de-
stroyed villages and contributed to significant loss of life (Cronin et 
al. 2004:653). The latest intra-caldera eruptions temporarily formed 
an island in Lake Vui in December 2005 (Bani et al. 2009; Nemeth and 
Cronin 2009) and again in September 2017 (Spriggs, personal obser-
vation and media accounts).
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   The evidence and influence of such events are found in archaeo-
logical research throughout the Vanuatu archipelago — such as that 
of Father Suas on Ambrym (Suas 1902, 1917-1918; cf. Dotte-Sarout 
2017:29-30) and the excavations by José Garanger (1972) on Tongoa 
in Central Vanuatu. They are a constant reminder of the major impact 
such activity has had on the history of human settlement of the is-
lands. It is ironic that Ambae, which has received the bare minimum 
of archaeological attention to date, was the first island in Vanuatu 
where deeply buried archaeological deposits were described in publi-
cation (Glaumont 1895,1899 [2013]).

glaumonT’s 1890 discoVery

   Gustave Glaumont, a penal colony administrator for nearly six 
years in New Caledonia from 1884 (see Patole-Edoumba 2013 and this 
volume for a brief biography), managed to make a short tour of Vanu-
atu during his return voyage to France in 1890. Glaumont published a 
number of pioneering articles focusing on New Caledonian customs, 
lifestyle, rock art and subsistence (see Patole-Edoumba, this volume). 
But he can also be credited with a number of publication firsts in re-
lation to archaeological observations in the Western Pacific. He was 
the first to note archaeological deposits of pottery in New Caledonia 
(Glaumont 1889), and the 1895 stratigraphic drawing noting pottery 
at some depth on Ambae (figure 2) is both the earliest published ob-
servation of archaeological deposits in Vanuatu and the first draw-
ing of an archaeological stratigraphic section to be published for the 
Western Pacific (Glaumont 1895: 50). The pioneering stratigraphic 
section was from a creek bank somewhere in northern Ambae.
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   Glaumont was on board the Maire, a small schooner that had come 
from the island of Santo. He wrote in his shipboard journal:

“Je vais à terre, accompagné du capitaine Gaspard et du matelot  
canaque Katcho. Nous nous engageons dans une sorte de gorge de 
gave, complètement à sec à l’heure actuelle, mais qui doit être un tor-
rent impétueux pendant las saison des pluies… La berge de la rive 
droite est une haute muraille argileuse, verticale; en m’approchant,  
je constate qu’elle a de 5 a 8 mètres de hauteur.
En l’examinant de plus près, nous voyons qu’a 2m, 50 de hauteur, il 
règne un cordon noirâtre, large de 0m, 25; j’en détache un morceau, et 
je constate que cette tranche noirâtre n’est qu’une couche de scories 
volcanique, de grenaille de fer, etc.
Enfin la chose la plus remarquable est qu’au-dessous de cette tranche 
de scories de 0m, 25 d’épaisseur, le capitaine Gaspard, Katcho et moi, 
nous avons détaché, dans la couche argileuse inférieure, des frag-
ments d’une poterie grossière, sans dessins ni gravures d’aucune 
sorte”
(Glaumont 1895:50; cf. 1899: 66 [2013: 84] with slightly different 
wording)1.

   Glaumont noted that within a 5-6 metre high section, large 
plain pottery sherds were located some 2.5m below volcanic scoria  
deposits, themselves buried by 2.5m of further volcanic deposits. The 
sherds were described as “primitive, grossière; on n’y voit ni dessin, ni 
gravure; elle est mal cuite et noirâtre “ (1895:51)2.

   He described the current population as “Polynésiens ou métis 
de Polynésiens et de Mélanésiens” (1895:50)3, and elsewhere “de race 
polynésienne, ayant détruit ou absorbé les anciens habitants mélané-
siens de l’île, frères des canaques de Santo qui font encore de la pote-
rie” (1895:51)4. The pottery was thought to be connected to these ear-
lier inhabitants of the island as the local population of the time were 
said to be “au dire de tous les voyageurs” (1895:51)5 completely unfa-
miliar with pottery. In fact, we now know that to be untrue — pottery 

Figure 2:
Stratigraphic section drawn 
by Gustave Glaumont 
(from Glaumont 1895). 
Out of copyright.

1- English translation: “I went 
ashore, accompanied by  
Captain Gaspard and the 
Kanak sailor Katcho.  
We found ourselves in a sort 
of creek gorge, completely 
dry at the time but which 
must be a violent torrent dur-
ing the rainy season…The side 
of the right bank is a high, 
vertical earth cliff.Coming 
near it I judged it  
to be 5-8m high.
In examining it closely we saw 
that at 2.5m height there was 
a black band some 0.25m 
thick. I pulled off a piece and 
saw that this black deposit is 
just a layer of volcanic scoria, 
shot through with iron, etc. 
The most remarkable thing is 
that below this band of scoria, 
0.25m thick, Captain Gaspard, 
Katcho and I pulled out of a 
lower clayey layer thick sherds 
of pottery without designs 
nor marks of any kind” (all 
translations by the authors). 

2 - “Crude, thick; no design  
or mark was to be seen.  
It is black and badly fired”. 

3 - “Polynesians or mixtures 
between Polynesians and 
Melanesians”.

4 - “Of Polynesian race,  
having wiped out or absorbed 
the former inhabitants of  
the island, brothers of the  
natives of Santo who still 
make pottery today”.

5 - “as any traveller  
will tell you”.
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was produced into the contact period in the XIXth century on Ambae 
and would have been remembered by people at the time. But there is 
no evidence Glaumont ever actually spoke to any Ambae people while 
he was there. In southern Ambae today there is an indigenous term for 
pottery, vuro, and there are oral traditions relating to pottery mak-
ing clay sources. Glaumont believed as did all scholars of the time 
that: “La poterie est caractéristique des Mélanésiens en général; elle 
n’a pu leur venir des Malayo-Polynésiens, ceux-ci ne la connaissant 
pas.”(1895:44)6.

THe 2005 and 2007 fieldworK

   More than 115 years later, Glaumont’s stratigraphic observations 
were finally confirmed. The north of Ambae, as opposed to the cen-
tre and much of the west, is characterised by more undulating terrain 
with wide coastal plains in the northeast. At Saratamata in the north 
the coastal plain grades down towards the sea with no substantial 
drop off to the beach. Coastal erosion and encroachment are constant 
and obvious features in the northeast where dead coconut trees can be 
seen some 50m out into the sea in some areas. Moving further south 
the terrain slowly rises and from Vatumemea southwards the coast-
line is characterised by an eroding cliff-face, which in some places is 
more than 2m high.

   Cultural deposits were first noticed in 2005 eroding out of a 1m 
high coastal section at Vatumemea (see Figure 1C for location) and 
a collection of pottery was made by the local landowners. In August 
2005 the authors were alerted by Vanuatu Cultural Centre Ambae 
Fieldworker Paul Vuhu and subsequently visited the island. In this 
area of the coast there appeared to be a single phase cultural layer 
buried by up to 50cm of volcanic airfall tephra and a pyroclastic surge 
deposit. In a subsequent survey, southward along the coastline, this 
same layer could be tracked for some 2.5km. Cultural deposits were 
identified along the full length of this rapidly eroding coastline. In a 
more sheltered bay known as Vatulawoo, south of Longana, the beach 
section reached a height of more than 2m and an additional later cul-
tural deposit could be identified (figure 3).

