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absTracT

Archaeological research on Easter Island (Rapa Nui) has 
long been marked — unfortunately, to this day — by some 
preconceptions, the nature of which escapes scientific 
means.
The source of this anomaly is probably to be partially found 
in the first European explorations of the XVIIIth century 
that produced rather naive “ethnographic” observations. 
However, the phenomenon is mainly due to the success 
of a few pioneers’ works, the quality of which there is no 
reason to question but of which the results have frequent-
ly been considered as definite foundations. For instance, 
the transport of the moai keep being examined to this day 
without questioning the presumption of William Thom-
son (1889) that ancient Rapanui were willing to move only 
fully sculpted statues — an act that is far from being com-
pletely established.
Many works on Easter Island were similarly fragilized by 
methodological mistakes, such as the frequent confusion 
between ethnography and archaeology. The information of 
the former was quickly used to explain the data collected 
during excavations, as if the contemporaneous situation 
of the interrogated islanders was the direct and unaltered 
continuation of cultural experiences from the preceding 
centuries.
The outputs are intellectual constructions that are often 
plausible in their developments but are erected on rath-
er fragile foundations. The persistant absence of critical 
examinations of these few dogmas can appear surprising, 
given that it is only the force of tradition that justify them.

Translated from French by Emilie Dotte-Sarout, including citations 
unless otherwise noted (original French ones are to be found in the 
French version of the text).
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for an ePisTemology of raPanui arcHaeology

   To reconstruct the history of Easter Island, it seems necessary to 
assume a series of remarkable facts that make of this island an orig-
inal case within the Polynesian group. For instance, the population 
would have produced the lithic statues (moai) by starting their carv-
ing with the faces, before detaching any block of raw material from 
the bedrock. Moreover, the Rapanui people would only have moved 
their stone giants once these were totally carved, which made the op-
eration particularly complicated; they would hence have abandoned 
tens of them during their transport. It is also acknowledged that the 
Rapanui would have deserted their quarry where they left hundreds 
of preforms and would have systematically destroyed all their large 
ceremonial monuments (ahu)… These singularities guarantee the al-
terity of this land, specifically the most isolated in the world. Myster-
ies, at the very least, could be conceived, given how abundant are such 
anomalies that remain difficutl to understand. Yet, these elements ap-
pear as concrete unavoidable facts: the ancient carving edges of the 
quarries are really cluttered with incomplete moai; statues lie in open 
country, far from any monument; the stone giants are on the ground, 
often fragmented, all around the ceremonial platforms that are now 
obstructed by stones clusters… Is it possible to forsake such condi-
tions that are linked to objective and measurable facts?

   However, didn’t we misjudge material evidence from the begin-
ning of their interpretation? For example, to call “preforms” some 
moai that seem incomplete is a comment rather than an objective de-
scription. The term evokes not a formal category but an anticipated 
end: this statue ‘should’ have been completed. Similarly, the use of the 
word “abandon” when discussing the quarry or the isolated statues, in-
jects a signification into the objects: the renunciation is a deliberate 
intention, but its reading in archeological remains is not an imme-
diate evidence. The same process could be applied to the ceremonial 
platforms that are said to be “destroyed” or “ruined”, qualifiers that 
encompass an explicative part going beyond the palpable materiality. 
Visibly, it is important to entangle the facts from their interpretation, 
so as to measure the degree of credibility of the principles that guide 
a large part of the historical reconstructions in Rapa Nui.

   The most ancient occurrence of these hypotheses was by William 
J. Thomson (1843-1909), officer of the American Navy. Enlisted on 
board the “USS Mohican”, he landed on Rapa Nui in Decembre 1886, 
to start an investigation for the Smithsonian Institution of Washing-
ton (United States National Museum). Thomson established the first 
outline of a dictionary of the Rapanui language, started a study of 
the traditions and customs of the islanders he met, recorded an inven-
tory of the monuments, attempted to understand the famous tablets 
said to support written signs (the kohau rongorongo)… His study, pub-
lished in 1889, took on the classical aspects of ethnographic works  
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at the time, organised according to a recurring plan: environment (ge-
ology, climate, flora, fauna), physical anthropology (anthropometry, 
physical aspect, health conditions), material culture (housing, tools, 
clothing, monuments, craft production…), social structure and life 
events (hierarchy, institutions, birth, marriage, death…), intangible 
heritage (language, dances, myths…). The whole study was conceived 
without any temporal depth, remains from the past and testimonies 
from the living being placed on the same plan. In any case, it is the 
first substantial scientific study focusing on Easter Island. Older tes-
timonies do not have the same significance, although it should be re-
minded that the first European explorers only remained a few hours 
on Rapa Nui, and with other concerns.

   William J. Thomson’s publication is hence seminal, and it would 
be undignified to hold this researcher responsible for not having 
respected our contemporaneous scientific criteria. Indeed, this indi-
vidual showed a healthy curiosity and produced a series of hypoth-
eses, in particular about the statues, their manufacturing and their 
transport. He advanced that the apparently unfinished figures of the 
Rano Raraku volcano-quarry were representatives of different stages 
of the ancient sculptors’ chaîne opératoire (Thomson, 1889: 492-493). 
He also estimated that the fully carved moai that were still present 
on the volcano-quarry were awaiting their departure towards an alter 
built somewhere else on the island (Thomson, 1889: 497). Many other 
examples could be cited, we will only mention his idea that the trans-
port of a series of statues was interrupted, several giants being left 
on the ground in open country (Thomson, 1889: 497). Nowadays, crit-
ics can without doubt be raised against these postulates. The point is 
not to take an easy advantage of anachronisms but to guarantee the 
scientific debate and recognise science’s developments since the end 
of the XIXth century. Accordingly, his description of ancient actions 
associates observations and suppositions, such as the hypothesis of 
a “sudden” abandonment of the transport of statues. As noted before, 
the notion of abandonment itself should be exposed to debate; what 
of the “unexpected” character of the event, of which it is unknown 
how it could be illustrated in the documentation? But at the time the 
categorisation between facts and hypotheses did not follow the same 
criteria as today, while the form of publications corresponded as much 
to a tale as to a rational demonstration.

   This ambiguity between observations and deductions is similar 
to the one often associating archaeology and ethnography. Oceania 
represents an excellent field of research for studies combining both 
disciplines: although there are no actors from the past anymore to 
tell the story of their times, contemporaneous societies (those inter-
rogated since the XIXth century if not before) are linked to the tradi-
tions and can still explain cultural facts. Yet, some did not hesitate 
to establish direct relations between ethnographical and archaeo-
logical data, particularly in Rapa Nui. However, oral testimonies only 
very rarely correspond to past material facts. This phenomenon can  
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easily be explained by the nature of compared elements: on the one 
side, the account of a specific representation of the world with its asso-
ciated social order; on the other side, the material remains of ancient 
expressions of cultural discourses. Two distinct classes that do not 
share simple one-to-one relations, even though both concur to cultural 
reconstructions. In other words, oral tradition is not the tale of anec-
dotes fixed in tangibles artefacts of the past; it partially gives them 
a context. Still, any discourse is anchored, one way or another, within 
that of preceding generations — just as cultural constructions only  
exist on the basis of heritages. It remains that there are numerous 
filters preventing us from moving directly between present and past: 
modifications of traditions due to passing of generations; accultura-
tions due to meeting other cultural worlds; colonisations and annexa-
tions; cultural context of the observers; evolutions of human sciences…  
In Rapa Nui there is furthermore the effect of the catastrophic XIXth 
century demographic fall, before any of the ethnographic investi-
gations, the Christianisation of the whole population or the drastic 
economic modifications throughout the XIXth and XXth centuries. 
This complexity should not discourage real ethnoarchaeology, but it 
should lead to abandoning the direct questioning of material remains 
from a more or less distant past. Tales, myths and legends first give an 
account of how those who carry traditions conceptualise their present 
and their past (Van Tilburg 1994: 37-39). Strangely, many researchers 
ignored this evidence. Concerning the issue of the transport of stat-
ues, for instance, some have tried to stick to accounts of the past tell-
ing the story of statues that walked by themselves (Lipo et al., 2013), 
others drew from legends recording since the end of the XIXth century 
the wartime context characterising the end of the quarry exploitation 
(Bahn & Flenley 2011; Diamond 2005).

   Should we accept a direct anchoring of the present into the past, 
without any modification of the cultural features except at an anec-
dotal level, we would be obliged to deduct that Rapanui islanders are 
fixed in a cultural immobilism, a past long gone. This proposition is 
not defensible. In any case, it is evident that the XIXth century large-
ly disturbed the situation, through forced acculturations — including 
Christianisation — and through a quasi disappearance of the popula-
tion. In 1877, the French explorer Alphonse Pinart only counted 111 
indigenous inhabitant on Rapa Nui, of which only 26 were women 
(Pinart 1878: 238). The writings of this explorer must be taken with 
care as his discourses about other topics are full of approximations 
and errors, but there are other sources confirming the drastic de-
mographic fall occurring on Rapa Nui at the end of the XIXth centu-
ry (Jaussen 1874: 382 ; de Lapelin 1872 : 114-115 ; Geiseler1883 : 19 ; 
Métraux 1940 : 23).

   William Thomson started his fieldwork in 1886. At the time, the 
island was still “independent” (it was incorporated into Chile two 
years later) but had already lost almost all its population. The souve-
rainety of Rapa Nui at the time of Thomson was very relative, largely 
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altered by external contacts (Van Tilburg 1994: 29-39; Fischer 2005). 
The islanders from the XIXth century paid a heavy price. There were 
only a few hundred of them, surviving by chance through exactions 
and epidemies, when William J. Thomson started his work. Nothing 
in this can discredit the testimonies recored by the American, as long 
as this painful context is taken into account before taking the risk of 
establishing direct and unequivocal relations with a distant past.

THe TransPorT of THe sTaTue, an exemPlary case sTudy

Aspects of the problem
   The question of the statues’ transport on Easter Island only re-
cently started being considered despite being so recurrent. During 
the Enlightement, non-Polynesian visitors first wondered about the 
nature and origin of the raw material used for the statues, rather than 
about their manufacturing or moving. Jakob Roggeven, first Europe-
an to land on Rapa Nui, in 1722, estimated that the moai were made 
with soil: 

“These stone statues caused a surprise among us, because we could 
not understand how these people, without having access to trunks 
big enough to make any machines nor strong ropes, could possibly 
have erected such statues as high as at least 30 feets and with large 
proportions. However, this perplexity stopped when we discovered, 
by detaching a fragment, they were made of clay or another type of 
rich soil and small fragments of silex had been consecutively stuck 
very close to each others so as to look like a human figure”1

(Roggeveen 1838 : 112).

   A few decades later, in 1774, James Cook similarly wrote: […] “some 
of gentlemen who travelled over the Island and had an oppertunity 
[sic] to examine a great many were of an opinion that the stone on 
which they were made was different from any other which they saw  
on the Island and had much the appearance of being factious […]”  
(Beaglehole 1969 : 358). Questions in regards to the transport of the 
stone giants emerged only at the end of the XIXth century, when at last 
the Rano Raraku was discovered: the now famous volcano from which 
was extracted the tuff, used for most of the moai. The very first men-
tion of the quarry dates from the 1860s, when the catholic missionar-
ies were attempting to evangelise the islanders. One of them, Father 
Hippolyte Roussel, synthetised his observations in a report addressed 
to his superiors. The letter was posthumously published in 1926:

“All those who visited Easter Island were astonished when they saw 
the statues, ludicrous for sure, but gigantic, spread in such a high 
number all over Rapanui [sic]. They wondered, where were they ex-
tracted from? How were they erected and transported so far away? 
These statues made in a soft stone, being seven meters high and 
three meters in diameter, were all extracted from the external sides 
of the Otuiti crater [Rano Raraku], at the northern end of the island 
[in reality in the southeastern part of the island]” 
(Roussel 1926: 17-20; observations made around 1866-1867).

1 - “Wat de godsdienst 
deser menschen beterft 
daervan heeft men geen 

volkomen kennis, wegens 
de kortheyd van ons verblyf, 

konnen bekomen, alleenlyk 
hebben wy opgemerkt, dat 

sy voor eenige bysondere 
hoog opgeregte steenen 

beelden, vuuren aensteeken, 
en vervolgens op hunne 

hielen nedersittende met 
gebogen hoofed, bregen 
sy‘s platte der handen te 

saemen, beweegende die 
op en nederwaerds. Deze 

steenen beelden hebben in 
’t eerst veroorsaekt, dat wy 

met verwondering aengedaen 
wierden: want wy konden 

niet begrypen hoe ’t mogelyk 
was, dat die menschen, die 
ontbloot syn van swaer en

dik hout om eenige machine 
te maeken, mitsgaders van 

kloek touwwerk, echter 
soodanige beelden, die wel 

30 voeten hoog en naer 
proportie dik waren, hadden 
konnen oprigten: doch dese 

verwondering cesserde 
met te ondervinden door 

het aftrekken van een stuk 
steen, dat deze beelden van 

kley of vette aarde waeren 
geformeerd, en dat men 

daerin kleene gladde
keysteentjes hadde 

gestooken, die heel digt 
en net by den anderen 

geschikt synde, de vertooning 
van een mensch maekten”

(translated from original 
translation in French  

by Alexandra De Poorter — 
see French version  

of this chapter)
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   Only once there was no doubt left about the fact that the statues 
had been made in the rock extracted from Raraku volcano, were raised 
the questions of their manufacture and especially of their transport. 
William Thomson was the first to address the issue with success (1889: 
497). An important development occured at the start of the Great War, 
thanks to the British Katherine Routledge who stayed on Rapa Nui 
from March 1914 to August 1915. This pioneer of the research con-
ducted on Easter Island observed the traces of ancient roads, probably 
used for carrying the statues:

“At last a lazy Sunday afternoon ride, with no particular object, took 
one of us to the top of a small hill, some two miles to the west of  
Raraku. The level rays of the sinking sun showed up the inequalities 
of the ground, and, looking towards the sea, along the level plain of 
the south coast, the old track was clearly seen; it was slightly raised 
over lower ground and depressed somewhat through higher, and 
along it every few hundred yards lay a statue. Detailed study con-
firmed this first impression. […] The road can be traced from the 
south-western corner of the mountain, with one or two gaps, nearly 
to the foot of Rano Raraku, but the succession of statues continues 
only about half distance. […] There are on this road twenty-seven 
statues in all, covering a distance of some four miles, but fourteen of 
them, including two groups of three, are in the first mile” (Routledge 
1919: 194).

   It is evident that these ancient paths must have been used for 
more than strollers’ rides: care and sophistication of the construc-
tions demonstrate more than what is necessary for ordinary travels. 
Deciding that all this was ineluctably aimed at the circulation of stat-
ues is not that easy, though: for example, paving or retaining walls are 
constructions that cannot support the weight of several tons without 
damages. Yet, there are around 50 statues that lay along the paths. 
Some are broken, damages that could potentially have occurred dur-
ing their transport and could have justified its interruption. However, 
most of them are intact, making it more difficult to understand the 
reasons for their abandonment along the roads. British researcher 
Paul Bahn established a list of possibilities: temporary set up of the 
giants to complete their carving; temporary exhibition for ritual cer-
emonies; storage until the death of the person represented… (Bahn & 
Flenley 2011: 212). Other authors, more assertive and catastrophists, 
suggested that the transporters terminated their work suddenly and 
without notice (Diamond 2006: 86-87). All of this is plausible, al-
though impossible to verify, since it is important to highlight that 
none of these hypotheses is supported by material evidence. It follows 
that all these ideas create as many questions as they answer some: if 
halts were potentially necessary to complete the carving of the stat-
ues and/or to sacralise them, nothing here can justify the definitive 
termination of the transport; while the idea of porters abandoning 
the area in a hurry raise the question of the event(s) responsible for 
such a flight. Finally, is it normal that around 50 giants would had 
been moving at the same time? Proportionally speaking, the conges-
tion around the Rano Raraku is close to that of our megalopolises’ 
roads at close of business.
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   Whatever the answers to all these questions, the moai scattered 
along the roads, already carved in all their details, seem to attest one 
essential point: the Rapanui would have transported, not tuff blocks 
or preforms, but entirely sculpted giants. This is not such a trivial 
proposition, since the carved giants are more fragile than the raw 
monoliths, especially given that these very statues are made of tuff, 
a volcanic ash conglomerate that is crumbly and brittle. There are not 
many examples worldwide of similar processes. Still it is noteworthy 
to remind that the originality of a presumption does not de facto ren-
der it null.

   These ‘details’ apparently did not discourage the Rapanui in their 
rather hazardous enterprise. On the Rano Raraku is found the confir-
mation of moai’s being completed before their transport towards an 
ahu. Indeed, preforms that indicate the stages of moai’s manufacture 
are observed in every workshop set in the volcano-quarry. It shows 
that the face’s details were carved first (Thomson, 1889: 492-493; 
Routledge 1919: 175-179; Van Tilburg 1994: 21). This is a singular ap-
proach: a sculptor usually first tries to manage the global proportions 
of his creation before taking care of the last touches. This “anomaly” 
hence shows that the Rapanui’s work was directed by a deep concern 
for finishing details, even before the detachment of future statues 
from the bedrock. Accordingly, on the lower slopes of the Rano Raraku 
are found complete statues that seem to be waiting for their depar-
ture, some vertically fixed in the soil, others laying on the side of the 
roads: everything appear to indicate that incomplete creations were 
not supposed to get out of the Rano Raraku’s vast workshop. Finished 
moai laying along the paths; complete statues erected on the Rano 
Raraku’s slopes; preforms already bearing the face’s details… this ac-
cumulation of evidences looks unequivocal. Under all appearances, 
Rapanui were moving through hills and plains only completed stat-
ues, an ascertion that have to be taken into account by all tentative 
technical reconstruction of the transport.

   In their testomnies or their legends, the ancient Rapanui did not 
provide the details of the techniques they used to move their moai. 
The few and short tales that are known talk mainly about statues that 
moved towards the ahu, thanks to the magical powers of kings, priests 
or gods (Métraux 1940: 304). Florentin-Étienne Jaussen, Bishop of Ta-
hiti between 1848 and 1884, had the opportunity to record seemingly 
more concrete elements from the Rapanui who found refuge in Tahiti: 
“According to Hauonouo-kou, rounded stones were placed under the 
moai, people pushed and pulled and hence it moved little by little un-
til its destination” (Jaussen 1893: 7). At first, the method’s simplici-
ty affords it some credibility, but the continuous friction between 
the sculptures and the stones can only be damaging, even if a little. 
In 1934, a Rapanui told to Alfred Métraux that his ancestors lubri-
cated the paths by sliding taros and sweet potatoes under the moai 
(Métraux 1940: 304). But how many tons of these precious tubers 
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could have been needed for transporting only one statue? Probably 
enough to starve the whole island’s population! 

   Around 20 years earlier, Katherine Routledge recorded a more 
unexpected “testimony”: “[…] according to another account, quoted by  
a visitor before our day, ‘they walked, and some fell by the way.’”  
(Routledge 1919: 193). This explanation adresses two distinct prob-
lems in one sentence: the mode of transportation —  the statues 
“walked”—  and the reason why there were giants along the paths — 
some statues “stumbled down”. There lays an unquestionable poetic 
force that could, elsewhere, be misjudged for childish naivety. How-
ever, myths and legends are not here to report material or historical 
facts, but to support a specific conception of the world. It is evident 
that the moai existed for themselves, had a life and force of their own, 
qualities that are given away by the physical properties lent to them 
here. To go further would be to give some materiality to the tale. Does 
one really believe that the gods interfered during the fights of the Tro-
jan war, as exposed by Homere? The Iliad is not a History book; the 
poet writes about other values.

   We are hence forced to recognise that there is no element in the 
tradition to help us understand transportation techniques used for 
the moai. The few bits recorded at the end of the XIXth and the be-
ginning of the XXth centuries indirectly demonstrate the value of 
the statues, not their practical aspects and their displacement. As 
a result, several hypotheses about the techniques and the transport 
have been advanced since the last mid-century (Skjølsvold 1961: 
369-372; Mulloy 1970; Pavel 2009 ; Van Tilburg 1994 : 148-162; Love 
2000 ; Flenley & Bahn 2002 : 131; Hunt & Lipo 2011 ; Lipo et al. 2013;  
Velasquo 2015).

A never discussed starting point
   The point here is not to review the description and critics of 
all these hypotheses — they are all characterised by a similar flaw,  
despite their respective originality, that of not aligning with all the 
field facts. Whatever theory is examined, it stumbles on a series of 
pitfalls that cannot be neglected:

- Many of the moai that are said to be “abandoned” along the paths or 
those erected on the Rano Raraku’s slopes have dimensions that are 
a lot greater than those already associated to the ritual platforms. 
Hence, were these giants really affected to ahu? If yes, why did al-
most none of these ever reach a monument?
- No transportation technique can explain why there are so many 
statues laying down along paths (around 50). If this is due to inci-
dents during their transport, why are they not, for most of them, 
showing any damage? If not, why was the transportation of so many 
giants interrupted?
- Following the same logic, no transportation technique can ex-
plain the high proportion (2/3) of statues laying on their face along  
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the paths. If the moai were carried horizontally with their face to-
wards the ground during the trip, the preservation of a large number 
of elements would have been made more complicated. If the giants 
were transported in a standing position and would be laying after 
their fall, it woud be difficult to believe that almost all of them would 
have collapsed without any damage as a result.
- Most of the transportation technique that have been imagined un-
til now necessitate large enough areas to deploy teams of porters. 
However, it is almost impossible to benefit of such surfaces every-
where along the ancient paths. The island is full of hills and gullies 
cluttered with crushed lava flows that transformed large sectors in 
stone fields. It would have been rather fastidious for the porters to 
move along without stumbling, while they were looking upward to 
guide heavy ropes fixed to moai of several tons and a few meters 
high, balanced precariously.
- Lastly, it is difficult to understand why the statues “stored” on the 
Rano Raraku volcano-quarry, would have been erected on the slopes 
rather than at the bottom of the volcano — complicating their depar-
ture towards other places. Indeed, these moai are standing because 
large parts of their bodies are enclosed in sediments. To take them 
away necessitate a long effort of excavation putting them in a very 
unsteady equilibrium.

   Transport experiment attempted until now did work out. The mis-
take is to be found elsewhere. Could it be that the starting point is 
problematic, this idea according to which the Rapanui only transport-
ed entirely carved statues? The theory is based on three elements: the 
presence of completed statues along the paths, others also fully carved 
on the slopes of the volcano-quarry, and lastly, the preforms still found 
in the workshops. The context of preservation for these remains do 
not fit any of the transport hypotheses imagined to this day. In short, 
the same facts demonstrate one thing and its opposite. To recognise 
the paradox is to admit that the questions were wrongly asked.

As early as the end of the XIXth century, Hyppolite Roussel signalled 
the existence of incomplete statues on the Rano Raraku (Roussel 
1926: 18), while William Thomson suggested that these pieces could 
help recognise the different stages of the artists’ work:

“Here we found images in all stages of incompletion, from the rude 
outline drawing to the finished statue ready to be cut loose from its 
original rock and launched down the steep incline. The modus oper-
andi appears to have been to select a suitable rock upon which the 
image was sketched in a reclining position. The upper surface hav-
ing been carved into shape and entirely finished, the last work was 
to cut the back loose from the rock. This necessitated the exercise of 
great care to prevent the breaking off of exposed portions, and was 
accomplished by building piles of stones to sustain the weight while 
it was being undermined” (Thomson 1889: 492-493).
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   Since then, this chain of actions is continuously repeated, without 
ever having been analysed in detail. Undoubtely, it does appear rather 
evident. At the begining of the XXth century, Kathering Routledge did 
go through the same observations, after her field examination:

“[…] the face and anterior aspect of the statue were first carved, and 
the block gradually became isolated as the material was removed in 
forming the head, base, and sides. […] When the front and sides were 
completed down to every detail of the hands, the undercutting com-
menced. The rock beneath was chipped away by degrees till the stat-
ue rested only on a narrow strip of stone running along the spine; 
those which have been left at this stage resemble precisely a boat on 
its keel; the back being curved in the same way as a ship’s bottom” 
(Routledge 1919: 179).

   A few years later, Alfred Métraux observed himself the same 
sequence of actions: “After finding a satisfactory spur or ledge, the 
sculptor first shaped the face, next the front of the body, then the 
sides, and last of all the back. I know of only one statue which was de-
tached before the details had been carved” (Métraux 1940: 292).

   For most of them, contemporaneous authors stick to this inter-
pretative framework, which accuracy appears self-evident. The situa-
tion would be unequivocal: the quarries are full of preforms that allow 
understanding the order of the artists’ actions. The latter aimed at 
detaching from the slopes of the Raraku volcano only pieces fully set 
with all their attributes and details. It is not so much this originality 
of ancient Rapanui that is questioned, but rather a series of disrep-
ancies between the reconstituted skills and the preserved remains. 
Katherine Routledge already alluded to the impressive dimensions of 
several preforms:

“Some images are little more than embossed carvings on the face of 
the rock without surrounding alley-ways. In one instance, inside the 
crater, a piece of rock which has been left standing on the very sum-
mit of the cliff has been utilised in such a way that the figure lies 
on its side, while its back is formed by the outward precipice; this is 
contrary to all usual methods, and it seems improbable that it was 
intended to make it into a standing statue. Perhaps the strongest 
evidence is afforded by the size of some statues: the largest is 66 
feet in length, whereas 36 feet in the extreme ever found outside the 
quarry; tradition, it is true, points out the ahu on the south coast for 
which this monster was designed, but it is difficult to believe it was 
ever intended to move such a mass” (Routledge 1919 : 182).

This improbable moai, “el gigante” as it is called nowadays, is sculpted 
in high relief on the external face of the volcano, similarly to the large 
Bouddhas recently destroyed at Bâmiyân in Afghanistan.

   Moreover, it is curious that there are so many preforms in the 
workshops. Alfred Métraux perceived the problem and tried to an-
swer it: “The number of statues in process of construction is so great 
that it is difficult to believe that they were being carved at the same 
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time. The number of experts could hardly have sufficed for the task. 
Many statues were evidently left unfinished because of flaws in the 
material” (Métraux 1940: 292). It is evident that in some cases, some 
sculptors might have cursed the rock’s flaws and had to abandon their 
work. But this explanation can’t be generalised. Some thought about 
training workshops. It is an appealing idea, but it cannot be applied to 
all the remains. Even if it is a gathering of drafts, failures and appren-
tices’ pieces, why were they not regularly destroyed so as to maintain 
the workshops’ activity? Rapanui people would have absurdely clut-
tered their workshops by keeping them all, strongly reducing their 
possibilities to continue manufacturing new statues. The rate of un-
finished pieces is out of the ordinary. For around 20 years, it has been 
said that this would be the result of an ecological crisis that brought 
along an economic collapse and rivalries, in fine the end of the quarry 
(Diamond 2005; Bahn & Flenley 2011). Even if this was true, nothing 
would be explained yet as a termination of the work should have left 
only the statues in the process of being manufactured — potentially 
close to a few aborted or beginners’ pieces — not hundreds of variously 
initiated moai in every corners of the quarry.

   To conclude, strictly based on facts, it appears that the workshops 
are so cluttered that they would first need to be cleared of all preforms 
to enable the continuation of moai’s extractions and manufacture. Yet, 
it is evident that some of these preforms are impossible to complete, 
others can’t be moved without being damaged, others still are located 
in places too complicated to access for any possible transport. Heads 
without a body, outlined rather than sculpted figures, giants too long 
to be detached from the rock walls, clusters too tight to be extricated 
without damage, aberrant orientations…none of this make sense as 
long as we keep seeing in there only the stages of moai’s manufacture.

   The quarry that were previously exploited for tuff extraction 
manifestly became at some time the stage of another activity (Cauwe 
2011). The hundreds of faces that inhabit it, more or less free from the 
rock, with or without a body, are cultural pieces in themselves. They 
are characterised principally by their impossible completion while 
their profusion cannot systematically be linked to chance or inci-
dents. Here is represented, not an interrupted work, but a type of rich 
and invasive rock art. Even if this hypothesis raises interpretative is-
sues (why would a quarry and workshops be transformed in ceremo-
nial places?), it totally converges with materials remains. Profusion, 
impossible completion, cluttering… specificities often characterising 
rock art: there are many instances worldwide in which this type of ex-
pression plays with accumulation and crowding, all the while combin-
ing several creative processes (drawings, carvings, embossments…).

   Similar critics could be made in relation to other “evidences” for 
the transport of entirely sculpted statues. Regarding the isolated 
moai along the paths, in reference to recent studies that are based  
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on geomorphology, it appears that the famous moai were not aban-
doned during their transport but erected especially along the cere-
monial ways (Hamilton 2013; Cauwe & De Dapper 2015). Whatever the 
arguments advanced in these works, the number of moai that would 
have been moved concomitantly (around 50!) would have been surpris-
ing anyway, just as much as their dimensions and shapes that are com-
pletely different to those of the ahu’s statues. Concerning the giants 
planted on the Rano Raraku’s slopes, they are hardly linked to the pos-
sibility of storage before any transport. This is not even an idea need-
ing demonstration but objective and unquestionable facts: nobody 
would fix giants more than 10 meters high on the slopes of a volcano, 
keeping them standing thanks to specific lay-outs of the ground and 
by wrapping them under tons of sediments, to then only polish their 
shoulders and back before taking them away. The Rano Raraku was ev-
idently a long-lasting repository of finished pieces voluntarily fixed 
in the ground (Van Tilburg 1994).

   The conclusion of this debate is that evidences do not support the 
transport of finished statues throughout Easter Island anymore. It 
does not mean that the proposition is false. Only that it is not support-
ed by any objective fact and hence is only pure assumption. It follows 
that this idea cannot anymore form the only starting point for stud-
ies examining how ancient Rapanui populated their island of giants. 
It was only developed to stick to a documentation that has definitely 
no relation with the question of transport. The ‘preforms’ incrusted in 
the ancient workshops, the statues erected on the slopes of the Rano 
Raraku and the moai of the paths are monuments in themselves, not 
waste, undistributed stocks or lost cargo.

THe eTHnoarcHaeology of easTer island

   A thesis appeared several years ago, according to which the 
Rapanui civilisation would have collapsed following an ecological 
crisis, resulting in starvation, rivalries and in fine the fall of this an-
cient culture. The idea is still very popular, especially as modern cli-
matic changes remind us of the danger in overexploiting our environ-
ment. Easter Island would be a small-scale example of what awaits us 
if we do not quickly change our ways of life. American author Jared 
Diamond wrote the ultimate updating of this thesis, in his book Col-
lapse (2005), where he reviews the different civilisation – led by that 
of Easter Island – that would have persisted in dead-ends until their 
own annihilation. Recent works conducted on Easter Island definitely 
refute this idea (Hunt & Lipo 2007; Cauwe 2011; Boersema 2015). The 
history of this small island was not a quiet one, but it was far from one 
of self-destruction.

   The hypothesis could have seemed perfect, as it was based on eth-
nographic data — especially oral tradition — in addition to factual ev-
idences. Indeed, testimonies and legends confirm the occurrence of 
difficult periods. Juan Tepano, the informant of Katerine Routledge  
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in 1915, of Macmillan Brown in 1924 and Alfred Métraux in 1934, 
reported how during his childhood the elders described “the tumult 
of statues falling down”. He even remembered the tale told by one of 
them about how Paro, according to tradition the last standing statue, 
was overthrown on Ahu Pito Kura:

“a tupa-hotu woman had been killed and eaten by the people of Tuu. 
Her son showed his filial devotion by chasing into a cave around 
30 persons originating from the district where the insult had been 
committed. Paro was the victim of this quarrel: ropes were attached 
around his neck, a group of warriors, intoxicated by their victo-
ry, clamped to them and the enormous mass fell down face on the 
ground” (Métraux 1941: 156).

   It is generally evident that Polynesian societies demonstrated 
a certain degree of violence and that clanic rivalries could result in 
some fights (Bellwood 1987). There were numerous weapons every-
where, essentially wooden clubs, and they are an important part of 
Polynesian collections. The weapons also had enough interest within 
collective imagination to regularly be transformed into prestigious 
objects serving the hierarchical society. Rapanui culture is deeply 
Polynesian and there is no doubt life was not all about blissful peace.

   In such a context, it is not surprising that Rapanui myths and leg-
ends include many allusions to the feats of warrior-heroes, just as in 
Tahiti, the Marquesas or New Zealand. But this is no proof of irrepress-
ible behaviours leading to disaster: nowhere does a cultural context 
full of heroic battles demonstrate the occurrence of wars that brought 
about a total annihilation. It illustrates at best that fights against 
neighboring clans must have happened from time to time, just as in 
many traditional societies around the world. If so, why should we ad-
mit that legendary tales of Easter Island — similar to those of other 
Polynesian islands (see for instance Henry 1968; Babazan 1993; Brun 
2007) — would be the only one demonstrating a merciless war, when 
the same texts elsewhere only inform on the characteristic of the soci-
eties that composed them?

   Beyond the collapse theory, the abusive use of oral traditions in 
order to make them stick to factual history is of importance. In the 
specific case of Easter Island, there is even more. Myths and legends 
were only recorded from the very end of the XIXth century, after the 
population suffered a near-genocide (Van Tilburg 1994: 29-39 ; Fis-
cher 2005). So what does these stories represent: the conservation of 
traditions, despite dramatic demographic and cultural changes, or the 
resilience effort of the survivors who had to provide for themselves 
new means of cohesion? In 1955, Thor Heyerdahl had an experience 
that he remains the only one to have correctly judged important. Dur-
ing his archaeological fieldwork on Easter Island, several of his work-
ers gave him access to what they called their “secret” family caves. The 
latter were full of lithic sculptures, their themes being mostly foreign 
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to Rapanui traditional art and their fresh-looking state clearly indi-
cating a very young age (Heyerdahl 1975).

   However, several evidences showed that these were not quickly 
made curios to manipulate and profit from the explorer: no financial 
transaction were demanded; the impressive number of these objects 
could not have resulted from a last-minute manufacture; the repre-
sented elements were so strange they could not be frauds since forg-
ers try to imitate in the hope of deceiving the specialist. And indeed, 
the Norwegian’s informants never tried to cover up the modernity of 
their pieces, saying they had been made by themselves, their wives, 
their parents or grand-parents. Thor Heyerdahl hence acquired a pop-
ular art that was still produced during the 1950s and had remained 
hidden, apparently for religious reasons. The Rapanui knew the catho-
lic priests would not appreciate them, especially as a number of su-
perstitions were associated to these figurines accumulated in “family 
caves”. At first, the secret cavity anecdote does not appear very seri-
ous, but it could be part of a more fundamental movement of recreated 
beliefs starting during the mid-XIXth century, following a near-dispar-
ition of the Rapanui. It appears that all this resilience work was guar-
anteed on more popular than expert bases, mixing ancient supersti-
tions, anachronisms and inherently modern features, and offering an 
original syncretism.

   This phenomenon had never been accounted for until now, al-
though it is without doubt a key element to better understand the cul-
tural specificity of contemporaneous Rapanui. Yet, it is on this basis 
that the Rapanui culture was rebuilt from the end of the XIXth cen-
tury. More attention should be given to this process: its study would 
be more profitable than the futile representation of the past based 
on these recent testimonies, especially as these are in contradiction 
with ancient facts. Yet this disrepancy between historical facts and 
legends can only be wrong for those who refuse to understand its con-
text: a society that, as any other, was dynamic but also had to be en-
tirely rebuilt after the bitter interference of the external world.