   Another field season was undertaken in June 2007 in which two 
one by one test-pits, located several metres behind the eroding coast-
line and more than 2km apart at Vatulawoo and Vatumemea (figure 
4A & B), were excavated in order to collect securely provenanced dat-
ing and pottery samples. Taking all sites together, both the excavated 
deposits and the exposed coastal section, the acceptable dates appear 
to cluster into three distinctive time periods: Layer 3 can be dated to 
between 1830-1530 cal. BP, the lower part of Layer 1 to between 790-
670 cal. BP and the uppermost cultural deposit to 470-140 cal. BP7. 
This means that the highly-destructive pyroclastic flow that lies be-
tween the two cultural deposits was emplaced sometime between the 
dates of 1710-1530 cal. BP and 790-670 cal. BP As we shall see later 
this time range can probably be further narrowed down.

6-  “Pottery is generaly 
characteristic of the Melanesi-

ans; it could not come 
from the Malayo-Polynesians, 

as they don’t know of it”

7 - Calibrations using 
OxCal v. 3.10 (Bronk Ramsey 

2005) were provided  
by Fiona Petchey, University 

of Waikato, Radiocarbon  
Dating Laboratory.  

Calibrations utilise Southern 
Hemisphere atmospheric data 
from McCormac et al. (2004). 

The samples are labelled  
in Figure 4, circled as  

3 and 5, 2, and 1 and 4..
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   Following the completion of the test-pit excavations a survey of 
the very north of Ambae was undertaken in an attempt to relocate the 
dry creek in which Glaumont had made his original observations. Nar-
rowing down the most prospective area was made easier by the fact 
that there are few dry creeks in the north and much of the coastline 
is made up of steep sided cliffs. Driving several kilometres west from 
Saratamata, the administrative centre of the island, along the high 
coastal road flanked by steep cliffs we arrived at a more open coastal 
flat, some three kilometres in length that slopes gradually to a shel-
tered beach. The area is a recognised anchorage and the coastal flat is 
cut by four deep, steep-sided dry creeks. The two most westerly were 
inspected first and although the stratigraphy resembled that as de-
scribed by Glaumont there was no sign of any pottery in the exposed 
creek banks. It was at the third creek, Waliueru, where pottery was lo-
cated below airfall tephra and a pyroclastic surge deposit. The several 
thick plain sherds and thinner heavily red-slipped sherds resembled 
pottery from the lower cultural deposits at Vatulawoo and Vatume-
mea.
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Figure 3:
Stratigraphic drawing  
and photograph of the  
exposed coastal section near 
Vatulawoo showing major 
volcanic deposits and cultural 
materials. 
Copyright by Stuart Bedford 
and Matthew Spriggs  

Figure 4:
Stratigraphic sections  
of test pits at Vatulawoo (A), 
Vatumemea (B) and the dry 
creek section at  
Vatuwenuwenu (see text for 
stratigraphic descriptions). 
Copyright by Matthew 
Spriggs and Stuart Bedford.
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   Survey undertaken at the next dry creek, Vatuwenuwenu (see 
figure 1D for location), revealed further archaeological remains sand-
wiched between the same volcanic layers. The stratigraphy some 
250m inland from the beach was 2.2m deep and comprised the follow-
ing layers (figure 4C). Layer 1 (0-70cm) was a tephra rich developed 
soil with only a single potsherd as archaeological evidence. Layer 2 
was a cemented pyroclastic flow deposit 20cm thick. A charcoal sam-
ple was collected from immediately below this layer (810-680 cal. BP: 
labelled as 6 in the figure) and is likely to give a good indication of 
the date of this eruptive event. The upper part of Layer 3 comprises 
a reworked airfall tephra some 40-50cm thick with two discrete char-
coal lenses (the lower of which contained oven stones) associated with 
oven features.

   A charcoal sample from the lower oven feature, 140cm below the 
surface provided a date of 910-740 cal. BP (circled as 7 in the figure).  
A red-slipped sherd with applied nubbins was recovered within the 
feature. Below this lower hearth there is a further 80-90cm of orange/
yellow airfall tephra down to the creek bed. If it is assumed that this 
pyroclastic flow deposit is the same as that exposed in the coastal de-
posits at Vatulawoo and Vatumemea then we can further pin down the 
age of the flow as being bracketed by a date of 790-670 cal. BP above it 
at Vatulawoo (already discussed, circled as 2) and a date immediately 
below it of 810-680 cal. BP at Vatuwenuwenu (circled as 6). It suggests 
an eruption at about 750 cal. BP.

   Pottery was found by us only on stretches of the creek banks 
below the road and some 250-300m inland from the present beach. 
While we are confident that it was on this coastal flat where Glaumont 
made his original observations, his description of a 5-6m high section 
suggests that this particular segment of creek bank has yet to be lo-
cated and that it is perhaps further inland in an area where the flat 
terrace slopes upwards towards the hills behind. Thus was “Ambae’s 
117 year old mystery solved” as the Vanuatu Daily Post put it in their 
front page headline of June 30 2007.

   Recovered artefactual material from the coastal survey and exca-
vations consisted almost wholly of pottery. Other material included 
was concentrated basaltic cobbles in the upper cultural layer, some of 
which appeared to be contained within oven features along the beach 
section. Shell and bone were noticeably sparse and where present were 
heavily degraded due to the acidic nature of the tephra. A single, heav-
ily corroded, butt end of a Tridacna sp. shell adze was recovered from 
the upper cultural layer in the Vatumemea test pit ( in Layer 1.3). Fau-
nal remains in the upper cultural layer of the exposed coastal section 
included human bone in the form of a dispersed burial. Bone recov-
ered from the test-pit excavations included pig bone throughout the 
stratigraphy and very occasional human and fish bone.
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   A detailed analysis of the excavated artefact assemblages will be 
provided in a separate publication. Here we will only give the briefest 
description of the changing pottery styles, as illustrating stylistic 
connections with other islands in northern Vanuatu. The ceramics 
from the upper and lower cultural layers are distinctly different. The 
later period ceramics are of a widespread style, with its known dis-
tribution partly corresponding to Bonnemaison’s “Oceanic Mediter-
ranean” group of islands (1996:208), namely Malakula, Malo, Santo, 
Ambae, Pentecost and Maewo.

   Named by Bedford Chachara Ware and tentatively dated to be-
tween 600-200 BP, such pottery is restricted to settlement and cer-
emonial sites in areas associated with a distinctive political system 
created through a hierarchy of grades, which are achieved through  
a series of complex ritual and economic tests (Bedford 2006:151). 
These typically involve the sacrifice of full-circle tusked pigs — er-
roneously called by Glaumont “babyroussas” (as quoted in Capitan 
1901:121) but actually just Sus scrofa. It is a status system that is only 
found in northern Vanuatu and contrasts significantly with the chief-
ly systems of the centre and south that are based on inherited titles 
rather than achievements (see map in Bonnemaison 1996:201). The 
dates from Ambae for this style of pottery (470-140 cal. BP) also corre-
spond to the broad chronology established from research on Malakula.

   Direct parallels with the recovered ceramics from the lower cul-
tural layer on Ambae are again found with sherds from both surface 
collected and excavated contexts on Malaluka and other islands in the 
north (Bedford 2006). The dates from Ambae provide the most reli-
able ages (1830-1530 cal. BP) for such material thus far. The heavily 
red-slipped sherds of the lower cultural layer are reminiscent of Santo 
pottery and pottery recently found in the Banks Islands further north 
(Bedford and Spriggs 2008).

   What these data provide are some detail on the historical depth 
and development of localised inter-island cultural connectiveness 
and the shifts in geographical orientation that appear in northern  
Vanuatu. The Ambae pottery indicates strong cultural links with 
Malakula dating from at least 1800 years ago and into the recent past. 
The strengths of these cultural links are likely to have fluctuated 
over such a lengthy period and this is perhaps evidenced in the San-
to-like attributes seen in some of the Ambae pottery dating to 1800-
900 years ago. Such connections are significant as they hint at where  
Ambae populations would have moved to if extreme volcanic activity 
warranted evacuation of part or all of the island.
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discussion

   Glaumont’s stratigraphic section drawing and description had 
long intrigued both authors. We had planned to try and locate where 
exactly on Ambae he had landed and found evidence of catastrophic 
volcanism affecting the island during the time of human occupation, 
that is within the last 3000 years since people first arrived in Vanu-
atu. We were reminded of Glaumont’s work when reports reached the 
Vanuatu Cultural Centre in 2005 of finds of pottery eroding out from 
exposed coastal sections at the east end of Ambae. The 2005 visit by 
Bedford confirmed the potential of the area for investigating the ef-
fects of volcanic eruptions upon Ambae’s population, and the field-
work of Bedford and Spriggs in 2007 was explicitly designed both to 
date the evidence of such volcanic activity and to re-locate the site 
recorded by Glaumont in 1895.

   What might have been interpreted as a very local effect of vol-
canism if we had only investigated the recent finding of pottery in 
East Ambae, took on much wider importance when the general area 
of Glaumont’s observations was located in 2007. It revealed that the 
pattern of repeated volcanic catastrophe that we had identified from 
the coastal erosion sites of the east end of the island was in fact rep-
resentative of a much more widespread pattern. The regional-scale 
effects of volcanic destruction that linked Glaumont’s original obser-
vations and those from our excavated sites several kilometres away 
helped convince the National Disaster Management Office (NDMO) 
that in the event of significant volcanic summit activity on the island 
it would be advisable to evacuate the entire population of the island to 
safer neighbouring islands. Previous advice had been to concentrate 
the evacuated population away from the summit area to the eastern 
and western ends of Ambae. The eastern end had turned out to be an 
area that we revealed, following on from Glaumont’s original discov-
ery, harboured its own potentially catastrophic dangers during peri-
ods of heightened volcanic activity.

   It is clear that the coastal plains of the north east of Ambae have 
been created primarily through volcanic activity. The earliest major 
volcanic deposits appear from at least 1800 years ago, potentially 
associated with the Manaro caldera forming event, with later contri-
butions from the formation of post-caldera cones of Lakes Vui and 
Manaro in 495-298 cal BP (Warden 1970:120, date calibrated by the 
authors), and potentially from many other localised phreatic craters. 
Lava initially flowed over the fringing reef and tephra was subse-
quently deposited on top of that.

   There is evidence for extensive human settlement along the 
northeast coastal zone on top of the initial lava and tephra fall at 
around 1800 BP and on the north coast around 850 BP, but it is sub-
sequently interrupted by further catastrophic volcanic activity dat-
ing to soon after that latter period. An origin point among the sev-
eral phreatic craters of the eastern tip of the Island is most likely.  
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After a period of abandonment people returned once again to this 
coastal region and more concentrated settlement is evident by c. 400 
BP. The sparse nature of the midden deposits suggests a pattern of 
dispersed but widespread settlement along the coast, existing for rel-
atively short periods in any one place.

This research and the associated geological work of Massey Universi-
ty in New Zealand (Cronin et al. 2004; Németh and Cronin 2009) have 
shown that the volcanic hazard maps for Ambae in use before the lat-
est 2017 eruption needed to be reconsidered, particularly as what was 
generally considered to be one of the safest areas on the island can 
now be shown to have been catastrophically affected by pyroclastic 
flows only some 750 years ago.

conclusion

   The results of this research have highlighted the radically chang-
ing landscapes that are found on volcanic islands such as Ambae,  
a constant factor in the lives of the indigenous inhabitants. The geo-
morphological and human history of Ambae remain relatively poorly 
known. It is recognised as home to one of the most dangerous volca-
noes in the Vanuatu archipelago and the coastal sections on the north 
east coast confirm that volcanic activity has had a major impact on 
the lives of the population in the past. Further coastal and river valley 
surveys on Ambae examining areas where sections are exposed are 
likely to return similarly valuable settlement pattern and historical 
information. These in combination with further geological research 
will provide valuable additional data for volcanic disaster-mitigation 
strategies that are being designed to minimise future impacts. They 
will also do some long-overdue justice to the significant and pioneer-
ing archaeological observations made by Gustave Glaumont over  
a century ago.
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absTracT

The title of this paper is a transparent allusion to an ar-
ticle, published in 1988, in which Roger C. Green put for-
ward a non-anthropogenic hypothesis for the origin of the 
mysterious earth mounds found on Isle of Pines, in south-
ern New Caledonia. The interpretation of these structures 
played a key role in the New Caledonian archaeological dis-
course and the historical paradigm that locally emerged 
from it in the 1960s. Green, who had perfectly understood 
their importance, suggested they were natural phenome-
na, which then allowed the debate to settle down.
More than 30 years have passed, during which further 
archaeological fieldwork on Isle of Pines has been under-
taken. New data from global surveys and new radiocarbon 
dates now allow us to reconsider what has been written on 
these enigmatic structures. After a thorough reevaluation 
of the earthmounds’ diverse interpretations from a histo-
riographical perspective, we suggest the possibility that 
the tumuli are of anthropogenic origin, bear a ritual/fu-
nerary function and that at least some of them were used 
as funerary mounds for primary burials.

Translated by the author with Mathieu Leclerc, including citations.
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To Pr. Jack Golson and Daniel Frimigacci, pioneering field archaeologists 
in the study of the Isle of Pines’ mysteries
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inTroducTion

   Isle of Pines (150 km2) lies 45 km away from the southern tip of 
mainland New Caledonia (i.e. Grande Terre). Among its various curios-
ities are hundreds of easily visible earth mounds, scattered across the 
ferralitic plateau. Their number, their denomination and their easy 
access contributed to their increasing popularity throughout the XXth 
century. They have thus become one of the main elements of interest 
for local and international specialists, as well as for amateur archae-
ology enthusiasts, especially in the past sixty years. However, their 
function is still unknown, despite having been the focus of numerous 
articles and publications.

   In order to obtain a precise context on the tumuli story, it is im-
portant to recall the different theories that researchers have put 
forward over the past decades. We then wish to counterquestion and 
evaluate each hypothesis, allowing us to test their plausibility. Lastly, 
an intensive fieldwork mission conducted between 2006 and 2010 on 
Isle of Pines yielded important new data regarding these enigmatic 
structures. This recent dataset is discussed in light of Daniel Frimi-
gacci’s pioneering work on Isle of Pines’ tumuli in the 1980s, whose 
interpretation we believe is still valid.

isle of Pines and THe Tumuli researcH HisTory

   French Doctor Theophile Mialaret was a naval medical officer 
and a strong proponent of free colonisation in New Caledonia at a 
time when the local penal administration was still using the Isle of 
Pines for the confinement of convicts. He published a book in 1897 
that focused on the island’s potential economic development and the 
possibilities of installing free settlers instead of a penal population.  
He also described an array of local customs and natural curiosities 
(Mialaret 1897). He is probably the first to mention the Isle of Pines’ 
large earth mounds. Twenty years later, geographer and botanist Rob-
ert H. Compton mentions the partial excavation of a tumulus where 
nothing was discovered: while he admits that these structures “resem-
ble nothing more than the burial tumuli so frequent in many parts  
of England”, he also writes that the natives “are positive that they are 
not the work of man”, yet “advance no explanation for them” (Compton 
1917: 103). To our knowledge this is the oldest comment questioning 
the anthropogenic nature of these earth mounds.