   In such a context, the use of ethnographic data as elements of 
demonstration for archaeological reconstructions is a methodologi-
cal mistake. In any case and as everywhere else, traditions first inform 
on a way of perceiving the world and giving sense to it. Never are they 
intended to record historical facts. Why would Easter Island be an  
exception in this?
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This chapter focuses on the history of research conducted 
on the past of the Tuamotus (or pa’umotu islands), an ar-
chipelago of French Polynesia made up of 77 low islands. It 
examines how this research may have been limited by dif-
ficult communications, lack of first-hand documentation 
and poor preservation conditions for archaeological ruins, 
but also influenced by perceptions of the archipelago, its 
resources and its inhabitants that were formed during the 
first contacts period. At that time, Europeans discovered 
the economic interest of the lagoons of the “Pearl archi-
pelago”. They also spread a negative vision of the material 
conditions of existence and of the pa’umotu societies and 
cultures, considered as less sophisticated than those of the 
surrounding high islands. Missionaries, in particular, have 
depicted miserable populations, subject to the vagaries of 
a limited and debilitating environment. While our knowl-
edge remains more limited than for other French Polyne-
sia archipelagos, a body of research has recently advanced 
our understanding of both the history and the conditions 
of life of the ancient inhabitants. Archaeological data, oral 
traditions and the writings of some Western travellers now 
suggest that this dynamic and resilient society had, over 
the centuries, put in place very effective coping strategies, 
based in particular on mobility and a fine knowledge of lo-
cal environment.

Translated from French by Emilie Dotte-Sarout. Original citations in 
French to be found in the French version of the text.
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   “One wonders in astonishment how it is possible  
that some men came to pitch their tent and settle there,  
especially before the introduction of the coconut”
Father Albert Montiton, 1855, p. 442.

   More than ¾ of the atolls currently recorded on the planet are 
found in the Pacific. Scattered across the three geographic zones of 
Oceania1 these low islands formed by an annular coral reef that pro-
tects a generally shallow lagoon are highly diverse (Figure 1): some-
times isolated, sometimes gathered in archipelagos, atolls can also oc-
cur in different sizes, morphologies, extents of landmass, have closed 
reefs or ones opened by varying number of channels that can be more 
or less deep. All these characteristics are synonymous with variable 
opportunities or constraints for people. Western sailors hence discov-
ered, next to variously large and fertile mountainous islands, some 
other islands that were only a few meters high above sea level, con-
stantly reshaped by climatic hazards. Even though the mechanisms 
of atoll formation attracted the curiosity of a few scholars onboard 
exploring expeditions in the Pacific, most of the travellers did not 
grant them attention: they did not offer much useful or commercial 
resources (fresh water, wood, food, minerals, spices) and sailing condi-
tions around them could be difficult, with no anchoring possible. The 
wordings that were used to describe them and the names they were 
given between the beginning of the XVIIth century and the second 
half of the XIXth century demonstrate a mainly negative view and the 
idea of a strong influence of natural constraints – particularly linked 
to their low elevation. For some travellers, these atolls, constantly un-
der threat of being submerged by the sea, were hardly islands. Earli-
est accounts talked about “rocks”, or “crushed”, “drawn”, “inundated” 
islands that barely raised above water, sometimes comparing lagoons 
to “swamps”. Gaspar Gonzales de Leza, a member of the 1606 Quiros 
expedition, called them “a piece of the ocean surrounded by lands” 
(Quiros 1904, II: 340), and Louis-Antoine de Bougainville, who had to 
give up landing on Hao atoll (Tuamotus) in 1768, some “sand bands 
that a hurricane could submerge under water at any moment” (1771: 
182). Although some sailors indicated the presence of somewhat 
abundant resources2, most of the oceanic atolls were perceived and de-
scribed as hostile environments3, especially where the development of 
pearls and mother-of-pearls exploitation was hardly feasible. These is-
lands were conceived as imposing difficult living conditions because 
of their lack of fresh water and arable land, as well as a significant 
vulnerability to natural hazards (storms, cyclones, but also heat waves 
and droughts. Cf. Di Piazza 2001).

1 - i.e.: Melanesia, Polynesia 
and Micronesia. A reviewed 
listing of atolls in the world 
was recently published  
by Walter M. Goldberg (2016). 
For Melanesia, atolls of  
different sizes and structures 
are recorded around Papua 
New Guinea, in the Solomon 
and Santa Cruz Islands,  
in Vanuatu (Rowa, Banks 
Islands) in Fiji and in New 
Caledonia. Amongst atolls  
are found a number of  
Polynesian outliers, such 
as Nukumanu, in Papua 
New-Guinea. Still, the largest 
concentrations of atolls  
are found in Micronesia 
and Polynesia. They are ob-
served in particular  
in the Caroline, the Marshall 
and Kiribati (Gilbert, Phoenix 
and Line islands) archipel-
agos, in Tuvalu, in the Cook 
Islands and, especially,  
in the Tuamotus.

2 - Jacob Roggeveen  
mentions some Tuamotu 
islands as “having a charming 
green cover, garnished  
with beautiful trees and  
many coconut trees in  
between” (1739, I: 148). 
William Blight talks about 
“abundant fish life”  
in Tetiaroa, an atoll in  
the Society Islands
 (1792: 184-185).

3 - See for example Jules 
de Blosseville, around 1823, 
on his trip to the Tuamotus. 
Microfilm 5JJ 82, Archives
Nationales de France (AN), 
Paris.
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   Some Westerners saw in these material conditions the origins of 
some stronger cruelty and primitivity in their inhabitants. For Hor-
atio Hale, ethnologist onboard the north American expedition com-
manded by Charles Wilkes, the inhabitants of Micronesia’s atolls, ex-
posed to important material difficulties and a lack of food, did not 
show the same “kindness of heart” as other islanders (1846: 72). This 
western representation, made of fascination, of misappreciation, 
sometimes of disdain, progressively left place to a touristic mythol-
ogy of the Edenic and pristine atoll — especially from the 1960s (Gay 
1994: 285). This image is in turn being questioned today by sea-level 
rise and the reappearance of the fear of submersion.

   However, Pacific atolls experienced very diverse socio-economic 
and political trajectories since the first explorations, under coloni-
al regimes and, for some, after independence. Some atolls benefit-
ed from a faster development, being closer to large cities, profiting 
from local or regional commercial dynamics or offering geostrategic 
and military stakes for western powers (in particular in the context 
of the Pacific War). Demographic dynamics have also been different 
between regions and through time. Nowadays, some atolls are going 
through a period of negative progression because of high emigration 
rates (for instance in Tokelau), while others, such as Majuro and Ebeye 
in the Marshalls, are overpopulated. Politically, some atolls or groups 
of atolls remain closely associated to western powers (including the 
Tuamotus, still part of French Polynesia under French dominion), 
while others, such as Kiribati, have long been independent. Moreover, 
Great Britain (in Kiribati), the U.S.A. (in the Marshalls) and France 
(in the Tuamotus) chose several atolls as sites for their nuclear tests. 
Through a sad historical irony, the isolation, geological, biogeograph-
ical and morphological features of the atolls of Oceania have hence 
provided firm geostrategic advantages to western powers.

Figure 1: Lagoon and coconut 
plantation on an Eastern 

Tuamotu atoll.
 Picture E. Nolet, 2017
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   In addition, the societies that developed on the Pacific atolls — be-
fore and after the first European contacts — are documented at var-
ious levels. As early as the start of the XXth century, a scientific ex-
pedition organised by Georg Thilenius from the Hamburg Museum, 
resulted in the collection of important ethnographic material on the 
German colonies of the time, particularly about the Marshall and  
Caroline atolls in Micronesia.

   After World War II, the CIMA (Coordinated Investigation of Mi-
cronesian Anthropology) program also enabled the publication of pa-
pers and volumes on the region (Kiste and Marshall 2000: 267). Still, 
the same attention was not given to all the Micronesian atolls, as Jean-
Paul Latouche highlights about Kiribati that “remained […] the Cin-
derella (Macdonald, 1982), not only of the Empire but also of research” 
(2017: 174. See Thomas 2009). Similarly, Tuvalu atolls attracted a lim-
ited number of studies in anthropology, history and linguistics and 
remain, according to Patrick V. Kirch “almost unexplored archaeolog-
ically” (2017: 161)4.

   The Tuamotu archipelago (or pa’umotu islands), exclusively com-
posed of atolls, is still one of the “neglected children” of research in 
human and social sciences. Although the Bishop Museum’s teams 
visited the archipelago as early as the end of the 1920s, studies on 
pre-European societies have globally remained less numerous and di-
versified than for the rest of French Polynesia – so much so that there 
is still no chronology currently available on the peopling of these is-
lands. Accordingly, it is remarkable that famous syntheses focusing 
on Polynesian societies simply did not examine – or only marginally – 
the case of these atolls (Sahlins 1958; Goldman 1970). This is probably 
due, for a part, to the small size of the communities considered and 
to a lack of available documents. There is no synthesis volume either 
on the contacts period, similar to those published for the Marquesas 
or Tahiti, although some studies considered the conditions of evan-
gelisation or examined the journeys and discoveries of some navi-
gators (Desmedt 1932; Baert 1999). Similarly, social formations that 
developed after the French settlement in Tahiti are known through a 
limited number of researches, conducted for the most detailed during 
the 1950s-1960s. It appears that physical and biological aspects of 
pa’umotu atolls aroused more scientific interests than did the human 
societies prospering on them5. Finally, the real or supposed constraints  
of these island environments have become real “interpretation keys” 
of the social, explaining conflicts or political organisation of the 
islands since the XIXth century. This chapter will propose elements 
to understand and analyze the history of research. A first part will 
examine the first-contacts period, during which two contrasted vi-
sions of the archipelago were structured: concomitantly as a treasure 
source and as an “oceanic desert”, for which productivity could only be 
achieved through human intervention (systematisation of pearl div-
ing, plantation of coconut trees, etc.).

4 - For a history and detailed 
bibliography of research  
in Melanesia, Polynesia  
and Micronesia, see Kiste  
and Marshall 2000; 
Rainbird 2004; Kirch 2017.

5 - On this topic, see for 
instance publications in  
Atoll Research Bulletin 
since the 1950s.
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   The image of pathetic populations, uncapable of the cultural so-
phistication observed elsewhere in Polynesia, was also born out of this 
period. In a second part, the history of researches conducted on Tua-
motu societies will be reviewed, paying close attention to the impact 
of material conditions but also to the European perceptions of the ar-
chipelago and its resources. To conclude, I will show that the works 
undertaken over the last 50 years have allowed a more nuanced vision 
of human-environment interactions during pre-European times, by 
revealing the adaptability and resilience of people who were probably 
less destitute and at the mercy of nature than what has been believed 
in the past.

“lands as sad, Poor and miserable as iT is Possible To be”.  
THe discoVery of THe TuamoTus and THe colonial Period6.
   The Tuamotus are an archipelago of 77 low islands of various siz-
es and morphologies that stretch along a northwest/southeast axis, 
eastward from Tahiti and southward from the Marquesas. Currently 
one of the five archipelagos of French Polynesia, the Tuamotus distin-
guish themselves from the Marquesas, Gambier, Austral and Society 
Islands, both because of the large number of islands and the absence 
of any high and mountainous island. They were amongst the first is-
lands sighted by western sailors, being almost unmistakably along 
their paths when crossing the Pacific from South America. However, 
the difficult sailing conditions due to numerous reefs and the low fre-
quency of secure anchorages, as well as the hostile reception received 
by some seafarers played a repulsive role and gave the archipelago a 
series of unflattering names: for instance the Bad Waters, the Perni-
cious islands (phrase attributed to Jacob Roggeveen who lost one of 
his ships there in 1722), the Dangerous archipelago (Moerenhout 1837, 
I: 158), etc7. It is noteworthy that the archipelago was long perceived 
as a “ships cemetery”, able to confuse even the most experienced ex-
plorers or whalers. “Here, maps are not much use, and how to distin-
guish one line of coconut trees from another?” wondered the traveling 
writer Bernard Gorsky in the early 1950s (1956).

   Although John Byron reported to have seen “a prodigious num-
ber of cocoa-nut, plantain and tamarind trees” on an atoll (1767: 126), 
most of the explorers, merchants and, more particularly, missionaries, 
insisted on the contrary on the difficulties of a life in the low islands 
archipelago: both because of a low diversity, scarcity and precarious-
ness of ressources and because of the frequency of dangerous climat-
ic events (Figure 2). The Tuamotus offered a striking contrast to the 
neighbouring high islands, especially the fertile Tahiti lauded by Bou-
gainville. The Franco-Belgian merchant and diplomat Jacques-Antoine 
Moerenhout evoked for instance the poor food resources and judged 
the islanders’ life “as sad and destitute as that of the Indians of Co-
bija [modern Chile]” (1837, I: 166-167). Catholic missionary Germain 
Fierens wrote for his part: “nowhere are to be seen these fruits of 
which Oceania is usually so rich, neither the feis [Musa troglodytar-
um], elsewhere numerous, nor the famous maioré [Artocarpus altilis] 

6 - The phrase “lands as sad, 
poor and miserable as it is 

possible to be” is extracted 
from a published letter  

of Father Albert Montiton, 
who was a missionary  

of the Congregation  
of the Sacred-Hearts 

(1855: 442).

7 - Napuka and Tepoto atolls 
were called “Disappointment 

Islands” by British sailor  
John Byron, who encountered 

islanders armed with spears 
and was unable to resupply 

there (1767: 126-127). For  
other stories, see bibliog-

raphies of Danielsson 1956, 
chap. III, and Nolet 2014. 
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[…]. The main and often the unique resource is the pandanus: its mea-
gre fruit, here is the daily bread. Fishes are rare and often poisoned.” 
(1884: 384). In fact, the Tuamotu islands, qualified as “a land damned 
by God and men” by Father Germain Fierens8, among other negative 
descriptions, are perceived from the beginning as the “dark side” of 
the Polynesian Eden.

   During the XIXth century, Westerners also alleged that such nat-
ural environments would have influenced the characters of the Poly-
nesian societies from the Tuamotus. Their traditions would hence 
be less sophisticated, their language less pleasant, their personality 
less friendly than those of the Tahitians — reflecting an environment 
renown for its difficult and crude nature. So negative would be the 
influence of the environment that, according to Moerenhout, the  
Tuamotus’ islanders could “after some stay away from their country of 
origin” adopt “a clearer complexion” and “more pleasant features”, be-
coming “more flexible and alert than even the inhabitants of the high 
islands” (1837, I: 166, note 1). Two other ideas were also established 
during this century marked by the triumph of evolutionism and a 
strong attention given to ecological determinism of cultural and so-
cial facts: firstly, many of the pa’umotu social characteristics would 
be directly linked to the material conditions of life and survival needs 
on these low islands; secondly, the Tuamotus would only offer simpli-
fied, altered, versions of institutions (chiefdom) or artistic practices 
(tattooing, carving) that are found elsewhere in Polynesia. The latter 
could not appear nor be maintained in all their complexities in such 
desolate and destitute places.

8 - Letter to the “Very  
Reverend Father”, Tuuhora 
(Anaa), 5/05/1870, Archivio 
della Congregazione dei 
Sacri Cuori di Gesù e di Maria 
(Archives of the Congregation 
of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus 
and Mary, or ASC), Rome

Figure 2: The quay at  
Tapuarava (Reao), hit by 
waves. 
Picture E. Nolet, 2017.
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   Throughout the XIXth century and the first 30 years of the XXth 

century, travellers and scholars propagated an image of small chief-
doms permanently fighting among themselves for the control of re-
sources (Caillot 1932: 16), far from the proto-States of Tonga and Ha-
waii. Some reported on a religion largely focused on survival needs, 
the difficulty that chiefs (ariki) had in maintaining a strong author-
ity, or more rarely the presence of tyrants exploiting a starving and 
miserable population (Beechey 1832: 156; Caillot 1910: 25; Desmedt 
1932: 17). Jules-Sébastien-César Dumont-d’Urville, who considered 
that the “people of Hawaii, Taïti and Tonga were those who had made 
the most progress towards civilisation”, with “regularly constituted 
monarchies”, “separated castes” and “religious ceremonies grandiose-
ly conducted” estimated that on the contrary, the Polynesians from 
the Tuamotus were “deprived of institutions” and lived in a “state not 
much different to that characteristic of Melanesian tribes”, maybe of-
fering the “transition between the two races” (1832: 7-8). This associ-
ation with Melanesian people was also facilitated by the Pa’umotu’s 
skin colour, described as darker than that of the Marquesas or Tahiti 
islanders (Dumont-d’Urville 1832: 15), and seen as evidence of prim-
itivism. Almost a century later, a book by the (contested) historian 
and adventurer Eugène Caillot still alleged that the Tuamotus’ inhab-
itants “did not know any other law than that of force” and that “the 
true cause” for “expeditions against distant islands, to acquire what 
they were missing at the expense of their inhabitants” was “the pover-
ty of the islands’ soil” (1932: 16-17). The highly competitive character 
of pa’umotu society, the importance given to demonstration of the 
mana (see Nolet 2014: 55 sq), the conflicts dividing the archipelago 
at the times when Westerners arrived, all were consequently attached 
to a more backward nature and the influence of an environment per-
ceived as limited and debilitating9. In the first writings about the Tu-
amotus, the fight for survival was hence often substituted to culture, 
and seen as a common feature linking the archipelago’s populations. 
By contrast, their linguistic and sociocultural differences were rarely 
described and considered, until being highlighted by the Bishop Mu-
seum’s studies.

   Such an unfavourable vision was also possibly influenced by 
the opinion of the Tahitian aristocracy who, while considering the 
pa’umotu archipelago as “conquered” (although there was never any 
real conquering war), feared its formidable warriors (Hale 1846: 35). 
The effects of the cyclones, particularly those of 1903 and 1906 that 
resulted in hundreds of deaths in the Tuamotus (partly because of ar-
tificial gathering of the population due to mother-of-pearl collecting) 
could also have fed the negative prejudices of Westerners. It is note-
worthy that the catholic missionaries’ will to “save the souls” of the 
inhabitants was associated to a voluntarist strategy of coconut tree 
planting, which was made easier by the acquisition of a small boat, 
the Vatikana, in 187010 — in sum, missionaries sought to transform 
the islands so as to transform, and control, the islanders11. This little  
documented dimension of missionaries’ action contributed (more  

9 - This unflattering image 
of the societies that were 
contemporaneous to the 

first contacts was probably 
influenced by two categories 

of parameters: for the  
missionaries, the need to  
justify and promote their  

actions, by insisting on the 
misery of the Tuamotus 

and the importance of their 
“civilising” mission; for the 
traveling writers, the need 

to satisfy their European 
readers in search of exotism, 

either enchanting or shocking. 
Eugène Caillot, still,  

does not hesitate to write: 
“they ferociously smiled at  

the view of the huts burned 
along their way, the blood 

they had poured, especially 
when it was from chiefs. 