   Throughout the XXth century, the tumuli on Isle of Pines have 
also been considered as a possible set of megalithic structures indi-
cating the presence of an ancient pre-ceramic culture. This belief was 
racially connoted as some of its supporters argued that “these lithic 
structures do not look as though they can be linked to the present in-
digenous civilisation” and that the civilisation responsible for their 
construction was probably “more refined than current indigenous, […] 
probably white-skinned originally, and coming from North-East Eur-
asia” (Avias 1949: 47-49). Geologist Jacques Avias was then attached  
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to the Institut Français d’Océanie, only recently founded in Nouméa 
by ethnographer Maurice Leenhardt in 1947. By 1949, Avias had 
numbered around two hundred tumuli on Isle of Pines. Based on his 
vast experience in prospecting mining areas and being an archaeol-
ogy enthusiast, he then proceeded to publish a series of papers sug-
gesting links between New Caledonian petroglyphs, Isle of Pines’ 
tumuli, ferralitic stone cairns on Grande Terre and double-pointed pol-
ished stones. The latter were deemed very similar to those found by  
André Leroi-Gourhan in Northern Japan (Leroi-Gourhan 1946: 241-
245), which led Avias to suggest an ancient “pro-aïnou” migration 
from Asia to New Caledonia. This original culture would have been 
responsible for some of the more specific creations of New Caledoni-
an prehistory. Avias’ articles, written in good faith but based only on 
analogies, eventually contributed to a globally erroneous picture of 
New Caledonia’s prehistory up until the 1970s and 1980s. Avias’ racial-
ist point of view (fig. 1), although today clearly outdated, needs to be 
understood in the general, and still colonial context of the late 1940s, 
when even Leenhardt, a pioneer ethnology professor and strong ad-
vocate for the Kanak people, wrote about the necessity of studying 
New Caledonia’s indigenous people because they were the “only living 
relatives of the extinct Neanderthals” (Leenhardt 1945: 16).

   From the 1940s on-
ward, hypotheses evolved, 
especially among the anglo-
phone scientific communi-
ty, and the tumuli on Isle 
of Pines were progressively 
(re-)interpreted as anthro-
pogenic, thus representing 
an interesting local cultur-
al development. In order to 
demonstrate this however, 
further inventory, excava-
tions and samplings were 
necessary. The main issue 
then resided for research-
ers in dating those struc-
tures and linking them to 
some other significant cul-
tural manifestation known 
within the New Caledonian 
archipelago. Consequently 
Luc Chevalier, then director 
of the local museum and 
Jack Golson, of the Austral-

ian National University, undertook excavations on already disturbed 
ferralitic tumuli in 1959 and 1960. These archaeological operations 
led to the publication of the first two scientific articles on the sub-
ject (Chevalier 1959-62 and Golson 1959-62). Golson, along with  

Figure 1: Overview of New 
Caledonia’s prehistory, 

by Avias (1949: 45). 
The Isle of Pines is already an 

important element 
in the author’s hypothesis. 

(Société des Océanistes)
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Les Groube, Wal Ambrose and Colin Smart also measured and listed 
more than 120 tumuli during the 1959-1960 Isle of Pines fieldwork 
season (Golson 1959-62: 12), and identified two main types of earth 
mounds: some of conical shape and some “saucer-shaped” (Golson 
1996: 310).

   Around this time, engineer and amateur archaeologist Ber-
nard Brou, who was a founding member of the local Société d’Études  
Historiques de Nouvelle-Calédonie, chose to follow Avias’ already  
dated theories. Several factors might explain this, amongst which:
— the fact that Avias himself had simply applied new data to an  
already popular theory of population replacement published by Mari-
us Archambault, a local prehistory enthusiast who was a correspond-
ent of the Société d’Anthropologie de Paris in New Caledonia in the 
early XXth century;
— the difficulty to access specialised scientific literature in New  
Caledonia in the 1960s and 1970s;
— the opportunity of such a theory, which could be used as a socio-
logical leverage tool at a time when Kanak intellectuals where slowly 
entering the political arena.
Therefore, despite the already important breakthroughs that had 
been made at the time in the understanding of the human settlement 
of the Pacific, Avias’ racist and obsolete viewpoint was to gain public 
knowledge in New Caledonia, thanks to Brou’s classic book, Préhis-
toire et société traditionnelle de la Nouvelle-Calédonie (1977), which 
acted simultaneously as a vulgarisation volume and a political indoc-
trination tool. As a proponent of a primordial white population, later 
replaced by the Kanak, Brou remained cautious in his book in regard 
to the earth mounds. He presented all previous known hypotheses, yet 
favoured a geological origin for the structures (Brou 1977: 100-101). 
Simultaneously, Compton’s original hypothesis received the support 
of geologist Henri Gonord who was at the time working on New Cale-
donia’s ultramafic environments.

   At the same period, French archaeologist Daniel Frimigacci was 
working at the KVO003 St Maurice/Vatcha Lapita site excavation in 
the Isle of Pines. His other research focus were the tumuli. His sur-
veys in the 1970s led to the inventory of many previously unrecorded 
tumuli. Thanks to Frimigacci’s work, 307 earth mounds in total were 
mapped for the first time (fig. 2), revealing that hundreds of these 
massive structures were scattered not only across the ferralitic pla-
teau but also in the forest plains covering the vast uplifted coral belt 
around the island.

   Frimigacci should also be credited for being the first to study 
these coral tumuli (closer to the shore) and not focus exclusively on 
the ferralitic ones located on the plateau (Frimigacci 1986: 27). He was 
helped in this task by the fortuitous discovery of human remains in-
side the tumulus of Tüu (KVO005) by inhabitants of Vao village, near 
St Joseph bay. To this day, Isle of Pines inhabitants sometimes use  
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the earth mounds as crushed limestone quarries to repair small roads 
or house verandas. After the almost complete destruction of the large 
earth mound of Tüu, Frimigacci undertook an archaeological exca-
vation of the remaining 1/8 of the structure (Frimigacci 1986: 30).  
In a rather complex stratigraphy, two complete human burials and nu-
merous other human bones were uncovered. Both individuals seemed 
to have been buried in anatomical connection, with one of the two in 
dorsal decubitus (Frimigacci 1986: 31). Loose bones found in the up-
per levels of the tumulus were broken and heavily disrupted, probable 
signs of the mound’s numerous restructurations. Radiocarbon dates 
obtained from the two complete skeletons gave somewhat ancient  
results: 1440±35 BP (UW766, Seattle) and 1845±65 BP (UW765,  
Seattle). A charcoal sample collected at a depth of 40 cm also gave 
similar result at 1930±70 BP (UW655, Seattle). This crucial discov-
ery should have allowed the idea that these puzzling structures had  
a human origin to be considered more seriously.

   Yet, this was not to be, as other discoveries were to complicate 
the debate in the late 1970s and early 1980s. The remains of a large  
subfossil bird, Sylviornis neocaledoniae (fig. 3), were uncovered in 
1974 by Father Marie-Joseph Dubois during an ethnographic mission 
on the Isle of Pines for the National Centre for Scientific Research 

Figure 2: Map showing  
the global positioning  

of tumuli on the Isle of Pines 
(from Frimigacci 1986). In red, 

previously known tumuli.  
In blue, tumuli surveyed  

during our fieldwork 
(2006-2010) (Louis Lagarde 

and David Baret, IANCP. 
Background: georep.nc.)
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(CNRS). Dubois had insisted on visiting an oral tradition site, where 
the remains of the sons of the god Kukwiede were supposed to be visi-
ble. In fact, the site was a natural trap within an uplifted coral environ-
ment, where several birds had fallen. Their remains were clearly visi-
ble within a coral concretion in 1974, and the people of Isle of Pines 
had explained this by adjusting Kukwiede’s myth (Dubois 1976). This 
site is now inventoried as KKA017.