They particularly liked to cut 
up the body of such chiefs,  

to cook them in an earth oven, 
and eat them in grand  
ceremony” (1932: 16).

10 - Letter of Bishop Étienne 
(Tepano) Jaussen to the  
“Very Reverend Father” 

[Marcellin Bousquet], 
30/09/1873, ASC.

11 - Father Germain Fierens 
explained for instance in 1873 

that he “distributed several 
thousands of coconuts 

 to plant” to the population  
of Fangatau. Letter to the 

“Very Reverend Father Mar-
cellin Bousquet,  

Superior General of  
the Congregation of  

the Sacred-Hearts  
of Jesus and Mary”, 

Anaa, 26/08/1873, ASC. 
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or less rapidly in the various atolls) to a profound alteration of is-
lands’ economies and landscapes. In parallel, some merchants learnt 
to profit from the resources found in the lagoons of the “Archipelago 
of Pearls”. Exploitation of mother-of-pearl and pearling oysters start-
ed in the early XIXth century, resulting in, as expressed by Bonvallot et 
al. (1994: 91-92), “a true plunder economy” and a near-exhaustion of 
natural stocks around 195012.

   Similarly, the exploitation of phosphate deposits on the atoll of 
Makatea contributed to the economic development of Polynesia be-
tween 1908 and 1966, when the island became an “industrial fallow 
land invaded by vegetation” (Decoudras et al. 2005). The most neglect-
ed and disparaged archipelago of French Polynesia was nevertheless 
an economic centre for the whole region (even more accurately after 
the start of nuclear experimentations, of which I will talk again). It 
appears that some resources from the Tuamotus were already consid-
ered as precious during pre-European times and sought by elites from 
the Society islands, in particular mats “exceedingly fine and beauti-
ful” (Ellis 1831, I: 187) and feathers used in ceremonial contexts. Ac-
cording to Queen Marau Taaroa: “Numerous people were sent to the 
Tuamotus where were found the most beautiful birds, looking for the 
[‘]ura – the red feathers” (1971: 44).

   After the French Protectorate being proclaimed in 1842 and Ta-
hiti and dependencies being annexed by France in 1880, most of the 
Tuamotu atolls remained isolated and only occasionally visited by 
Westerners. In fact, clear differences appeared between the western 
and eastern atolls, starting from the first contacts. Firstly, in regard 
to the evangelisation: Polynesians who had converted to Protestant-
ism started to preach in the western islands from the late 1810s (Ellis 
1831, III: 305-306; Gunson 1969: 74), while the easternmost islands 
were not Christianised before the 1860s, by catholic missionaries of 
the Congregation of the Sacred-Hearts13. The proximity of Tahiti and 
the commercial opportunities offered by some western and central 
atolls also resulted in more frequent visits and faster social transfor-
mations14. Conversely, many atolls only experienced sporadic visits 
of catholic and mormon missionaries, merchant-sailors and touring 
administrators, sometimes until the 1950s-1960s15. Some of the colo-
nial administrators denounced the lack of political interest in these 
islands: “for 16 years, wrote the Tuamotus Delegate to the Commander 
of the colony in 1879, no one was able nor willing to take care of the 
serious organisation of this archipelago, which has been so neglect-
ed, so disregarded, that several of the edicts relative to this organi-
sation were not even published in the Messager nor in the Bulletin 
de la Colonie” 16 . Others highlighted the impact of slow and difficult 
communications that complicated the operation of institutions and 
the provisioning of the islands, the maladjustment of the laws to the 
spatial scattering of the Tuamotus17, the difficulties in maintaining 
real social control18.

12 - Moshe Rapaport (1995) 
talked about “oysterlust”  
and highlighted the intensity 
of western appetites.  
At the begining of the XVIIIth 
century, Roggeveen already 
estimated that “a very advan-
tageous pearl fishery could 
be established there” (1739, I: 
148-149). Still, the develop-
ment of modern pearl culture, 
implying the breeding and 
grafting of Pinctada  
margaritifera oysters did  
not start before the 1960s.

13 - On the arrival of  
the Sacred-Hearts and  
the foundation of a catholic 
mission at Faaite in 1849,  
see Father Clair Fouqué, 
letter to Father Ernest  
Heurtel, Faaite, 2/06/1849, 
ASC. On the missions in  
the easternmost islands  
of the Tuamotus, 
see Montiton 1873.

14 - In 1959, Hikueru atoll 
could still receive “a numerous 
population coming from the 
neighbouring districts and 
even from the other provinces 
(around 1000 people)”,  
during the diving period. 
Report by the chef de  
circonscription des  
Tuamotu-Gambier, Archives 
du Service du Patrimoine 
Archivistique et Audiovisuel 
de la Polynésie (SPAAP), 
Papeete, Tahiti.

15 - In June 1883, while visiting 
Reao, Captain Ingouf com-
mented: “Reao’s people had 
never seen a steamer ship,
and they only very rarely see 
any boat coming from the 
Ocean to touch land on their 
island […] they would only
hope for a schooner to come 
and pick up their merchan-
dise; the last one came one 
year ago” (SPAAP).

16 - SPAAP.

17 - Magistrate Cambazard  
explains in the report of his 
1938 justice tour: “in a non-ap-
peal case, condemnations
might well not be executed 
before the next passage of 
a boat of the administration, 
that is to say, often, one year
later” (SPAAP).

259



   This prolonged isolation favoured the persistance of stereo-
types according to which the Tuamotus remained either pockets of 
primitivity (where incest, violence, witchcraft — seen as relics of the 
pre-Christian past — were more frequent than elsewhere)19 or a cultur-
al conservatory where a set of practices and values representing the 
true Polynesia would still be found. However, the transformations that 
took place from the XIXth century should not be overlooked: Christian-
isation, creation of villages, coconut monoculture that resulted every-
where in significant changes. As in the rest of Polynesia, the mission-
aries’ influence has affected many domains, such as marital practices, 
habitat modalities, artistic expression, etc. Father Albert Montiton 
explained for instance that he gave “houses conforming to hygiene 
and moral” to the islanders “living and sleeping in chaos, under some 
completely unprotected sheds” (1873: 281). The beginning of the activ-
ities led by the Pacific Centre for Experimentation (CEP) in the early 
1960s was another major turning point in the Tuamotus’ history. The 
CEP made it possible for the inhabitants of the most isolated atolls, 
such as Tureia or Reao, to access services, wages, and new goods. It 
generally contributed to significant professional migrations and to 
an improvement of air services in French Polynesia. In parallel, the de-
velopment of pearl culture and tourism benefited to several western 
and central atolls, although a large part of the profits has remained in 
the hands of external actors.

HisTory of researcH on TuamoTus’ socieTies

   The atolls extreme scattering and the fact that most travelers 
mainly tried to avoid them20 have had consequences on research that 
we now need to consider. First of all, only a small quantity of first-
hand sources is available to the researchers, describing the social 
practices of the populations encountered before or during the Chris-
tianisation period. Most of these writtings are limited to short com-
ments, even though some observers, such as Father Albert Montiton 
(1874), offered more details. The information is significantly more 
important for islands located in the western part of the archipelago 
(such as Anaa), closer to Tahiti, or for those where diving for moth-
er-of-pearl was practiced. Accounts about these islands tend to focus 
on describing diving activities or socio-economic stakes generated 
by the business of pearls and mother-of-pearl. The relative scarcity of 
the historical documentation is fortunately somewhat compensated 
by a corpus of oral traditions, of unequal importance depending on 
the islands. Still, these traditions, often relating to pre-European re-
ligious practices, present issues of translations and interpretations 
that complicate their use by historians and archaeologists (Nolet 
2014: 26-27). It is also important to highlight that it long remained 
difficult to reach these islands: the distance from Tahiti or between 
atolls, the low frequency of maritime crossings, the expensive travel 
costs, all contributed to discourage scientists in general. The famous 
Bishop Museum’s Mangarevan Expedition (1934), able to rely on its 
own ship, the Tiare Tahiti, possessed financial and logistical means 

18 - In 1949, the head  
of the Tuamotu-Gambier  

administrative district ex-
plained that the island  

of Kauehi, where 150  
inhabitants were then living, 

had “no policeman, no school 
teacher, no shopkeeper” 

(SPAAP).

19 - This image, still alive  
in the Society Islands, is 

also probably inherited from 
negative stories told by Euro-
pean observers, subsequently 

repeated in several travel  
accounts. It has been a source 

of suffering, but also the 
ferment for identity affirma-
tion in the Tuamotus: “Only 

40 years ago, it was socially 
fashionable to not be  

Pa’umotu […].Indeed, the 
Pa’umotu embodied the 

under-evolved Polynesian, 
crude, lazy hence stealer, 

cunning and devious, always 
dressed with bad taste […], 
an indigent who could only 

survive thanks to his coconuts 
providing his copra”

(Te Reo o Te Tuāmotu 2001: 
60).

20 - Father Germain Fierens 
talked about “dangers from 

the savages, whose moral 
sense is completely oblite-

rated”,“danger at sea where 
so many times the storms 

and winds threaten our small 
boat”, “dangers still to land on 

the islands”, “dangers finally 
from hunger and thirst”. In 

a subsequent letter, written 
from Anaa, this missionary 
even explains “sometimes, 

 I am so disgusted that  
I wish to die” (letter to the 
“Reverend Father Superior  

of the Sacred-Hearts House 
 in Louvain, Papeete, 

1/06/1877, and letter to  
the “Very Reverend Father”, 
Tuuhora (Anaa),15/02/1883, 

ASC).

260



that only a few teams were able to access subsequently. The relatively 
low number of social and human sciences studies conducted in the 
archipelago is a direct reflection of this geographical isolation, even 
though it can probably also be explained by a highest interest for the 
societies and cultures of the high islands. In the Tuamotus, no petro-
glyphs nor spectacular tiki to be found, but remains of marae less im-
pressive than those of the Society Islands (cf. Molle 2015, 2016), and 
a generally limited material culture, essentially made from vegetal, 
coral and shell raw material (Emory 1975). Moreover, a good number 
of marae have been damaged21 by cyclonic swells, the vegetation, vol-
untary destructions and reuse of coral blocks during Christianisa-
tion, or transformed during subsequent restorations by the islanders  
(Figure 3).

   The image of societies that had been presented as destitute, stat-
ic, mainly focused on their material survival, might have reinforced 
the impression of a low archaeological potential for the pa’umotu 
atolls, with a history limited to simple “re-adjustments” to environ-
mental changes. In addition, it was long admitted that there was no 
real stratigraphy to be discovered on Oceanic low islands — although 
such an idea was already questioned by the work of Janet Davidson on 
the Polynesian outlier of Nukuoro in 1965 (1967). As summarised by 
Paul Rainbird regarding the Caroline atolls in Micronesia: “The small 
land area, poor coralline soils and vulnerability to environmental ca-
tastrophe have in the past led archaeologists to believe that atolls are 
also impoverished archaeologically” (2004: 163; Kirch 2017: 151). In 
the case of the Tuamotus, the cyclones did cause the destruction of 
monuments (for instance the two main marae of Napuka in 1903),  

21 - Kenneth P. Emory already 
asserted in the early 1930s: 
“The maraes in the western 
part of the archipelago have
suffered the most. In the  
vicinity of the main village  
at Anaa, Faaite, Apataki,  
Kaukura, Arutua, Makemo, 
Katiu, Raroia, Hikueru, and 
Amanu, I did not discover  
a single marae of which 
enough remained to show  
its form” (1934: 3. See also 
Conte 1990: 99).

Figure 3: Marae of Reao, 
invaded by gapata vegetation. 
Picture E. Nolet, 2017.
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but the surveys and excavations conducted have shown that the islands 
were differently affected and that discoveries remain possible (infra).  
Regarding social anthropology, in addition to the already mentioned 
difficulties of fieldwork accessibility and to evident language ob-
stacles for Anglo-Saxon researchers, the reputation of acculturation 
given to French Polynesia generally could have contributed to dis-
couraging scientists, more attracted by such contexts as Papua New 
Guinea, Vanuatu or New Caledonia. The small number of social and 
human sciences studies conducted in the Tuamotus explains how the 
ideas conveyed during the first contacts could have endured and long 
remained references. Paul Ottino cites a handbook of geography pub-
lished in the 1950s. It is possible to read there about “the Tuamotus’ 
inhabitants, the Paumotu”, that “their physical aspect is heavier, their 
skin darker than those of the Tahitians, their character more savage, 
more secret” (Huetz de Lemps 1954: 106, cited by Ottino 1972: 19) —
which is not without reminding the negative accounts of the first  
European observers.

   During the XIXth century and at the begining of the XXth century,  
a number of authors developed initial hypotheses about the settle-
ment and pre-European history of the Tuamotus, often based on sec-
ond-hand data and without ever having been in the field. These spec-
ulations aimed at elucidating how Pacific populations could have 
reached such isolated lands and explaining the linguistic and physical 
particularities described by the travellers. Armand de Quatrefages, for 
whom the pa’umotu population demonstrated “a number of traits that 
unquestionably attach it to the large Polynesian family”, highlighted 
the fact that “it is in the low islands that are found the darkest tribes, 
with hair sometimes woolly, with crude features. These particularities 
reveal the mixing of a high proportion of black blood.” Material culture 
comparisons (very basic) led him to postulate the arrival of Micronesi-
an or Melanesian populations: “Which fleet of black Carolins, lost in a 
storm, was hence tossed by the hazards of the sea until these regions? 
Was the mixed race born in Fiji pushed until there without having 
settled the intermediary large islands?” (1864: 153-154, 199). The sce-
narios edified at this time insisted on the accidental or constrained 
nature of the human settlement, coherent with the negative image of 
the islands as represented in travel accounts: who indeed could have 
wished to live in the “dangerous” and “destitute” pa’umotu atolls? Oral 
traditions collected in the archipelagos of French Polynesia appeared 
to confirm the idea according to which some populations originating 
from the high islands and defeated at war must had fled to the Tuamo-
tus and durably settled there (Caillot 1910: 383-384; Handy 1923: 20-
21). Other traditions suggest the occurence of voluntary departures, 
of explorations or chance discoveries (see Te Reo o te Tuamotu 2001: 
64). But, for Father Maurice Desmedt, the Polynesians could not have 
remained in these atolls by strategy or choice, the travelers would 
have been “trapped” by the poor resources: “they couldn’t find the ma-
terial necessary to provide new fleets and run away again in search  
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of distant lands” (1932: 10). Before the development of archaeology, few 
authors attempted to place these migrations on a timescale or conced-
ed them any antiquity. The “Notice” describing the French territories 
of Oceania during the Universal Exhibition of 1900 indicates: “It is 
probable that the peopling of the Tuamotu atolls did not significant-
ly precede the passage of the first [western] sailors in these regions” 
(Lemasson 1900: 84). Finally, let’s mention the original perspective of 
Moerenhout, who hypothesised that a vast continent became flooded 
during a cataclysm, leaving the Polynesian islands as the remaining 
summits of ancient mountains (1837, II: 215, 254).

   During the same period, travelers, naturalists and especially mis-
sionaries started to document the local cultural practices and to col-
lect elements of vocabulary, genealogies, tales about the creation of 
the world, etc.— with methods that were not those of modern scientific 
ethnography yet (for instance Seurat 1905; Audran 1919; Mazé 1929). 
Not until 1929 was a real pluridisciplinary expedition organised to 
the Tuamotus, under the leadership of the Bishop Museum, followed 
by a second mission in 1934. In parallel to an inventory and typology 
of the marae documenting 17 atolls, these two missions allowed for 
the collection of hundreds of songs, toponym lists, data about the cos-
mogony, social organisation, political history or vocabulary of the dif-
ferent Tuamotus’ cultural and linguistic groups. Part of this material 
was analysed and integrated in publications (see for instance Burrows 
1933; Emory 1934, 1947a, 1947b; Stimson and Marshall 1964), but nu-
merous traditional accounts have remained unexploited scientifical-
ly. More than 15 years passed before any new significant research was 
conducted about the pa’umotu societies. Bengt Danielsson, ex-mem-
ber of the Kon-Tiki expedition, visited Raroia for two stays in the 
early 1950s and brought back important information on the ancient 
societies (through oral traditions collected with the islanders and ob-
servations on the marae) and on the socio-economic conditions of his 
times (1952, 1956). The research undertaken in the 1960s by Sachiko 
Hatanaka on Pukarua (1968) and Paul Ottino on Rangiroa (1965, 
1972) also resulted in the collection of historical and anthropologi-
cal information, and even in the writting of an Ethnohistoire de l’atoll  
de Rangiroa entirely based on oral tradition (Ottino 1965).