   This important breakthrough1 in the 
knowledge of New Caledonia’s extinct avi-
fauna first led to a deeper understanding 
of human impact on Oceanic insular eco-
systems at the time of first human settle-
ment: it is now proven that New Caledo-
nia’s megafauna disappeared within the 
first few centuries following the arrival of 
the first Austronesian canoes, some 3,000 
years ago. Secondly, this discovery provid-
ed an acceptable explanation of the Isle of 

Pines tumuli. Roger C. Green, in one of his seminal and thought-pro-
voking articles, presented a hypothesis that suited almost everyone: 
“Those mysterious mounds were for the birds” (Green 1988). The fer-
ralitic tumuli were neither geological anomalies of unsure origin nor 
human-made structures, as demonstrated by the lack of archaeologi-
cal evidence inside most of them. Large birds, megapodes, were in fact 
responsible for their construction. To support this hypothesis, Green 
compared the structures with large mounds of earth and branches con-
structed by other megapodes from Oceania2. This bird nesting theory 
also provided a simple explanation for the previous radiocarbon dates 
obtained from a key element of some ferralitic tumuli: a central “lime” 
column that most of them bear. Dating the recarbonation process had 
led to quite disperse yet ancient dates, ranging from 4120±90 BP to 
7710±70 BP (Rafter et al. 1972: pl. 9). Furthermore, the dating of a Pla-
costylus land snail encased within a central lime column by Dubois 
(1976: 237) had also led to a very ancient date (12900±450BP, Gif 298). 
Since these dates were incompatible with human presence, they led 
Green to state that the tumuli had been bird-made. In order to explain 
the presence of human remains in some earth mounds, he suggested 
(like Dubois before him) that a few of those ancient natural structures 
could have been later re-used by the Isle of Pines inhabitants for dif-
ferent activities, some of them involving funerary practices.

   Since Green’s article, the origin of the tumuli has been discussed 
occasionally (Sand 1995, Golson 1996), but further archaeological re-
search on the Isle of Pines’ plateau was not undertaken until 2006, 
as if the case had been closed on a consensus between palaeofauna 
specialists and archaeologists, each of the parties agreeing on a prac-
tical, simplifying and convenient solution. Thirty years later, recent 
discoveries finally allow us to revaluate previously proposed theories 
and assess their plausibility.

Figure 3: The Sylviornis 
neocaledoniae (from Balouet 
1993; Jean-Christophe Balouet 
and Société géologique  
de France).

1- Surprisingly, the discovery 
of subfossil birds in New 
Caledonia had been predicted 
by Paul Griscelli, through 
the analysis of vocabulary 
and kanak oral traditions 
(Griscelli 1976).

2 - For instance, some 
earthmounds in North-East 
Australia could have been 
constructed by the species 
Megapodius reinwardt 
(Stone 1991 : 255).
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inTerrogaTions of THe differenT models

A prehistoric, pre-ceramic population?
   The possibility of an early settlement on Isle of Pines (and the rest 
of New Caledonia) by a Paleolithic-like, non-ceramic culture, was a pop-
ular theory in the recent past (Shutler and Shutler 1975), particularly 
in the works of the Société d’Études Historiques de Nouvelle-Calédo-
nie, in the 1960s, 70s and 80s (Brou 1970, and specifically Brou 1977: 
55-85). Petroglyphs, stone alignments on mainland New Caledonia or 
the Isle of Pines’ tumuli therefore fueled the theory of an advanced 
primordial culture, mother of megaliths and in some cases Lapita 
pottery (Brou 1977: 97-98). This original society, replaced millennia 
later by the Kanak, would have arrived by foot, thanks to hypothetical 
terrestrial bridges, and had to be “fairskinned”, given the “quality” of 
the material culture they left behind. The Isle of Pines’ earth mounds 
were therefore instrumentalised (until recently, see Exbroyat 2009) in 
order to justify the theory of a paleolithic settlement which favoured 
the New Caledonian population of European descent, then dealing 
with the important Kanak land claims of the early 1980s (see Monnin 
and Sand 2004: 38). The “scientific” arguments inherited from Avias’ 
racialist articles published in the 1940s, themselves grounded in  
Archambault’s early XXth century vision, gave the ‘Caldoche’ communi-
ty the possibility of denying first occupancy and rightful land owner-
ship of the archipelago to the Kanak. This political approach from the 
Société d’Études Historiques de Nouvelle-Calédonie culminated in the 
publication of a primary school history manual in 1992, which aimed 
at comparing French and New Caledonian history. Destined for both 
teachers and students, this manual was supposed to follow the will of 
the Accords de Matignon (a political agreement between ‘Caldoche’ 
and Kanak communities following a decade of civil war in New Cal-
edonia), by integrating local history within the education program. 
The rapidity with which this manual was put together and its large 
diffusion thanks to the Société’s networks both explain its populari-
ty and the important impact the population replacement theory has 
today on all constituents of contemporary New Caledonian society3.

   However, after sixty years of archaeological activity on Isle of 
Pines, the hypothesis of an ancient human settlement that would pre-
date Lapita by thousands of years should be abandoned. Every dig and 
survey campaign has only brought back evidence of material culture 
in connection with already known assemblages from mainland New 
Caledonia and its global, well-known, diverse cultural traditions of the 
last three millennia. Ceramics were introduced in the New Caledoni-
an archipelago by Austronesian seafarers of Lapita tradition (Sand 
1995: 66), the first true discoverers of the archipelago. Since the cre-
ation of a local archaeology department in 1991 and the rise of large 
scale preventive archaeology following the creation of the Institut 
d’archéologie de la Nouvelle-Calédonie et du Pacifique (IANCP), no ar-
tefact that would indicate a pre-Lapita culture has ever been found on 
Grande Terre or the Loyalty islands, despite efforts to do so. The same 
goes for Isle of Pines, where no evidence of any culture that would  

3 -At the University of 
New Caledonia, within 

the History of New Caledonia 
course (second year), 

students of all origins/
ethnicities confess to having 

heard or learnt at some point 
in their education, that 

the “Kanak were not 
the first occupants 
of New Caledonia”.
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pre-date Lapita has been found during our four-year research cam-
paign.

Geological anomalies?
   For Compton (1917) or Gonord and Brou (1977), these structures 
could be geological anomalies, typical of ferralitic, lateritic and ul-
tramafic environments. However, the exact roundness of these poten-
tial anomalies is the first argument weakening the geological hypoth-
esis. This has been underlined on numerous occasions by proponents 
of a megapode-made theory for Australian earth mounds (Schmidt 
2018: 614). Furthermore, the geological hypothesis leads, in the case 
of New Caladonia, to the following interrogation: why are tumuli vir-
tually absent from southern Grande Terre’s environment, very similar 
to the Isle of Pine’s plateau? The Isle of Pines’ plateau is indeed of 
the same geological nature as the lateritic, ultramafic environments  
of Southern New Caledonia, which cover one third of Grande Terre 
(L’huillier et al. 2010). It is therefore illogical that over these 5,000 
km2, these “natural” earth mounds are not more numerous.