   Ottino’s research served as foundations for an archaeological 
study conducted by José Garanger and Anne Lavondès, looking to 
validate the oral traditions of Rangiroa (1966: 25) and including the 
detailed excavation of several structures. Later on, research associat-
ing archaeology, social anthropology, linguistic, psychology and bio-
logical anthropology was conducted in 1976 and 1980 on Reao atoll, 
known for its linguistic particularities (University of Kanazawa 1976 
Polynesian Scientific Expedition 1978; Hatanaka and Shibata 1982). 
Jean-Michel Chazine, having established a first archaeological inven-
tory on Takapoto in 1975 (1977), oversaw the archaeological work dur-
ing the second franco-japanese mission, together with Eiji Nitta and 
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following Yosihiko Sinoto. He observed massive planting pits, studied 
during subsequent missions throughout the archipelago (2008). Dur-
ing the 1980s, Éric Conte conducted ethnoarchaeological research on 
the exploitation of marine resources, based on his Napuka fieldwork 
(1988). He established the archaelogical inventory of Napuka and  
Tepoto and excavated on this latter atoll the marae Te Tahata, reveal-
ing its funerary purpose – not retained in oral tradition (1996). In 
1985, a survey and inventory mission visited 12 atolls from the centre 
of the archipelago, completing the documentation gathered 50 years 
earlier by the Bishop Museum (Conte 1990). Other studies, sometimes 
limited to surface observations or test-pits, have been conducted since 
the 1960s. Among these are found the work of Pierre Vérin (1964) and 
Paul Niva (2008) on Makatea, Pierre Souhailé on Tureia (1972), Jean-
Michel Chazine on Makemo (2003) and Tatakoto (2005), or missions 
conducted by the Service de la Culture et du Patrimoine of Tahiti on 
various atolls (Dauphin 2005; Marchesi and Maric 2005; Maric 2010). 
Recent inventories were completed on Anaa (Maric et alii 2010), on 
Fangatau and Fakahina, associated to environmental surveys (Jacq, 
Butaud et Maric 2011; Jacq, Butaud et Molle 2011). In addition to this 
non-exhaustive list, Guillaume Molle published a synthesis book and 
an article analysing the marae complex in the Tuamotus (2015, 2016) 
(Figure 4).

   Since the 1960s, a limited number of works has been realised 
in social anthropology, sociology and geography. Candace Carleton 
Brooks researched the socio-kinship organisation on Manihi (1968), 
François Ravault the territorial system (1978) and Éric Conte the fish-
ing practices and processes of food preservation and cooking (1986). 
Doctoral theses were completed by Laure-Hina Grépin on teenage 
boyhood in the eastern islands (2001), Émilie Nolet on ancient and 

Figure 4: Excavations at  
Fakahina atoll, April 2018 

(direction G. Molle). 
Picture G. Molle, 2018.
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modern sociopolitical organisation (2006), and Frédéric Torrente on 
the ethnohistory of Anaa (2010). Bruno Saura analysed the 1987 dra-
matic events of Faaite, when six persons suspected of being possessed 
were killed by the islanders (1990). Linguistic research was also con-
ducted by Jean-Michel Charpentier and Alexandre François for their  
Atlas linguistique de la Polynésie française (2015). Finally, important 
collection and promotion of traditions have been realised by local cul-
tural associations, sometimes since the 1970s, and should not be om-
mitted, resulting in several publications (Te Reo o Te Tuamotu 2001, 
2006).

   This short historical review delivers a somewhat mixed assesse-
ment. Generally, the research focused on the pre-European societies or 
on the collection of traditions have been more numerous than those 
looking at post-contacts social transformations — with notable excep-
tions such as the exceptionally detailed, but already old, monography 
of Paul Ottino on Rangiroa (1972). Nevertheless, we are now facing an 
important erosion of traditional knowledge with the passing of gener-
ations. We are also sometimes confronted to a kind of “distanciation” 
from information that relates to pre-Christian monuments and reli-
gious practices — because the islanders do not consider themselves as 
competent enough, and prefer to refer to published works, or because 
evoking past traditions can be experienced as embarassing, especially 
for the elderly. Although archaeological works have increased through-
out the last few years, thanks to the development of aerial liaisons and 
financial sources, the details caracterising the first settlement of the 
islands remain largely unknown. To tackle this issue, we can only so 
far rely on origin stories and indirect information, relating to sea lev-
el changes and the progressive constitution of habitable coral islets 
(motu) during the Holocene (see Montaggioni et al. 2018). We also 
only have clues, indications and isolated data regarding the processes 
of diffusion and diversification of ritual architecture, or inter-islands 
exchanges as attested by traditions and artefacts circulation (Coller-
son and Weisler 2007). Religious life at the time of first contacts has 
been better documented, thanks to the collection of oral traditions 
that were still abundant and precise during the 1920s-1930s — even 
though their interpretation was contentious from the start (see No-
let 2014: 27 on the invalidation of the Kiho Tumu cult by Kenneth  
P. Emory and Father Paul Mazé). Similarly, the study of genealogies 
and traditional tales provided significant information on the ancient 
socio-kinship organisation, highlighing the centrality of the gati22 
(cognatic kinship group attached to material and immaterial inher-
itance) and of territorial references (Emory 1947a; Ottino 1965; Nolet 
2014). Another important contribution has been delivered by interdis-
ciplinary research that contributed to a better understanding of the 
islanders’ interactions with the environment of the Tuamotus, moder-
ating the image of extreme dependancy or total misery as transmit-
ted by most of the first travelers.

22 - Here, the grapheme g 
represents the velar nasal, 
following the Académie 
pa’umotu’s standards. It 
should be noted that there 
are variations in vocabulary 
within the archipelago. These 
differences are still unequally 
documented.
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an increased undersTanding of Human-enVironmenT inTeracTions

   While research on pa’umotu societies has remained limited, the 
atolls environmental caracteristics have been extensively studied 
by natural sciences. Such an interest arose during the XIXth centu-
ry, through publications that interrogated the formation processes 
of the mysterious “madreporic islands” and described their physical 
properties (Ribourt 1878; Beltran y Rozpide 1883). Following on, sev-
eral studies have been conducted on the caracteristics and dynamics 
of the islands ecosystems, particularly marine species with economic 
potential such as Pinctada margaritifera oysters (Bouchon-Brandely 
1885; Hervé 1933-1934; Andréfouët et alii 2016), or Tridacna maxima 
giant clams, extremely numerous in some lagoons (cf. Salvat 1971; Gil-
bert et al. 2006). The establishment of the CEP and the radiological 
monitoring both played a role in launching this type of works.

   Within studies of social and human sciences focused on the  
Tuamotus, the questions of human-environment relations have also 
remained a central theme, especially in regards to processes of adap-
tation to the natural constraints of the low islands. Practices of mari-
time and terrestrial resource exploitation, management of food stocks 
and natural hazards, traditional ecological knowledge have long ex-
cited the scientific interest (i.e. Pollock 1978; Conte 1988; Chazine 
2008; Worliczek 2013), just as in the Micronesian atolls (Lessa 1964; 
Alkire 1999) and without excluding other topics (kinship, traditional 
history, political life, etc.). Moreover, the interpretation of pa’umotu 
social institutions has regularly highlighted the economical limits 
and material conditions of existence on the coral islands — similarly 
to other atoll societies. In 1972, Paul Ottino considered, in agreement 
with Marshall Sahlins, that “the ecology of the atolls and low islands”  
favorised a “type of undifferenciated social and kinship organisation”, 
observable in the Tuamotus amongst other places (1972: 449). For this 
author, a set of social representations and practices – including mari-
tal and adoption systems or spatial mobility — eventually enabled “to 
secure the perpetuation of local residential units in charge of control-
ing the wealth (faufa’a), i.e. the land, simultaneously the purpose and 
the condition of their existence” (1972: 435-436). The stress on the 
ecological determinations of cultural and social facts, not restricted 
to atolls, reached its peak in the 1950s-1960s, under the influence of 
cultural ecology and Julian Steward’s works (see Fischer 1958; Mason 
1959; Vayda 1959; Hainline 1965).

   Finally, the Tuamotus have recently been the focus of increased 
scientific research because of the specific risks that confront atolls 
in the face of climatic changes and sea level rise. Various projects 
have been proposed or engaged in these islands to study the local  
expressions of climatic changes or the community risk-management 
and human-environment relations in general — to the point that the 
solicited inhabitants and associations are reaching their satura-
tion point. As important as such studies might be in the context of  
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the real climatic threat we are facing, it is remarkable that the envi-
ronment (feared, admired, despised, coveted) of the pa’umotu atolls of-
ten remains the main reading grid to comprehend the local societies. 
This scientific interest for human-environment relations (echoing 
the fascination-repulsion generated by atoll environments from the 
very first explorations) has eventually delivered important progress 
and a reconsideration of the impression of vulnerability transmitted 
by the first travelers. Although traditional and archaeological data 
represent a significant resource to adress this issue, a few European 
accounts (especially missionaries) can still enrich our understanding 
of the representations, management and exploitation practices of the 
islands’ environments. Let’s consider some examples already estab-
lished through available sources23.

   Detailed terminologies collected since the start of the XXth cen-
tury (Stimson and Marshall 1964) and the fakatara songs describing 
kinship groups’ estates demonstrate a precise understanding of the 
atolls’ terrestrial and marine environments. Oral traditions also show 
that the islanders kwew how to best use the indigenous species pres-
ent on the islands – despite their low numbers – before the arrival of 
the Europeans, for food or various other medicinal and technical pur-
poses (see Butaud 2009-2010; Butaud and Jacq 2009). The fleshy part 
and almonds of Pandanus tectorius var. tectorius (fara, tima) drupes, 
for instance, were eaten24, while roots were used to make ropes or 
remedies to treat some mouth ulcerations. Polished dried pandanus’ 
leaves were also used to plait mats which were softer, finer and more 
durable than those obtained with coconut palms. The islanders had 
learnt to employ the mecanical properties of diverse tree and bush 
species (Pemphis acidula or mikimiki, Heliotropium foertherianum or 
geogeo, Cordia subcordata or tou, and others) for building and craft-
ing purposes. The rarity of large trees was compensated for by the 
ingenious sewn-plank canoe model. Along the same line, the work of 
Jean-Michel Chazine demonstrated the importance of the pit cultiva-
tion system (called maite, kauai, etc.) that made it possible to grow 
taro and other food crops thanks to the interception of the freshwater 
lens found under most of the atolls — freshwater also collected in wells 
for domestic family needs (Emory 1975: 2). Some areas of the atolls 
demonstrate massive planting pits concentrations, providing arable 
lands of a total surface reaching up to 1500 m2 (Chazine 2008: 213). 
It is also noteworthy that the original forest covering the atolls before 
the extensive planting of coconuts (which was dominated in particu-
lar by Pisonia grandis, locally called gatae or puka) attracted large 
bird colonies25 and contributed to humus production — largely miss-
ing nowadays. In addition to sea birds such as the great frigate-bird 
(Fregata minor, kotaha), sooty tern (Onychoprion fuscatus, kaveka), 
redfooted booby (Sula sula, kariga) and brown noddy (Anous stolidus, 
goio), Pa’umotu islanders fed on imported species (dog, chicken and 
pig), recorded in varying quantity. Pig and dog may have been mostly 
reserved for ritual feasts (cf. Conte, Molle and Nolet 2017: 57-58).

23 - Within the limits of this 
article, only a brief overview 
of this question is proposed 
here. Also see on the same 
topic: Conte, Molle and Nolet 
2017.

24 - Father Germain Fierens 
notes, about Fangatau: 
“Giant clam fish and pandanus 
constitute their sole food […]”. 
Letter to “Reverend Father” 
[Clair Fouqué], Tuuhora 
(Anaa), 28/06/1871, ASC.

25 - As for Napuka,  
Father Albert talked about 
“countless swarms of black 
and white birds”. Letter to  
the “Very Reverend Father”, 
Anaa, 15/04/1869, ASC.
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   Moreover, we know that the populations — not settled in perma-
nent villages during the pre- European period but living along the 
stretch of habitable land grouped by clans or extended families — used 
to move through their islands and to uninhabited islets to collect re-
sources, depending on needs or seasonal availability. Father Albert 
Montiton, during the evangelization of Fangatau, explained: “I rarely 
managed to keep them gathered in the village. […] they usually spread 
throughout the island to look for their daily food” (1873: 280). Father 
Gustave Nouviale confirms the seasonal abundance of some food re-
source: “Ahe is a small uninhabited sandy island; where birds abound. 
During the egg-laying season they gather there in such large numbers 
that their flocks flying above the islets darken the sky. The more nu-
merous are the kaveke [kaveka] of the gull type. […] The birds are so 
widespread on the island and their eggs so abundant that we could fill 
boats with eggs”26. These trips could have taken a more durable aspect, 
when needed. According to Father Germain Fierens, the islanders of 
Tematagi (an island that he said had “no other food supplies than pan-
danus and very little fish, and no giant clams”) requested for Father 
Paul to “transport them on another island where food could be found” 
and all left to settle on Tureia27.

   The exploitation of marine resource played a central role and was 
adapted to the local species’ feeding behaviours and seasonal rythm 
(Conte 1988). We know that giant clams Tridacna maxima (called 
gaiere, pahaa, koeha, etc. in the various islands), were part of the ba-
sic foods and could have been present in very large quantity in some 
atolls’ lagoon, such as in Reao or Tatakoto; “although their size is not 
imposing, wrote Father Paul Mazé, their number in some islands goes 
beyond anything imaginable” (1926: 526). While not all lagoons were 
rich in fish or Tridacna, marine wildlife could abound during precise 
times of the year, such as during eggslaying or spawning seasons. Ger-
main Fierens explained in 1871, about Tatakoto: “At the season when 
the turtle comes to lay its eggs onshore, they can have a lot of it”28. 
Father Albert offered convergent information: “I stayed for a month 
on Vahitahi, with a handful of flour; but, since it was the turtle season, 
I did not suffer from hunger” (1873: 371). In 1849, Father Honoré Laval 
also recorded a particularly profitable fishing party in Fakarava: “We 
just had a golden week. God allowed that my Fakarava people caught 
on the 13th of September 75 sperm whales that resulted in ceremonial 
invitations”29. Ethnographic observations indicate that when turtles
(honu) were caught in large numbers, they could be confined in enclo-
sures or natural pools for later consumption; a practice maintained 
until the 2000s on Reao. Various techniques (cooking and drying of 
Tridacna, drying of octopus, etc.) also allowed for the preservation 
of part of this marine food, for instance for times when strong swell 
would make fishing difficult (Conte 1986). Moreover, it appears that 
specific arrangements were made to favor the reproduction of valued 
species. We know that Reao’s chief could decide of a taboo on the col-
lect of giant clams in part of the lagoon, pushing the population to 

26 - Undated notes, Tm 72-1, 
ASC. These observations 

could have been made 
during a boat trip in 1913 

(cf. Nouviale 1989: 30).

27 -  Letter to “Reverend  
Father Albert”, Tuuhora 

(Anaa), 15/05/1894, ASC

28 -Letter to Reverend Father 
[Clair Fouqué], Tuuhora 

(Anaa), 28/06/1871, ASC.

29 - Cited in Hermel, 
Histoire de la Mission,  

Archdiocese of Papeete. 
Pacific Manuscripts 
Bureau (Canberra), 
PMB 1080 Catholic 

Archdiocese of Papeete: 
administrative archives, 

1833-1969.
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settle elsewhere (Hatanaka 1982: 41), or that parts of Napuka’s lagoon 
were considered as reserves where the Tridacna could not be collect-
ed, except for special occasions (Conte 1988: 96)30 . Propitiatory ritu-
als were also conducted, notably for the seasonal return of the green 
turtles Chelonia mydas (Emory 1947a). In addition, the marine envi-
ronment provided material adapted to specific technical purposes. 
Ray’s caudal sting could be used as spear armature and moray’s jaws 
could be used as knives. Spades made of turtle bone or oyster shell and 
Tridacna adzes have been collected in several islands, in association 
to basalt adzes imported from high islands or locally manufactured 
from imported blocks of basalt (Emory 1975: 100, 119).

   European accounts clearly show the significant damages of 
storms and cyclones, against which the atolls do not offer any natural 
protection. In addition to the loss of human lives31 and material dam-
ages, food supplies could be left durably affected. About a year after 
the January 1903 cyclone, pandanus on Napuka atoll, which had “been 
so tormented”, were not “producing anything”32. Father Athanase Her-
mel explained also that after the 1906 cyclone on Faaite: “there was 
no soil left; the sea dug through the ground down to the rock”33. Con-
flicts could result in similar food shortage, with notably the Anaa (or 
parata) warriors being used to burn down the coconut trees of the de-
feated islands before leaving; this changed them, according to Moer-
enhout, “into horrible desert” (1837, II: 371). However, islanders could 
rely on relief resource. The roots of the yellow purslane (Portulaca 
lutea or pokaa, herbaceous plant now restricted to feeding of pigs) 
were cooked and eaten during food shortage times, when the Tridacna 
were covered under a thick layer of sand after a cyclone34. The kapara 
(a red gelatinous organic deposit constituted by cyanobacterial mats 
that form in the swamps bordering the lagoon) could represent a re-
lief food source when needed. Also of note, a range of environmental 
signs (tapa’o), differing between islands, could warn the islanders of 
the coming of strong swell or storm. Finally, kinship links and inter-
islands marital networks provided other support forms to be raised 
during times of danger or food shortage. As highlighted by Kenneth 
P. Emory: “The main purpose of the ocean-going vessels, however, was 
[…] for migration in times of scarcity of food, or in times of danger 
of attack” (1975: 3). Thus, the January 1903 cyclone appears to have 
resulted in significant mobility for the populations of the devastated 
islands. Father Amédée Nouailles wrote, in September 1904: “they are 
slowly rising from their ruins. The inhabitants are less nomadic, and 
everywhere less scattered and more attached to their respective vil-
lages”35. While we should not underestimate the difficult conditions 
of life on pa’umotu atolls, it appears evident that the islanders pro-
gressively developped solid adaptative processes, based on kinship 
solidarity, traditional ecological knowledge and an important mobil-
ity that was made possible by the sophisticated navigational means 
admired by Westerners (Moerenhout 1837, I: 158-159; Wilkes 1845, I:
327).

30 - About the Polynesian 
tradition of taboo on specific 
areas or resources, notably  
for environmental conserva-
tion, see the recent synthesis 
of Bambridge 2016.

32 - Letter of Father Isidore 
Butaye to the “Very Reverend 
Father Superior General”, 
Fakahina, 17/02/1904, ASC. 

33 - Letter of Father Athanase 
Hermel to the “Very Reverend 
and Beloved Father”  
[Marcellin Bousquet], 
Papeete, 13/03/1906, ASC.