   There is also a second problem with the natural, geological expla-
nation: there are two very distinct geological environments on the Isle 
of Pines: the ferralitic plateau, dating to the Eocene period (37 million 
years) and a quaternary, Pleistocene-dated, uplifted coral plain. This 
emerged fossil reef is similar to other uplifted coral islands in the Pa-
cific, such as the recently formed, and nearby Loyalty Islands. On both 
these geological formations, tumuli exist: the ones of the coral plain, 
known as ‘seashore tumuli’ and the better known ‘plateau tumuli’. Yet 
this important fact is not mentioned by the authors who offer a geo-
logical explanation to the earth mounds. We find it very unlikely that 
the same anomalies could have occurred in these two extremely dis-
tinct environments, different not only by their age but also by their 
geological and chemical characteristics.

   In order to defend the geological anomaly hypothesis, Brou wrote 
the following demonstration:

« We are doubtful of the presence of 400 tumuli on an island that 
could never have fed more than 1000 or 2000 individuals, making a 
total working population of 300 to 400 workers during a third or a 
quarter of the year. However, the volume of earth and stones repre-
sented by the mounds adds up to 40 or 50 000 m3. A fantastic moti-
vation was hence needed to undertake such colossal work: it is not 
impossible, but unbelievable » (Brou 1977: 102).

   This short series of numbers calculated by Brou has the merit of 
addressing two key interrogations. The first one is the approximation 
of the total volume of earth and rocks those mounds represent. To an-
swer this, we have to be able to estimate the actual volume of a tu-
mulus. The earth mounds are generally dome-shaped, the most eroded 
ones having been classified as « saucer-shaped » by Golson. (Golson 
1996: 310). Both these shapes are variations of a dome of a sphere, 
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i.e. a sphere cut by a horizontal plane between its pole and equator.  
The calculation of a dome’s volume can be obtained with two key 
measures: 
— the radius of the circle corresponding to the said plane (here the 
ground), so the radius of the tumulus, noted r;
— the height between the plane and the dome’s summit, i.e. the height 
of the tumulus, noted h.
We can then proceed to calculate the volume, noted V, with the follow-
ing formula: V = π h/6) x (3r2+h2).
In fact, the earth mounds have a flatter shape than a perfect dome, so 
this calculation actually gives a high estimate of a given tumulus’ vol-
ume. The heights of the earth mounds measured during our fieldwork 
vary between 1.8m and 4 m with a diameter of 15 to 25 m for a volume 
comprised between 150 and 1 000 m3 per tumulus (Lagarde 2012). If 
we consider an average volume of 500 m3 for each tumulus, the 307 
earth mounds of Isle of Pines add up to roughly 150 000 m3, three to 
four times the estimation of Brou. In addition, it is more than likely 
that the high density of structures observed in the surveyed area of 
Gadji (evergreen forest on calcareous soil) extends to the similar envi-
ronement of the nearby areas of Wapan and Tuete, which means that 
at least 150 more mounds are still unsurveyed in Isle of Pines’ forest 
environment. The total volume represented by the tumuli is therefore 
probably closer to 225 000 m3, five times the estimate of Brou.

   The second question arising from Brou’s demonstration relates 
to the time of construction and the potential work such an achieve-
ment would require. Therefore, it indirectly addresses the size of the 
Isle of Pines’ population in remote times. It is generally acknowledged 
that the settlement and colonizing process of new spaces induces rap-
id demographic growth. Sand (1995: 112) gave a careful, reasonable 
estimate of the global New Caledonian population at the end of the 
first millennium BC, on the basis of a natural growth rate of 0.9% dur-
ing the first 300 years and 0.7% during the 700 remaining, ending to  
a population of 55,000 for the whole archipelago.

   This number represents 35% more than the estimate of 40,000 es-
tablished by navigator and admiral Fébvrier-Despointes in 1854, at a 
time when the Isle of Pines population was of 2,500 (1840). If we can 
imagine that the Isle of Pines’ population has always been within the 
same ratio of Grande Terre’s, therefore at the end of the first millen-
nium BC, the Isle of Pines was likely to carry a population of 3,500. 
This number and the working population induced, are higher than 
what Brou suggested 35 years ago. Recent research (see below) shows 
evidence of anthropogenic activity on the earthmounds for a period 
spanning at least five centuries, a period which, once reported to their 
total volume, indicates a total moving of earth and rocks of 450 m3 
per year. With only 1000 individuals, we obtain 0,45 m3 per person per 
year. It is very clear that even if the total number of tumuli or their 
size is doubled, even with only half the population, Brou’s argument of
an improbable « fantastic motivation » and « colossal work» proves  
to be unfounded.
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Birds?
   A third theory concerning the origin of these structures is that 
they could have been erected by birds, specifically a species of sub-fos-
sil extinct megapodes. Elsewhere, in near Oceania, megapodes are 
known for the construction of mounds made of earth and branches 
(Green 1988: 153-158 and Jones 1989: 147-148). The Sylviornis neocal-
edoniae, a large extinct bird, was suggested, in the thought-provoking 
article by Green previously mentioned. This bird is however the only 
taxon of its family, the Sylviornithidae, and therefore it is impossible 
to know if this family of birds used to incubate their eggs in earth 
mounds. Furthermore, this taxon is closer to ratites/galliforms than 
to actual megapodes, a fact already noted by Golson and recently con-
firmed (Worthy et al. 2016), thus diminishing the probability of the 
said hypothesis.

   Following Green’s intuition, a second species of birds has also 
been suggested: a quite smaller, also extinct megapod, Megapodius 
molistructor (Balouet and Olson 1989: 9-11), discovered along with 
Sylviornis neocaledoniae at site KKA017. Its chosen binominal name 
has provided a bias to the debate (since molistructor means “mound 
builder” in latin) in favouring the bird hypothesis. Indeed, some of 
this species’ present relatives are known for the construction of earth 
and branch mounds, their eggs’ incubation being favoured by organic 
material decomposition and induced proliferation of thermogenous 
fungi (Jones 1989: 148 and Golson 1996: 311). Yet, birds of this family 
construct mounds in sunny beachfront or volcanic ash environments, 
both of these being very different to the Isle of Pines’ ferralitic plateau 
or evergreen forest on calcareous soil, thus lowering the probability 
of the bird-made hypothesis. There is also another strong argument 
against the construction of these earth mounds by birds: the ecologi-
cal niche where most of these extinct subfossil birds have been found 
are the Pindai caves in northwestern Grande Terre (Anderson, Sand et 
al. 2010). Yet where these caves are located, no tumulus is to be found. 
As a general rule, earth mounds are extremely rare on Grande Terre: 
geologist Maurice Piroutet (1917: 65) mentions three in the Koumac 
region (northern Grande Terre), and one at “Pointe Maa” (near Païta, 
southwestern Grande Terre). Two other existed in Païta region (they 
have now disappeared) and two more are visible near Boulouparis vil-
lage (also southwestern Grande Terre). Ethnographers who never went 
to the Isle of Pines hardly ever mention them (Sarasin 1929: 37). On 
the Isle of Pines, as we have seen, there are hundreds of them (fig. 2). 
All in all, if these structures were indeed bird nests, it is implausible 
that these flightless birds would have nested on Isle of Pines and died 
on Grande Terre.

recenT researcH and surVey resulTs

   As documented here, a significant amount of scientific data had 
been published on the matter before our four-year field research (2006-
2010) on Isle of Pines. This new research program aimed at getting a 
better global picture of the Isle of Pines’ prehistory spanning three 
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millenia of human presence, from Lapita settlement to the beginning 
of the XXth century. Topics that had been extensively researched, such 
as Lapita settlement and the tumuli, were of little concern to us, as so 
many long periods of the island’s prehistory had yet to be document-
ed. For example, little was known of the relations between the Isle of 
Pines and the rest of the New Caledonian archipelago during these 
25 centuries, or of the inner dynamics such as the colonizing rate of 
insular space, the development of horticultural practices and trans-
formations in material culture. Yet, over the course of our research, we 
acquired valuable evidence on a corpus of both limestone and ferralit-
ic tumuli. A large fire in September 2010 led to the partial destruction 
the plateau’s pine forest and ground ferns, over 2 500 hectares. This 
provided the opportunity to actually see the ground and the prepara-
tions associated with tumuli for the first time ever across such a large 
surface. The archaeological data recovered allowed a considerable 
breakthrough in the analysis of human settlement on the plateau and 
the anthropogenic character of the ferralitic tumuli (Lagarde 2012).