34 - Letter of Father Amédée 
Nouailles to “Bishop” 
[Marie-Joseph Verdier], 
Katiu, 4/07/1905, Archives 
de l’Archidiocèse de Papeete 
(Archdiocese of Papeete 
Archives, or AAP).

35 - Letter of Father Amédée 
to “Reverend Father”, 
Fakahina, 25/09/1904, ASC.

31 - See for instance  
the Journal Officiel des  
E. F. O. dated 12-13 February 
1903 (11-17 January 1903 
cyclone - http://lexpol.cloud.
pf/document.php?docu-
ment=312490&deb=35&-
fin=36&titre=QXZpcyBkdSAx-
Mi8wMi8xOTAz)  
and the Journal Officiel of 22 
February 1906 (8 February 
1906 cyclone - http://lexpol.
cloud.pf/document.php?do-
cument=312003&deb=39&-
fin=41&titre=QXZpcyBkdSAy-
Mi8wMi8xOTA2
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conclusion

   In this chapter, it has appeared that multiple parameters have con-
tributed (or still contribute) to limiting, directing, conditionning the 
research focusing on the past of pa’umotu societies. These include: 
(i) difficult accessibility, explaining a late begining and unequal de-
velopment of field research in the different islands ; (ii) the percep-
tions of the first European travelers, simultaneously demonstrating 
a strong attraction for marketable resources (mother-of-pearl, pearls, 
phosphats, copra) and a form of repulsion for the local environment 
and cultures — as a result, their accounts are less numerous or poor-
er than those focusing on other Polynesian regions and often direct-
ed towards the atolls concentrating European interests, offering the 
researchers little material and few possibilities for comparison; (iii) 
poor preservation conditions for archaeological ruins, with intense 
erosion processes of coral soils, aggravated by slash-and-burns con-
ducted by copra producers; (iv) the fragility and low diversity of mate-
rial remains attributed to the ancient societies, also generally not of a 
spectular nature; (v) the fact that some aspects of ancient lifeways in 
the Tuamotus are better documented than others, particularly the re-
ligion — because the marae are among the rare remains to have partly 
resisted destruction, because the associated traditions are the most 
abundant and because the missionaries were mainly interested in the 
pre-Christian rituals and concepts; (vi) the weight of evolutionist ide-
as and ecological determinism, inviting to consider the pa’umotu soci-
ety as an uncompleted or degenerated version of the Tahitian society; 
(vii) the idea that human populations could not have been sustained 
for a long period of time on these low islands with limited resources. 
Despite these material and conceptual obstacles, the multiplication 
of research studies resulted, as noted, in real progress on a number of 
topics. But which resource can we mobilize so as to keep improving 
our knowledge base?

   To start with, while historical sources are relatively scarce, we 
are not confronted to an archival desert. The missionaries of the  
Sacred-Heart, the colonial government administrators and a number 
of seafarers left accounts of the transition period, marked by a trans-
formation of the living conditions, which has remained insufficiently 
studied. A detailed study could offer a different perspective and could 
help to understand, for instance, under which conditions (psycholog-
ical, ideological, political, etc.) was realised the abandonment of the 
pit cultivation system and the change from an economy based on 
regulated predation and optimisation of local resources to coconut 
monoculture. It could also help to comprehend the conditions for the 
spatial and temporal reorganisation conducted by the missionaries, 
or for the appropriation of new materials, techniques and capabilities. 
Similarly, an analysis of the forms and impacts of the very first con-
tacts between sailors and islanders (exchanges, conflicts, vegetal and 
animal introductions, etc.), now systematically established in some re-
gions of the Pacific, remains to be conducted on the Tuamotus.
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   Beyond this, it is evident that new archaeological excavations, es-
pecially where surveys have already been completed36, should be treat-
ed as a priority. I already highlighted the scarcity of data available 
on the human settlement of the Tuamotu islands, where the discov-
ery of ancient occupation sites is made difficult by the low sedimen-
tation. At a time when the re-dating of previously excavated sites or 
the launching of new projects tend to renew our approach of French 
Polynesia’s settlement (see Conte and Molle 2014; Kirch et al. 2010), 
it appears specifically important to adress the current gaps in our 
knowledge by collecting as much data as possible on the Tuamotus. 
Much hope can be placed on the development and multiplication of 
marae excavations, a necessary complement to the surface surveys 
completed since the start of the XXth century. Such excavations can 
potentially provide information on the dynamics of foundation, aban-
donment, re-use or transformation of these highly significant sites, 
the diversity of ritual activities being conducted, or their possible 
and still poorly understood funerary purpose (cf. Molle 2015: 77). The 
question of human-environment interactions also remains a consider-
able challenge. For a start, most of our current understanding about 
the pre-European uses of the environment relies on oral traditions col-
lected during the XXth century.

   The development of palaeoenvironmental research could bring 
complementary data, allowing for instance an evaluation of the hu-
man impact on atoll ecosystems since the first settlement, or an ex-
amination of cultural choices and exploitation strategies. Zooarchae-
ological research should be conducted in order to identify the species 
used for food at different periods and to understand their ceremonial 
utilisation (turtles, large fish, etc.). Our knowledge about the exploita-
tion of terrestrial resources could also be improved through an appli-
cation of anthracological analyses on wood charcoal remains from 
ovens found on marae and by studying the macro-remains potentially 
present in cultivation pits. It should be noted that the exploitation 
of terrestrial resources remains generally less well documented than 
that of the marine environment. Research on indigenous taxonomies 
and about particularly important and valued vegetal species such as 
the coconut tree have previsouly been conducted (Emory 1947b; Goo 
and Banner 1963; Te Reo o Te Tuamotu 2006). Yet, a vast program col-
lecting, analysing and comparing traditions that relates to species 
still present or extinct in the archipelago (birds, plants, insects, etc.) 
would be beneficial — with the inventory work already completed by 
the naturalists offering a precious foundation. It would also be im-
portant to try reconstituting more precisely the exchange networks 
and the different stages of the intra and inter-islands nomadism that 
was practiced at the time of the first European contacts. With which 
communities did the islanders of Reao, Kaukura or Hikueru exchange 
products or spouses, which uninhabited islets could they exploit, at 
what time of the year and for which type of resource? Although some 
data is available for a few islands, the information has not yet been  

36 - A new research project 
conducted by the Centre 
International de Recherche 
Archéologique sur la Polyné-
sie (CIRAP) and focused  
for its first phase on Fakahina 
atoll, was hence started  
in April 2018 (see Molle 2018), 
and continued in April-May 
2019.
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assembled, mapped, comparatively or diachronically analysed.  
To study or re-examine together European accounts, genealogies, tra-
ditions and archaeological data could help progressing in this direc-
tion.
 
   To improve our understanding of the pre-European societies and 
of the conditions under which took place the cultural encounters and 
socio-economical transformations of the XIXth and XXth centuries, it is 
hence necessary to have a dialog between the data provided by archae-
ology, traditional history and European accounts. It has appeared that 
such disciplinary openings could help to move beyond cultural clichés 
and determinist paradoxes (originating for a part, but not only, with 
the missionaries) that insist on the destitution and vulnerability of 
ancient inhabitants of the Tuamotus. Let’s hope that access to new 
technical means (for the study of palaeoenvironments, food practices, 
etc.) and better communications, but also the training and increasing 
engagement of researchers and students in the field will support the 
continuous development of archaeology, history and historical an-
thropology in the Tuamotus — in turn, carrying on with the critical 
reappraisal of many commonly held ideas.

   I sincerely thank the anonymous reviewers, Guillaume Molle 
and Jacques Vernaudon for their helpful comments and suggestions,  
as well as Emilie Dotte-Sarout for her thoughtful translation work. 
Eventual remaining errors are mine.
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absTracT

This paper analyses the different forms of archaeological 
narratives around the question of the origin of the indige-
nous Kanak of New Caledonia. At the start of the XXth cen-
tury, Archambault relied on the study of the petroglyphs 
of the Grande Terre to propose the existence of several 
successive waves of settlement during the past of the ar-
chipelago, thus denying an Indigenous legitimacy within 
its long-term history. This hypothesis profoundly influ-
enced how the local colonial society imagined the New 
Caledonian past. From the 1970s onward, in opposition to 
this view, Kanak leaders have developed the indigenous 
claim for ‘first occupation’. During the 1990s and 2000s, 
the concept of a ‘long term’ chronology proposed by local 
archaeologists privileged a dynamic approach to cultural 
change over the last 3000 years. This historical discourse 
had as one objective to reconcile the New Caledonians 
with their past from the perspective of a ‘common destiny’  
between the different communities of the archipelago. But 
the lack of collective uptake of this idea has meant that in 
the last few years there has been a resurgence of the old 
questioning of whether ‘the Kanak were in fact the first 
inhabitants’. This paper undertakes a chronological study 
of the evolution of archaeological discourse in New Cale-
donia, with an attempt to identify the major themes that 
could explain the persistence of contemporary antago-
nisms.

Translated from French by Matthew Spriggs, including citations. 

Originals to be found in the French version of this chapter.

keywords

Archaeology, 
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Politics, 
Historical legitimation, 
Waves of settlement, 
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Cultural chronology, 
Common destiny.
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   In regard to the contribution of Caledonian archaeologists,  
I fear… that to relativise, and rightly so, through appeal to the 
tangible pieces of archaeological proof, the political (therefore 
passionately held) concept of ‘first inhabitants’ will not be accept-
able to the Kanak of the country. I have the impression that the  
Caledonian archaeologists… are contesting the legitimating 
foundations of contemporary Kanak nationalism, relativising  
by means of some kind of ‘scientific neutrality’ the Kanak way  
of rooting our origins in the land through the historical genres  
of oral traditions (Sand 2005:20).

inTroducTion

   As the referendum of self-determination on the independence of 
New Caledonia loomed at the end of 2018, the debates over the multi-
ple historical legitimacies that produced current Caledonian society 
have become stronger than ever. The most southerly archipelago of 
Melanesia, settled some 3000 years ago by navigators of the Lapita 
culture, New Caledonia became a French settlement-colony in the sec-
ond half of the XIXth century, leading in the course of the first cen-
tury of colonisation to settlement by convicts and free settlers, and 
then Asian indentured workers (De Deckker 1994). Successive status-
es of autonomy or direct rule followed after the Second World War, in 
a political context alternatively of scope for decolonisation and tacit 
re-colonisation (Angleviel 2014). Until the 1990s, the archipelago had 
the reputation of being a “land of unsaid” (pays du non-dit) accord-
ing to Barbançon (1992), where the taboos about the past closed off 
each community in a discourse that can be described more as one of 
“the invention of tradition” than as a real approach to the character of 
its history. The return to peace at the end of a period of civil war be-
tween 1984 and 1988 connected with the claim for Indigenous Kanak 
independence (‘the events’/les événements: see Houdan 2013), has 
permitted over the last 30 years a real metamorphosis in the type of 
analysis possible on the archipelago’s past, with the undertaking of a 
considerable number of historical studies on different episodes of the 
past, produced by local as well as outside specialists (for example: Bar-
bançon 2003; Bencivengo 2014; Drouet-Manufekai et al. 2009; Merle 
1995; Muljiono-Larue et Larue 1994, Naepels 1998, Pidjo 2003, Terrier 
2003, Van Mai 1994).

   The publication of numerous books and scientific and popular 
articles, as well as the presentation of papers at colloquia and pub-
lic conferences, should have allowed a dispassionate approach to 
the Caledonian past at the start of the XXIst century. However, local  
society continues to be affected by basic divisions over the rights 
that history brings (for example, Angleviel 2003; Graille 2015). On 
no other historical subject are the disagreements so plain as — for 
more than a century — those around the recurrent question: “Were the 
Kanaks the first inhabitants?”. This apparent non-question to anyone 
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used to envisaging human history as a dynamic process of rooted-
ness in place as well as of relationships of exchange with the outside 
world, has again gained attention in the recent Caledonian context.  
The hypotheses and analyses regularly re-introduced from the 1880s 
onwards by each new archaeological generation working on the past of 
the archipelago, confronted by the multi-millenary Oceanic approach 
to time which is equally contemporary in a context of anti-colonial 
claims (Sand et al. 2011), continue to produce among New Caledonians 
a politicised discourse around a scientifically defunct question con-
cerning “Kanak legitimacy”.

   This paper attempts to analyse the foundations of this question, 
through a historical presentation of archaeological studies undertak-
en over the last 150 years in New Caledonia. The study of the different 
theories which developed in a colonial context and then were mirrored 
by the progressive construction of a unifying Kanak identity from 
the 1970s onwards, allows better understanding of the mechanisms 
which have permitted the contemporary revival of this questioning. 
The instrumentalization of archaeological findings to serve political 
ends, in the colonial context as well as in the context of moves towards 
decolonisation, is illustrated by the similar ways in which the narra-
tive on the precolonial past of these southern isles of the Melanesian 
crescent has been constructed across the different phases of this pro-
cess.

arcHaeology, iTs PoliTical insTrumenTalizaTion 
and THe kanak oral TradiTion

   No society in the world treats its history in a neutral fashion 
without linkages to the daily lives of its population. It thus follows 
that archaeology, the science of the material traces of history, cannot 
be entirely detached from its contemporary context. Despite denials 
during presentations made to the public at large, this is a science 
of a profoundly political character (Kohl 1998). It developed during 
the emergence of European nation states in the XIXth century, with 
its first objective to contribute to conceptualising unifying ‘origin 
myths’, searching for an ‘original unity’ in the buried remains in order 
to transform them into an idealised, legitimated history of the mod-
ern nation (Schnapp 1993). Archaeological analysis was thus often 
influenced by the political and social context which underwrote the 
research (Diaz-Andreu 2001). This was particularly true in the coloni-
al context, where the archaeology of non-Western societies has often 
until very recently been the exclusive privilege of non-local research-
ers, coming to study ‘scientifically’ the past of ‘the Other’ (Schlanger 
and Taylor 2012). In the context of processes of decolonisation,  
the Indigenous elites of certain of these societies have legitimately 
raised the issue of the “colonial” nature of archaeology (for example, 
Cornelis 2012; Sartre 2017), and its role in potentially deconstructing 
—through the study of traces excavated from ancestral lands — their 
oral traditions and their local historical legitimacy.
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   New Caledonia is a place particularly representative of such pro-
cesses of instrumentalization of the past, archaeological discourse 
there having always had a political role in addition to its strictly sci-
entific contributions towards historical knowledge.1 In effect, it is the 
definition itself of what characterises “history” which is fundamen-
tally debated, the Kanak claiming a specifically Oceanic approach to 
the past. This approach derives from millennia of development of an 
island perspective on history. Conceptually and at the risk of exces-
sive caricature for specialists, the structure of old Kanak traditions 
(Tjibaou 1976) can be defined as a constant fluctuation between two 
approaches to the past, the one mythical in character and above all 
symbolic, and the other applying itself to ‘historical’ events and peo-
ple who really existed (for examples, Leenhardt 1930; Guiart 1963, 
1992; Métais 1988; Bensa and Goromido 2005). The porosity between 
myth and history in traditional Kanak discourse, always underwrit-
ten and justified by the affirmation of clan legitimacy in a particular 
place, often renders a chronological structuring of time difficult (for 
example, Tjibaou 1976, Pillon 1999). Yet, this enumeration of ‘time’ is 
the context for the analysis of ‘history’ as conceived of within a West-
ern approach. This resulted in a dichotomy of approaches of the mean-
ing given to the ‘past’, thought of on the Oceanian side as a tool per-
mitting the affirmation of the primacy of local groups and justifying 
their attachment to a territory through fluctuating and many-sided 
narratives, and on the Western side, as an historical research tending 
towards an account as near to past ‘truth’ as possible.

   Contrary to the myths of central and eastern Polynesia, full of 
civilising heroes who were the discoverers of virgin lands, Melanesi-
an myths of origin offer for the most part a structure giving birth 
to humans from the earth. If today the mythic cycle of Téa Kanake 
from the Paicî linguistic area is valued as an account of the origin of 
a unitary Kanak people, to the detriment of Kanak myths from oth-
er areas of the archipelago (Tjibaou and Missotte 1976), it reflects 
nonetheless quite well a fundamental aspect of Kanak cosmogony: 
the first human came from no other place than the island itself. This 
principle being affirmed, Kanak narratives could without contradic-
tion allow the arrival over time of new canoes, often recalling their 
point of origin in islands further north in Melanesia – such as the 
groups of the Xetriwaan network (Guiart 1963; Sand 1995: 203-212) or 
even further away in western Polynesia (Guiart 1953, 1963). A certain 
number of local accounts make note of actual ‘replacement of groups’, 
whether by the departure into exile of former land holders, or through 
what could be defined as localised ‘exterminations’.2 The conceptual  
context of historical legitimacy on the land was at the same time so 
codified between first occupants and those who arrived later, that 
Kanak organisation had integrated an apparently paradoxical tradi-
tion of access to political power, in creating a mechanism reserving 
the position of ‘chief’ to the latest arriving group (Leenhardt 1937; 
Bensa and Rivierre 1982). Even if this tradition is not unique to  

1 - Despite the length of  
its bibliography, designed 
with the objective of being 
representative of the diversity 
of views over time, this paper 
does not attempt to make 
reference to the entire corpus 
of books, papers and reports 
published on the archaeology 
of New Caledonia.

2- While Kanak generally 
consider such events as indis-
putable facts, these accounts 
are debated among
anthropologists, with some 
specialists denying outright 
their historical veracity  
(cf. Guiart 2002). In order to
avoid polemicizing the issue, 
this question will not be taken 
further here. For an example, 
see Mathieu (1868).
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the Kanak and can be found in other Melanesian societies (Kaplan 
and Rosenthal 1993), it witnesses probably better than any concrete 
example, that the New Caledonian archipelago has seen the regular ar-
rival since the first peopling by Lapita groups 120 generations ago of 
canoes coming from neighbouring islands, bringing Oceanic families 
of different cultures.

arcHaeology in THe new caledonian colonial conTexT

   The tripartite division of Pacific peoples proposed by Dumont 
D’Urville in the 1820s has fossilized Oceanic populations in ethno-
graphic writings since that time, with a rigidified classification 
through considerations that are above all racial (cf. Tcherkezoff 2009). 
Even though the indigenous population of the north east of the island 
named New Caledonia by James Cook in 1774 had been described in 
particularly favourable terms by the English navigator (Beaglehole 
1961), the identification of cannibalism and endemic tribal warfare 
by the Western visitors who followed quickly classed the Kanak in the 
less respectful category of ‘savages’. The question of ‘origins’ of the  
Melanesians however was not a central theme in writings on the  
Pacific for a long time, this question being only asked above all of the 
Polynesians, dispersed over hundreds of small and isolated islands 
across the immensity of the eastern Pacific (cf. Kirch 2017: 12-27). 
The presence on those islands of monumental constructions such as 
marae, large paepae, tiki and great megalithic walls, permitted the 
Westerners to rehearse hypotheses in echo of those relating to the 
ancient Mediterranean. Nothing of that was seen in Melanesia, where 
the supposed violent and primitive character of the indigenous popu-
lation retarded the process of Christianisation engaged ahead of colo-
nial possession of the various archipelagos. As noted by Dotte-Sarout 
(2017: 31), to accept the existence of a long prehistoric past for the 
populations of the southwest Pacific considered by the Europeans 
to be themselves ‘prehistoric’ was intellectually difficult (cf. Testart 
2012: 33). Thus it was more simple at the end of the XIXth century to 
follow Dr J.B. Maurice Vincent in considering that “Nothing of the 
Kanak past remains. No monuments, no writing, no old legends, no 
symbolic signs fixing them in time. It is almost impossible to follow 
succinctly their appearance and their evolution over time in New Cal-
edonia; one cannot even give a schematic outline” (Vincent 1895: 11).

The early writings of Gustave Glaumont
   In the regional context, New Caledonia was the first archipela-
go of the Melanesian arc to live under colonial rule in a settlement  
process, following from the French taking possession in 1853 (Saussol 
1979). While noting missionary accounts and observations (for exam-
ple, Lambert 1900) or general writings (for example, Bertillon 1872, 
Gaphier 1870) and descriptions from colonial reports, it appeared 
that the first body of writing on the Kanak past taking an archaeolog-
ical approach was that of a penal administrator, Gustave Glaumont.3 

Based in New Caledonia between 1884 and 1891, he had the oppor-
tunity through his employment on the Isle of Pines, then at Bourail 

3 - For a more detailed  
analysis of this early period 

see Dotte-Sarout (2017).
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and in the Diahot region to visit former sites of Kanak habitation, 
abandoned for several years or decades at least. He was impressed by 
the extent of traces of taro irrigation that can still be clearly seen on 
the slopes of various hills that extended to the foot of Mont Mé Ori 
(Glaumont 1897). During his visits to the tribes, he noted down Kanak 
traditions, obtained artefacts and made word lists of languages (Glau-
mont 1888). He was the first to publish an article on the existence of 
petroglyphs in the archipelago (Bonnemère 1895a, 1895b) and under-
took stratigraphically-informed excavations (Glaumont 1889).

   The result of all these activities was a first attempt at a chronolo-
gy of Oceanian settlement of New Caledonia, firmly based on the Eu-
ropean periodisation. In the second half of the XIXth century the West 
saw the first real development of the discipline of archaeology (cf. 
Murray and Evans 2008), permitting the construction of a historical 
framework stretching back to the prehistoric past. Glaumont recog-
nised in his excavations and other observations what he considered 
to be similarities with the major European prehistoric phases (Glau-
mont 1888; Giglioli 1896). First human arrival was thus envisaged as 
having taken place at a time when humans lived in caves, the ‘Paoro 
Man’ being equivalent to the ‘cave dwellers’ of the Palaeolithic ‘flaked 
stone age’. The chronology put forward by Glaumont finished with the 
‘Nessadiou Man’, a farmer and pottery maker (Glaumont 1895), who 
was the local equivalent to people of the Neolithic ‘polished stone age’. 
This ‘Nessadiou Man’ developed the characteristics of the indigenous 
culture of the archipelago observed by the Westerners from the end of 
the XVIIIth century.

   Despite imposing an exogenous veneer on the Caledonian con-
text in creating its cultural chronology, Glaumont was well-disposed 
towards the Kanak and this explains his willingness to propose a his-
torical continuity between the succeeding periods. Contrary to many 
archaeologists of the time in Europe (Gran-Aymerich 1998), he did not 
have recourse to a succession of peoples in order to explain the cultur-
al changes that he recognised from his excavations. On the contrary, 
he affirmed for example of the rock engravings that they “are contem-
porary with the culture that we have described, perhaps marking the 
beginnings of this culture” (Glaumont 1888: 113). Through this ap-
proach Glaumont demonstrated a unique perspective in the colonial 
context of the time (Dotte-Sarout 2017: 30).

The impact of Marius Archambault’s hypothesis
   A decade later, another colonial officer, postmaster Marius  
Archambault, took an opposite position to that of historical continu-
ity as argued by Glaumont. Intrigued by the petroglyphs that he saw 
throughout the archipelago, he began an inventory, accompanying 
some of his observations with photographs. Although from the start 
of the XXth century, writers who have defended the idea of a late arriv-
al of the Kanak in New Caledonia have principally based their argu-
ments on oral tradition in developing their theories, Archambault was 
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the first to use archaeological remains as the main plank of his in-
terpretations. His interpretation of the complexity of the petroglyphs 
“leads us far from these frizzy-heads” (Archambault 1908: 309).  
The first publication on this topic that he placed in L’Anthropologie  
in 1901 gives the flavour of his approach:

“These monuments (i.e. the petroglyphs) should not be attributed to 
the Canaque population that presently lives on the island…This leads 
us to attribute the Caledonian megaliths to a race that would have 
lived on the island before the present Canaques… Did it disappear be-
cause it was chased away or exterminated by a cataclysm, a deadly 
change in the climate, an epidemic, or was it conquered, massacred 
or absorbed by men of the Melanesian race?” (Archambault 1901: 
266).

   Archambault – who however was obliged to recognise that the 
Kanaks had oral traditions concerning the petroglyphs (1901: 266) – 
justified his conclusion through a clearly racist viewpoint:

“Apart from the fact that the Papuan races — of which our native New 
Caledonians are part — have never, to my knowledge, demonstrated 
any propensity to carve symbolic signs on rocks, the lack of interest 
they have in rocks and glyphs would be sufficient to demonstrate 
that these have nothing to do with their existence… The native New 
Caledonians, in other ways very dissimilar, present the extremes of 
refinement and grossness. Artistic to a very weak degree… he is a 
mediocre grower but a fine irrigator… But these talents do not suit 
his taste, through natural aptitudes, for the Canaques will only work 
under the order of his chiefs; he would prefer to live on the worst 
food available as long as it costs him nothing” (Archambault 1901: 
266).

   This weighty narrative, developed over at least 11 articles and  
publications refuting the theory of cultural continuity presented by 
Glaumont, marks a major turning point at the start of the XXth cen-
tury in approaches to the archipelago’s past. Progressively planted 
in colonial Caledonian society from this point4 was the idea that “the 
Kanak are not the first inhabitants”.

Scientists between the wars and the origins of the Kanak
   The interwar years saw the dismantling of the Caledonian penal 
system, the start of an exodus of a section of the smallholder colonists 
to Noumea and a disengagement by the colonial power, taken up with 
the post-war reconstruction of France. Several works continued to ex-
amine locally the origin of the ‘natives’ during this period, particular-
ly those of pastor Maurice Leenhardt (1930, 1937).5 Contradicting Ar-
chambault, the philosopher and psychologist Georges-Henri Luquet 
concluded, following an exhaustive analysis of the Caledonian en-
graved images taken from Archambault’s photographs, that the petro-
glyphs fit without doubt within an indigenous graphic system iden-
tifiable across the other forms of Kanak art (Luquet 1926: 100-103). 
A similar conclusion was reached by the Swiss anthropologist Fritz 

4 - The first decades  
of the XXth century are  

historically characterised  
by the phase of most harsh 
period of ‘native regime’ for 
the indigenous population, 
but also by the end of the 

process of Kanak depopula-
tion and the beginning  

of the first claims for land 
by returning Kanak who had 

been recruited to go overseas 
in World War One

5 - It must be stressed that 
Leenhardt’s writings on 

traditional Kanak society did 
not present any significant 
chronological perspective 

(cf. Leenhardt 1937: 97)  
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Sarasin (1917: 10-11). This did not prevent the latter, however, based 
on his collection of Kanak skeletons looted from ancient cemeteries 
during his expedition of 1911 to 1912, from publishing an article en-
titled ‘On the relations of the New Caledonians with Homo Neander-
thalensis’. Providing an authoritative opinion, this theory allowed the 
affirmation of the following conclusion from the official publication 
on France’s Pacific colonies published for the Grand Colonial Exhibi-
tion of 1931 in Paris:

“The study of the Canaque skeleton has led several authors, such as 
pastor Leenhardt and Dr Sarasin to recognise that the Caledonian 
represent a very primitive type of modern humanity, earlier even, 
it may be supposed than not only the Australians but even perhaps 
than all fossil humans that have been discovered to the present-day” 
(Archimbaud et al. 1931: 13).

   In this interwar period the Kanak found themselves classified by 
the scientific establishment as one of the most primitive branches of 
humanity.

The triumph of the theory of ‘succession of races’
   Throughout this period, the few amateur publications produced 
in the Caledonian colony continued to deny any Kanak legitimacy in 
regard to the distant past of the archipelago. Thus, T. Oriol conclud-
ed yet another paper on the petroglyphs in the local journal of the 
Société des Etudes Mélanésiennes (Society of Melanesian Studies) 
founded on the initiative of pastor Leenhardt, by affirming that the 
engraved rocks “are the work of a group earlier than the current indig-
enous Melanesians” (Oriol 1948: 46). It was again an amateur archae-
ologist that we must blame, after the end of the Second World War, 
for having pushed to its extremes the theory of ‘succession of races’ 
in Caledonian history. The geologist Jacques Avias, recruited by the 
new French research organisation called L’Institut Français d’Océanie 
(IFO or the French Institute for Oceania, the future ORSTOM-IRD) to 
map the geological diversity of Grande Terre, undertook numerous ar-
chaeological observations during the course of his expeditions. In the 
context of presenting his main discoveries, he developed a historical 
chronology based on archaeological remains, presenting a tripartite 
model of the pre-European past. During the most distant times “small, 
black ‘proto-tasmanoids’ with frizzy hair and flattened noses” (Avias 
1949: 48) were living in New Caledonia. These ‘earlier inhabitants’ wit-
nessed the arrival of ‘Ainu’ navigators, whose origin was clearly stated 
by Avias:

“the culture under consideration, seems to have corresponded to one 
or more migrations, most likely of white people at the outset… prob-
ably coming without doubt from northeastern Eurasia… related in a 
distant but unquestionable manner with the Neolithic populations 
of central Asia, the Caucasus and Europe [and] in a probably much 
more direct manner the ‘Proto-Ainu’ of Neolithic Japan” (Avias 1949: 
48, italics in the original).
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   One of the important markers supposed to have characterised 
these populations was the manufacture of finely-decorated pottery 
with geometric dentate motifs, noted from near the start of the XXth 

century from a beach in Koné (Piroutet 1917) and only a few years pre-
viously from a beach on the Isle of Pines (Lenormand 1948). This an-
cient group “related to the ancestors of today’s whites” (Avias 1950: 
137, italics in the original), “who must have engraved the celebrated 
‘petroglyphs’… would have finally been destroyed by a Melanesian 
(Papuan) invasion before the latter absorbed Polynesian elements and 
produced today’s ‘Canaque’ population by the beginning of this centu-
ry” (Avias 1960: 113).

   The theory of racial successions during the course of Caledonian 
prehistory championed by Avias (1953), with the ancient population 
“subsequently absorbed and destroyed by the less evolved and proba-
bly more ferocious culture of Melanesians proper” (Avias 1950: 134), 
was equally accepted by other prominent researchers of this time pe-
riod. Pastor Leenhardt published a paper in 1951 entitled ‘The prob-
lem of migrations in New Caledonia’, concluding on the basis of a se-
ries of Kanak oral traditions that the archipelago had seen successive 
migrations, of whom the carvers of the petroglyphs were described as 
“a light-skinned people” (Leenhardt 1951: 316). The same year, the his-
torian Jean Poirier (see also Poirier 1953) synthesised the argument 
in a ‘definitive’ manner: “The ‘Canaque’ ethnic group of today is thus 
a composite ensemble which has been formed since a Canaque migra-
tion installed itself on the Grande Terre, a migration which absorbed 
entirely little by little non-Canaque ethnic groups that had preceded 
it in this habitat” (Poirier 1951: 173).

The difficult birth of new hypotheses
   No researcher working on New Caledonia tried to contradict this 
apparently ‘scientific’ demonstration of the theory of ‘succession of 
races’ at the time of its publication in the Journal de la Société des 
Océanistes at the start of the 1950s. The idea didn’t shock anyone in 
the new historical context as the colony drove itself towards moder-
nity, marked by the entry of the indigenous population into political 
life, claims for autonomy and the struggle for wage parity by the first 
independent trade unions (Kurtovitch 1997). Few researchers during 
this decade took account of the conclusion of the first truly scientific 
program of archaeological research, undertaken in 1952 by American 
archaeologists Edward Gifford and Richard Shutler Jr. In the course 
of their six months of survey and excavation exclusively on Grande 
Terre,6 most significantly they undertook the first stratigraphic exca-
vations of a beach site on the Foué peninsula near to Koné, that they 
named ‘Lapita’ (Sand and Kirch 2002). They used the novel technique 
of radiocarbon recently invented by Willard F. Libby to date the lay-
er associated with dentate-stamped pottery to about 800 BC. At the 
end of their analyses the two American archaeologists concluded that 
there was no preceramic human occupation (Gifford 1953) and that 
nothing in their studies signalled a brutal replacement of population 

6 - Despite the six months 
of this expedition, only two 

paragraphs of a few lines were 
published in the newspaper 

La France Australe about the 
program of archaeological 

research (cf. Sand and Kirch 
2002: 183).
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at any time during their prehistoric chronology (Gifford and Shutler 
1956: 95).

   During the same years 1950-1960, the Caledonian ethnobotanist 
Jacques Barrau, during the course of a survey addressing the future 
of Kanak agriculture, took the measure of the extent of abandoned 
indigenous horticultural structures and of the significant traces of 
former settlements found across Grande Terre. His conclusions direct-
ly questioned the historical and ethnographic orthodoxy postulating 
that the Kanak had not been numerous prior to European arrival. The 
hypothesis of a more numerous pre-colonial indigenous population 
was so explosive that Barrau’s local contract was not renewed and he 
saw a long text by the ethnologist Jean Guiart imposed as an intro-
duction to his publication by the South Pacific Commission (Barrau 
1956). In the very first Caledonian school textbook, published in 1959 
under the leadership of Jean Le Borgne, the author made clear — hav-
ing noted that “the [indigenous] population developed through suc-
cessive migrations” (Le Borgne 1959: 97) — that “on Maré it is under 
the name of Eletok that one designates the first inhabitants about 
whom elsewhere we know very little” (Le Borgne 1959: 99).7

arcHaeological wriTings in THe conTexT of anTi-colonial claims

Turning point in the 1960s
   Building on the first archaeological programs undertaken over 
the previous two decades, the 1960s saw a turning point in the histo-
ry of scientific archaeology in the western Pacific, with the putting in 
place of the first teams of professional specialist on Oceania at vari-
ous universities in New Zealand and Australia. The principal theme of 
these researchers was the first peopling of the region (Golson 1959), in 
which New Caledonia appeared to have held an important place. One of 
the very first long-term expeditions of Jack Golson’s team took place 
on the Isle of Pines in 1959-1960 (Golson 1961, 1962), several years be-
fore he sent his student Colin Smart to excavate several pottery sites 
on the southwest coast of the Grande Terre for his doctoral research 
(Smart n.d., Vanderwal n.d.). From the results of these excavations Gol-
son proposed a revolutionary hypothesis for its time, considering that 
the Lapita period had the characteristics of a ‘community of culture’ 
pre-dating the cultural divide between Melanesia and western Polyne-
sia (Golson 1961: 76). This idea of breaking down the division between 
Melanesians and Polynesians did not gain unanimity among Pacific 
archaeologists, with Roger Green insisting upon a direct link between 
the Lapita tradition and the Polynesians (Green 1967, 1973).

   Local archaeological studies in New Caledonia also increased dur-
ing this decade, in particular under the impetus of the Director of the 
Territorial Museum, Luc Chevalier. Following the recording of new 
petroglyph sites (Chevalier 1959, 1964), of the excavation of ‘tumuli’ 
(Chevalier 1963) and the discovery of a series of pottery sites (Cheva-
lier 1967), Chevalier put forward a synthesis of New Caledonia’s past 
in 1965 (cf. Costes 1965). Without formulating any conclusions about 

7 - A major work on the  
Eletok was published by  
Father M.J. Dubois (1976).
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the origins of the Kanak, he demonstrated, for example - contra Avias 
(1950) – that “the pottery with handles of New Caledonia is a Melane-
sian pottery” (Chevalier 1967: 49). The Marist priest J.M. Dubois who 
had been collecting numerous Kanak oral traditions since the 1940s 
in the different islands where he was stationed, also wrote some arti-
cles and other publications in the field of New Caledonian archaeolo-
gy (for example, Dubois 1970, 1975, 1981).