Anthropogenic aspects of the plateau tumuli
   Forty-nine earth mounds were surveyed during our mission be-
tween 2006 and 2010, 22 of them inventoried after the 2010 fire (fig. 
2). If their anthropogenic nature is still debatable, certain anthropo-
genic human modifications or global characteristics of the tumuli 
support the idea they were associated with human action:
— everywhere on the plateau, ceramic sherds are extremely rare. Yet, 
three out of twenty-two earth mounds (13,6%) are associated with the 
presence of potsherds;
— eight tumuli (36,4%) are associated with seashells food remains or 
fossil uplifted limestone blocks, necessarily brought from the shore 
or the forest;
— six of them (27,3%) show diverse types of anthropogenic character-
istics: pathways, depression on the top, large blocks in the structure 
of the slope;
— six of them (27,3%) bear one, two or three large ferralitic boulders at 
the very top (fig. 4).

Figure 4: 
Left: ferralitic boulder 

on top of tumulus KTU029. 
Right: three ferralitic boulders 

on top of tumulus KTU049. 
(Picture Louis Lagarde)
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   Furthermore, we found a tumulus (KTU033) that had recently 
been opened by a mechanical digger. This allowed us to witness its 
inner stratigraphy, in which at least four construction phases were 
identified (fig. 5). A large bed of ferralitic boulders forms the base of 
the structure. Then a very homogenous layer of fine chromite pebbles 
comprises the first metre of infill. This underlies a second flat layer 
of large ferralitic boulders, and finally a second fine chromite pebble 
layer.

   Tumulus KTU046 is characterised by the presence of very large 
ferralitic blocks placed halfway through the slope (twenty of them are 
almost a meter in length and weight up several hundred kilograms). 
It is impossible that birds moved them given their significant weigh 
and size. The precise mapping of the tumulus shows evidence of a dou-
ble circle of lateritic boulders and a trapezium-shaped enclosure on 
its east side (fig. 6). It is one of the “saucer-shaped tumuli” (Golson 
1996: 310), indicating that erosion and weathering probably caused 
the fine chromite pebbles to progressively cover the large boulders 
which originally marked the perimeter of the structure itself (fig. 7).

Figure 5: Archaeological log 
of tumulus KTU033,  
on the ferralitic plateau, dis-
turbed by a mechanical dig-
ger.(picture Louis Largarde)
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Figure 6: Mapping of tumulus 
KTU046. 

(Drawing Louis Lagarde; CAD 
David Baret, IANCP)

Figure 7: Proposition for the 
construction and erosion 

process of a “saucer-shaped” 
tumulus (KTU046). 

(Drawing Louis Lagarde; CAD 
David Baret, IANCP)
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Figure 8: 
Mapping of tumulus KTU049. 
(Drawing Louis Lagarde; CAD 
David Baret, IANCP)

   Lastly, tumulus KTU049 has a stone pathway leading to it that 
stops a third of the way up the slope (fig. 8), with three ferralitic boul-
ders placed at the very top. Elements of oral tradition mention posts 
planted on the top of earth mounds and scenes of “torture” (Frimigacci 
1986: 31). While the word is probably excessive and oral information 
to be taken with caution, especially considering the important and 
ancient Christianisation of the Isle of Pines, it does link the tumuli 
with more or less complex rituals.

Evidence of funerary practices
   Radiocarbon dates ob-
tained by Frimigacci in the 
1980s on the Tüu tumulus 
indicate burials in the first 
centuries AD. Our sampling of 
human bones in open tumulus 
KGJ003 (fig. 9) in Gadji (north-
ern Isle of Pines) gave results 
around the first centuries BC 
(2208±39 BP cal 2309-2003 BP, 
2σ Wk 20880).

   In light of this data, it is 
legitimate to suggest a new 
interpretation for the earth 
mounds as funerary structures. 
One major difference separates 
the plateau structures from  
the coral plain ones: 

Figure 9: 
Long bones and seashells  
of funerary function from  
tumulus KGJ003. 
(Photo Louis Lagarde)
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in the plateau tumuli, no evidence of archaeological material is to 
be found, whereas every open tumulus of the limestone environment 
(through Frimigacci’s or our more recent fieldwork) seems to con-
tain human remains (Frimigacci 1986: 29). Recent oral testimonies 
mention systematic discoveries of human bones when locals use the 
earth mounds as quarries for xaca4(J. Douépéré, personnal communi-
cation, October 2006). The function of these limestone tumuli seems 
therefore at least ritual, if not exclusively funerary for primary buri-
als (Valentin and Sand 2008: 64). The general state of the bones must 
also be observed: despite the calcareous, high pH of the limestone 
soil, which should have helped bone preservation, the samples from 
KGJ003 and KVO005 showed evident signs of decay. This bad preserva-
tion is probably due to the structure of the earth mounds themselves. 
They are made of tiny limestone blocks, allowing rainwater drainage 
on the bones over centuries, along with consequential oxidation and 
growth of moss and fungus.

   If we consider the fact that the plateau earth mounds bear the 
same structural characteristics, clearly not ideal for bone preserva-
tion, and the extreme acidity of the soil (pH=4,7, see L’Huillier et al. 
2010: 39), fast dissolution of human remains is plausible in ferralit-
ic context, a hypothesis already put forward by Sand (1995: 51). The 
complete disappearance of human remains in a funerary tumulus 
can seem far-fetched. Yet, severely weathered human bones were wit-
nessed in ferralitic environments in 2008, lying in rock shelters or 
buried in shallow soil in the region of Ouinné (southeastern Grande 
Terre) (Lagarde et al. 2008) . They were clearly associated with Nera 
pottery, emblematic of the last millennium in Southern Grande Terre. 
Their state of degradation was extremely advanced showing that 
only a few centuries are enough to cause the almost complete disap-
pearance of bone matter. This process has been further recorded and 
confirmed in other ferralitic environments more recently (Sand et al. 
2012: 41).

discussion

   Ever since the New Caledonian petroglyph question has been dealt 
with scientifically (Monnin & Sand 2004), the puzzling tumuli of the 
Isle of Pines’ ferralitic plateau were the last piece of evidence for be-
lievers in the existence of a pre-ceramic, megalithic culture in New 
Caledonia. If the theory of a pre-Austronesian settlement was possible 
as recently as 25 years ago (Gorecki 1992), no data on site occupation 
or paleoenvironment acquired since support that hypothesis (Sand 
2010: 212).

   Furthermore, the hypothesis that petroglyphs, biconical stones, 
Lapita pottery, erected stone alignments and the Isle of Pines’ earth 
mounds are the testimony of a unique, advanced population, recently 
replaced by the Kanak (Exbroyat 2009) is coming to a final stop. We 
now know that New Caledonia’s petroglyphs were carved throughout 
the whole chronology of the archipelago. The tumuli on Isle of Pines 

4 - The term xaca is applied  
to fossil coral limestone,  

in several Kanak languages 
including nââ kwényï,  

the language of Isle of Pines.
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suggest something similar, i.e., a construction phase spanning sever-
al centuries and not linked with first human settlement. They seem 
to belong to a rather ancient part of New Caledonia’s prehistory, and 
to a localised, endogenous tradition, born several centuries after the 
breakdown of the Lapita Cultural Complex during which such earth 
mounds are unknown. The fact that the majority of Grande Terre’s 
tumuli have been discovered in its southern region (and in different 
geological environments) supports the idea of an anthropogenic tra-
dition originating on the Isle of Pines and exported to nearby south-
ern Grande Terre.

   Funerary customs of the first Austronesian settlers in Melanesia 
are better known today, since the discovery of a Lapita settlement 
cemetery at Teouma site, on Efate island, Vanuatu (Bedford et al., 2010: 
140-162). On the Isle of Pines however, it has not been possible, during 
our fieldwork, to discover burial zones dating to the first centuries  
of human presence. Those first cemeteries, probably located on sea-
shore plains, have long since been heavily disrupted by 3,000 years 
of progressive intensification in occupation and horticultural activ-
ities. Accordingly, accidental discoveries of bones, followed by their 
collection and secondary burial, are still occurring today. We suggest 
the Isle of Pines’ earth mounds to be essentially of funerary nature 
and to represent burial locations. Their structural organization is dif-
ficult to comprehend, for the accumulation of material seems precise 
and random at the same time:
— random, because the body positions seem disorganised, especially 
for the upper layers (Frimigacci 1986: 29) and also because the earth 
mounds vary considerably in size;
— precise, because the overall shape of the tumuli is very regular and 
the general size of the pebbles is quite homogenous. In the forest, it 
is nearly impossible to find such small pieces of limestone anywhere 
around a tumulus, meaning that the builders either harvested them 
prior to the construction sequence, or broke larger blocks to produce 
finer pebbles, thus showing aesthetic or ritual constraints.

   The island’s isolation from the rest of Grande Terre led its in-
habitants to research innovative solutions to the problems associat-
ed with the increasing population during the first millennium BC. 
Among these solutions were perhaps some new funerary practices 
and management strategies for the bodies. The progressive reduction 
of usable land for horticulture could have led the island’s inhabitants 
to gather the dead in collective tumulus-shaped cemeteries, some of 
which located on soil that could not be used for horticulture due to its 
high acidity, metal-induced toxicity, and poor levels of key nutrients.

   This hypothesis has two corollaries: a) It assumes both types 
of tumuli had the same function, despite the lack of archaeological 
evidence coming from the plateau ones; b) It is very much in phase 
with the interpretation suggested by Frimigacci. The plateau earth 
mounds and those of the calcareous seashore plain are structurally 
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and morphologically identical, their differences coming only from 
the environment in which they were erected. Typologically, they are 
identical and linguistically, the people of the Isle of Pines call both 
kinds purè. Furthermore, they are distributed in similar proportions 
in terms of specimen/space ratio across both main biotopes of Isle 
of Pines, as hundreds of them are to be found in both ferralitic and 
coral environments. If one of the types was much rarer, if language 
could differentiate the structures, if the inner structure of the earth 
mounds was typologically different, then we would have separated 
the tumuli into two categories. On the contrary, we stand confident 
with the hypothesis of a unique anthropogenic tradition in which mi-
nor differences are to be explained by the surrounding environment. 
This is not our idea, as Frimigacci was the first to point out the sim-
ilarities existing between the two populations of tumuli, and to try  
to explain the use of the plateau ones by the contents of the coastal  
ones (Frimigacci 1986: 32). His excavation of the human remains  
in the Tüu tumulus is for us the key finding of the past sixty years  
on this topic.

conclusion

   We hope to have demonstrated convincingly that the tumuli of 
the Isle of Pines are more complex than straightforward, natural, bird-
made structures. If this hypothesis is legitimate and can be verified 
in Australia (Stone 1991), where even other possibilities of animal fab-
rication have been explored (such as marsupial burrows and shelters, 
see Schmidt 2018: 614), the situation is different in New Caledonia 
and on the Isle of Pines in particular. Stone considers archaeologi-
cal material retrieved from northeastern Australian earth mounds 
as traces of ancient aboriginal settlements that have been raked by 
megapodes during the construction of their nests. In New Caledonia, 
the situation would, at best, be reversed: bird-made structures, may-
be during the Pleistocene, would have been later reused by humans, 
two millennia ago. The use of systematic comparison with Australian 
earth mounds has, in our opinion, clearly shown its limits.

   Although being the last pieces of evidence that could have sup-
ported the theory of an extremely ancient human settlement of the 
New Caledonian archipelago, the Isle of Pines’ tumuli actually belong 
to the three millennia of Austronesian presence. In our opinion, they 
illustrate, at least partly, the funerary practices over a timespan of 
five to six centuries, between the end of the first millennium BC and 
the first centuries AD.

   The presence of rare earth mounds on mainland New Caledonia 
raises questions of local absorption of cultural specificities from 
the nearby Isle of Pines. The presence of several limestone earth 
mounds recently discovered in Lifou (Loyalty islands) and similarly 
shaped mounds of funerary nature in western Polynesia also address  
the question of contacts/interactions between these zones in ancient 

228



times. Could an interesting logistic approach to the treatment of the 
dead have been exported at some point from the Isle of Pines?
Other limestone tumuli are also known on Maré island (Sarasin 1929: 
37 and 238). Quite different to the ones on the Isle of Pines, they act 
(at least nowadays) as territorial boundaries, thus reminding us that 
similar-looking structures, made of similar materials, can be linked to 
different choices and different purposes.

   A great deal of work is yet to be conducted on the Isle of Pines’ 
earth mounds, with proper excavation methods, stratigraphic com-
parisons and microscopic analyses of soil. Meanwhile, we are confi-
dent in the fact that these structures have a lot more to tell us than 
what has generally been agreed on.
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 Following the recent development of Pacific archaeology historiog-
raphies, this volume focuses on the history of francophone archaeology in the 
Pacific, whether French, Belgian, Swiss or relative to francophone archipelagos 
in Oceania. Following a workshop organised in Marseille, France, in May 2016, 
13 contributions offer here the diverse perspectives of archaeologists, historians, 
cultural anthropologists, museum curators and writers. The authors consider the 
epistemology, actors, practices and institutions that contributed to open this new 
field of research and to position it on the French and international scientific scene.

 Various themes are considered, from intellectual history and epistemol-
ogy to the biographical approach; from the contextualisation and re-evaluation 
of ancient collections and texts to reflections on the danger of presentism and 
the potential of historiographic analyses in developing innovative research per-
spectives in archaeology. The studies that are gathered here demonstrate the 
interest in viewing our own disciplinary past through a critically and  historically 
informed prism. They enable each of us to question the intellectual, socio-political 
and even ideological and personal ‘baggage’ more or less consciously hidden in 
our research. They also evoke the responsibility that science and scientists can 
assume in the diffusion and clarification of specific ideas or information. 

A French version of this volume is published by the Pacific Credo publications under the title 
Pour une histoire de la préhistoire océanienne : Approches historiographiques de l’archéologie 
francophone dans le Pacifique.
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