New Caledonian archaeology in the context of the anticolonial 
struggle 
   In New Caledonian political history, the end of the 1960s was 
marked by the appearance of new cultural and political claims on 
the part of a section of Kanak youth (Chappell 2013). This was when 
the archipelago underwent a major economic boom thanks to nickel, 
leading to the arrival of a new wave of immigration coming princi-
pally from France and the Polynesian islands. For the first time — if 
one excludes the writing of the informants of Pastor Leenhardt such 
as Bwesou Eurijisi (Guiart 1998) or the other rare examples of Indig-
enous writings on the ancient past (for example, Naisseline 1953) —  
a Kanak author wrote a historical piece with the political aim to pres-
ent the Kanak approach to the past (Anova-Ataba 1969). At the same 
moment in Nouméa a Société d’Etudes Historiques (Society of His-
torical Studies) was established as a counterweight to the Société des 
Etudes Mélanésiennes, with the will of descendants of the colonists 
to research on the archipelago’s past by publishing detailed studies 
as well as syntheses. It is not a coincidence that the first thematic 
work of this new academic society was a 1971 book titled Kounié or 
the Isle of Pines by the local historian George Pisier which presented 
a synthesis of the entire history of the island. Several years later the 
public works engineer Bernard Brou published Prehistory and Tradi-
tional Society of New Caledonia (Brou 1977) in the same series, a re-
worked version of his 1970 publication. He again took up in detail the 
theory of ‘succession of races’ supporting his remarks with numerous 
examples drawn from Caledonian and regional archaeology. The chro-
nology presented in the original version was divided into three ma-
jor phases. After a first peopling “as of the Palaeolithic…of small men 
with black skin, flat noses and frizzy hair” (Brou 1970: 23) came the 
“sudden arrival in New Caledonia, twenty centuries before our era…
of immigrants of white origin” (Brou 1970: 38-9), which began “ the 
golden age of local prehistory: Lapita pottery, petroglyphs, megalithic 
construction” (Brou 1970: 48), before the later arrival of the ancestors 
of the Melanesians (Brou 1970: 44-7).

   If the general framework of the hypotheses of Archambault and 
Avias were reaffirmed by Brou — under his own name or under that 
of a pseudonym (Paléo 1977) — all through the 1970s Caledonian ar-
chaeology was influenced by the new politicisation of the past of the 
country. This translated on the part of many Kanak into a rejection of 
the contribution of archaeology to the knowledge of their own past. 
The archaeologist Jean-Pierre Maitre, holding a position at ORSTOM 
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in the second half of the 1970s could not obtain authorisation to be-
gin an archaeological program in the Loyalty Islands, the customary 
authorities refusing him access to the area (Daniel Frimigacci, per-
sonal communication, 1983). This science was clearly thus perceived 
as ‘colonial’, the Kanak having the feeling that it was principally fo-
cussed on themes tending to deny Indigenous legitimacy on the past. 
This viewpoint was not wholly unfounded as the three major sub-
jects of study of the sole professional archaeologist working in the  
archipelago from the end of the 1960s, Daniel Frimigacci, were devot-
ed principally to Lapita sites (Frimigacci 1977; Siorat 1990), petro-
glyphs (Frimigacci 1976, Frimigacci and Monnin 1980) and the ‘tumu-
li’ (Frimigacci and Maitre 1981). He had tried, under the guidance of 
ethnologist Jean Guiart, to undertake a program of ethnoarchaeology 
in the region of Mont Mé Ori between Bourail and the high Kouaoua, 
applying a model of research developed successfully by José Garanger 
(1972) in Vanuatu (formerly the New Hebrides). But the growing ten-
sions caused by Caledonian land tenure issues were such that there 
was opposition from a large part of non-Kanak political and admin-
istrative areas at the time towards archaeological work carried out 
specifically about Indigenous heritage, thus preventing the program 
from being effectively achieved (Frimigacci 1974: fig. 101).

   In Caledonian society in the 1970s the raising of claims for inde-
pendence (Chappell 2013) led increasingly to a hardening of historical 
attitudes, with the affirmation in anti-independentist writings that 
the Kanak did not have historical legitimacy for launching a decoloni-
sation process, for “they were not the first inhabitants” (Carloz 1976; 
Surleau 1970). Opposing this, Kanak leaders chose a major semantic 
rupture in the idea of history from this decade onwards in structur-
ing a narrative around the notion of ‘first inhabitants’ (Graille 2015). 
This concept is known elsewhere in the context of anti-colonial strug-
gle and defined by some as an ‘invention of traditions’ (for example 
Babadzan 1999, Douaire-Marsaudon 2002, Hobsbawm and Ranger 
1983). It is characterised, amongst other things, as a rejection of the 
notion of chronology and cultural evolution, fundamental to Western 
‘historical science’. The narrative of ‘first inhabitants’ was construct-
ed around a myth of origin explaining the emergence of humans on 
Kanak land, followed by a timeless existence, characterised by an un-
changing traditional culture, where each generation pursued its daily 
existence in the same way as previous generations (Tjibaou and Mis-
sotte 1976). As J.M. Tjibaou stated, “(i)t seems that we cannot speak 
of a notion of time, intellectualized, objective, and therefore able on 
the one hand to be understood as a kind of totality and, on the other, 
that can be cut up into a calendar. That is devoid of interest for the 
Canaque” (Tjibaou 1976: 285).

   In the political process at play, multiple clan and chiefdom his-
tories are relegated to the local sphere to the benefit of an integrat-
ing history of the culture hero Téa Kanake, having a unitary and na-
tional character for all ‘Kanak people’ in a movement of anti-colonial  
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struggle. In this new context, archaeological writings sought to  
propose a middle way between the two conflicting approaches to the 
Caledonian past. Thus, Daniel Frimigacci in 1977 published a synthe-
sis on New Caledonian pottery chronology, concluding that “Lapita 
potters are found in New Caledonia for close to a millennium, when 
new traces of a population having a different ceramic tradition ap-
pears. These new arrivals will co-exist with the Lapita during close to 
12 centuries…That is to say that the Melanesians of today are… the 
result of a large-scale mixing of populations” (Frimigacci 1977: 82).

Opposed discourses during the period of the “événements”
   The decade of the 1980s, culminating in the civil war of 1984-88 
(the événements/‘events’) saw this process of opposition between di-
vergent historical narratives carried to its extreme in New Caledonia. 
The New Caledonian Museum which opened in 1983 abolished the no-
tion of history in putting objects of different eras side by side, with-
out any chronological context. This museological approach stripped 
the galleries of archaeology as it did too with any colonial remains, in 
order to focus exclusively on cultural artefacts and Kanak traditions, 
presented again without chronological context. In this it took up the 
Kanak idea which would consider that:

“the history of a clan is not inscribed in a linear succession of epochs, 
but appears as a collection of scenes, organised on a unique plan in 
hierarchical and spatial order, as required by a politics stressing the 
security, cohesion and survival of the group” (Tjibaou 1976: 287).

   The 1982 creation of an Office Culturel Scientifique et Technique 
Canaque (OCSTC, Kanak Cultural, Scientific and Technical Office) by 
the Government of Jean-Marie Tjibaou, in which archaeologists — un-
der the leadership of Jean-Christophe Galipaud, at the time prepar-
ing his PhD thesis (1998) — and Kanak ethnologists worked together, 
opened up unique perspectives for collaboration on ancient Kanak 
heritage. The difficulties of organising field visits in periods of road-
blocks during the événements, however, prevented the undertaking of 
coordinated programs. Because of the destruction of the archives of 
the OCSTC by a fire at its offices in 1987, a large part of the results of 
work carried out during this violent period in the history of the coun-
try are today lost to us. A first Kanak work on the history of the coun-
try was published in 1983, with the supposed 4000-year history of 
the pre-contact period reduced to four dates (Collectif 1983: 5).8 Only 
the emergence of an anticolonial resistance starting from the time of 
French possession was seen to justify a chronological and event-based 
narrative.

   In the semantic domain, this decade saw the process of adoption 
of the official term ‘Kanak’ in Caledonian archaeology to designate 
symbolically all types of pottery produced by the Pacific peoples of 
the archipelago, from the Lapita pots made around 3000 years ago to 
the pots of the ‘Oundjo Tradition’ described for the first time by James 

8 - This work had drawn upon 
the research of progressive 

Caldoche historians (C. Terrier, 
personal communication, 

2018). An almost identical text 
was republished in 2003 to 
mark the 150th anniversary  

of the French taking posses-
sion of the archipelago 

(Comité du 150ème).
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Cook at Balade in 1774 (Galipaud 1984). The integration of archaeolo-
gy as one of the components recognised by the OCSTC (Monnin 1986) 
demonstrated however that the need to go beyond the simple notion 
of ‘first inhabitants’ had been identified by Kanak leaders. This had an 
important consequence in taking archaeology into account (Galipaud 
1990) in the introduction to the first ever international exhibition on 
Kanak heritage mounted at the start of the 1990s under the title Of 
Jade and Mother-of-Pearl Shell ( “De Jade et de Nacre”, Collectif 1990).

   On the non-independentist side, the decade of civil war was char-
acterised by a continued recourse in publication to ‘proofs’ permitting 
the denigration of the historical rights of Kanak to claim their free-
dom (cf. SEH 1982, Buchalski and Petron 1988, Dubois 1983, Griscel-
li 1987, Paléo 1988). While in a work on the peopling of the Pacific 
published in 1978, New Caledonia was defined as an archaeological 
‘no man’s land’ (Bellwood 1978), the first real attempt at chronological 
synthesis of archaeological research was published in English by two 
New Zealand researchers (Green and Mitchell 1983). ORSTOM, which 
had produced a significant number of internal archaeological reports 
of limited distribution since the end of the 1970s (for example Frimi-
gacci 1981), for its part disengaged from most Caledonian archaeolo-
gy from the start of the period of the événements. After the discovery 
of a Lapita site on the west coast of Wallis (Uvea) by Daniel Frimi-
gacci’s team (published 2016), the French Overseas Minister, Bernard 
Pons, declared to the media in 1987 that archaeologists had proved 
that Wallisian-Polynesians had occupied New Caledonia before the 
Kanak. These semantic shortcuts where “Lapita Kanak pottery” was 
opposed by “Lapita, the first Polynesian inhabitants” illustrated the 
entrapment of archaeology in a heavily politicised approach to the 
past during the événements. This period ended with the publication 
of a synthetic article posing the question of whether there had been 
“one or more pottery-using people in New Caledonia” (Galipaud 1992).

   The return of peace at the end of that decade symbolically closed 
a page in the history of New Caledonia, which associated with colonial 
processes. A survey of the major publications (reports, scientific jour-
nals and publications, without including general works) treating of 
the questions gaining attention in Caledonian archaeology between 
1880 and 1990, can be illustrated in a graphic (Figure 1) showing 
the anecdotal character of archaeology during the colonial period 
and after the War. It shows the slow increase of works on the subject 
from the 1950s, with a clear rise since the creation of lasting struc-
tures in the locally-based institutions of research (Museum of New 
Caledonia, IFO-ORSTOM, OCSTC). On the other hand, it is necessary  
to note that even during the most productive years, the number  
of publications never exceeded one or two scientific articles and a few 
reports, produced at most by two or three trained archaeologists and 
various amateurs.
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from arcHaeology in THe serVice of a common desTiny  
To arcHaeology in THe serVice of Public adminisTraTion

   At the end of the civil war of the 1980s, the political choices made 
by the political parties as defined in the Matignon-Oudinot Accords of 
1988, followed by the Nouméa Accord of 1998, led to the division of the 
archipelago into three provinces, with decentralisation as an impor-
tant aim. One of the devolved responsibilities was culture, including 
archaeology. Nevertheless, the desire to maintain a nationwide unit-
ed archaeological effort led to the creation in 1991 of an embryonic 
Department of Archaeology (DANC) within the New Caledonia Muse-
um, the only major cultural institution of the archipelago remaining  
as a Territorial responsibility. Composed of two then three employees 
(Christophe Sand, André-John Ouetcho and Jacques Bolé), all of New 
Caledonian origin, the DANC defined a certain number of rules and 
objectives from the beginning of its establishment, intimately linked 
in their development to influences on the one hand from historical 
processes of the evolution of archaeology in the course of the preced-
ing decades, and on the other by perspectives immediately hoped for 
by New Caledonians in search of lasting peace. The central theme of 
study identified in 1991 concerned Kanak archaeological heritage, 
with the objective of linking ethnographic and archaeological find-
ings. Fulfilled with a ‘militant’ approach, it has been a fixed aim for 
now nearly three decades that archaeological interpretations must 
contribute to supporting and valuing the various historical legitima-
cies of the Caledonian ethnic kaleidoscope (see Dahlem 1996 for an 
alternative approach). This has permitted an exponential growth of 
contributions about the archipelago’s past in the course of the last 27
years, as illustrated in Figure 2.9

A chronology of the ‘long term’
   In the course of its first decade of existence, the DANC increased 
fieldwork and programs, whether by ‘rescue’ operations after the for-
tuitous discovery of sites, by archaeological programs instituted for 
cultural resource management ahead of development projects, or by 
pure research projects. The overwhelming focus on Kanak archaeo-
logical sites during the first years of the DANC allowed mapping of 
dozens of abandoned settlements for the first time along with their 
associated yam mounds and irrigated taro terraces (for example, Sand
1999a, Sand et al. 1994). Excavations carried out for the first time on 
these traditional infrastructures so essential for ancient Kanak exist-
ence, allowed to place them in a chronological framework that until 
then had been missing (Sand 1997a). Survey and excavations took also 
place on the three largest islands of the Loyalties group, identifying 
a hitherto unexpected density of sites of different periods in these 
limestone environments (for example, Sand et al. 1995). A program of 
landscape archaeology was undertaken during the same period by OR-
STOM in the valley of Koumac (Guillaud and Forestier 1998, Guillaud
and Sémah 1997).

9 - Reports published by 
other researchers not being 

all available, this graphic 
includes only the publica-
tions on New Caledonian 

archaeology written by the 
DANC and subsequently 
the IANCP between 1991 

and 2017.

294



   These various results, combined with the information published 
by the preceding generations of archaeologists allowed the publica-
tion in the mid-1990s of a holistic synthesis of the past of the archi-
pelago, using an approach to archaeological analysis of the ‘long term’ 
(Sand 1995). This stressed in particular that no archaeological ele-
ments were able to demonstrate the existence of one or more episodes 
of population replacement over time, whether by the typology of pot-
tery or in non-ceramic material. If significant changes in material cul-
ture and site use in the island landscape are clearly identifiable, these 
could be explained simply by processes of settling down and of local 
adaptation, causing a transformation of the natural environment and 
then an intensification of occupation of the landscape during the tra-
ditional Kanak period (Sand 1996). On the other hand, archaeological 
information does appear to question the supposed absence of massive 
changes in local societies following on from first Western contacts at 
the end of the XVIIIth century, the Kanak archaeological landscapes 
appearing more densely populated than had been described by anthro-
pological research (for example, Sand 1995, Sand et al. 2000, 2007).

   The chronological synthesis emanating from the first period of 
DANC research allowed concluding definitively that nothing demon-
strates that “the Kanak are not the first inhabitants”. Brought on by 
the calmer political atmosphere of the period of the two Accords in 
the last decade of the XXth century and the first of the new millen-
nium, this question left the sphere of Caledonian discussions, apart 
from a few marginal publications continuing to entertain doubts (cf. 
Coquilhat 1989, SEH 1998, Sémah 1998). Assessing the significant 
imprecisions still present in the chronology, the conclusions of the 
synthesis underlined in particular: the need to work again on Lapita 
sites to make their chronology more precise; to better understand cul-
tural dynamics and their evolution after the initial phase of human 
arrival; to take up again targeted research with an approach closely 
linking the archaeological traces to Kanak oral traditions; and fram-
ing a program on the colonial heritage of the archipelago.10 These four 
themes structured the majority of field operations undertaken during 
the subsequent decade, leading to major advances in the definition of 
cultural evolutions of the ‘long term’ (Sand et al. 2003a).

   In addition to its scientific importance, the discovery of the first 
complete Lapita pots in the Pacific in 1995 at the eponymous site of 
Lapita on the beach of Foué (Sand 1997b), brought about a collective 
appropriation of this symbol of ‘first inhabitants’ of the archipelago. 
For the first time a prominent Kanak politician stressed in an offi-
cial setting the Austronesian and Lapita origin of the Kanak people 
(Roch Wamytan, personal communication, 2010). Several exhibitions 
on Lapita were held in New Caledonia (Sand 1999b) ahead of one in 
France (Sand and Bedford 2010). Customary exchanges took place 
between Pacific representatives in 2002 at the 50th anniversary of 
the excavation of the site of Lapita at Foué, the event financed from  

10 - This was done through 
excavations focused essen-
tially on the Caledonian penal 
sites (for example, Sand  
et al. 2006).
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public funds (Sand 2003). Much preparatory work has been done by 
the Northern Province for the creation of a ‘Museum of Origins’ at 
Koné.11 A synthesis on New Caledonian petroglyphs was published, 
with the aim of studying these remains using a scientific approach 
(Monnin and Sand 2004). All these initiatives built in a period of ac-
tive shaping of a ‘common destiny’ during the first decade of the new 
millennium, allowed to envisage that the question of Kanak legitima-
cy with the precolonial past of the archipelago was definitively solved 
(Sand et al. 2005). This period also allowed basic questions to be raised 
about the construction of narratives on the country’s past (for exam-
ple, Graille 1999, Pidjo 2003, Woudjo 2004) and the role of archaeology 
in them (Sand 2000, Sand et al. 2003b). Since the start of the 1990s an 
entire generation of school students have learned the ‘prehistoric and 
traditional’ cultural chronology of the archipelago (Collectif 1992),  
with some college students of different origins sharing the Caledoni-
an past together in their ‘heritage class’ (Sand 2008).

The drift towards an exclusive focus on cultural heritage 
management of archaeology and its consequences
   The exceptional economic boom that the Caledonian archipel-
ago underwent after the Nouméa Accord of 1998 has brought about 
the development of many large-scale construction projects (nickel 
plants, roads, public and private infrastructure). The development of 
programs of cultural heritage management archaeology has become 
increasingly important, undertaken under the administrative banner 
of ‘impact studies’ and has been occurring in parallel with the taking 
in hand of the archaeological process by the administrative provin-
cial entities, to whom responsibility for heritage continues to be de-
volved. The doubling of the number of local archaeologists employed 
full time to respond to the needs of such work, led to the setting up in 
2009 of an autonomous public organisation, L’Institut d’archéologie 
de la Nouvelle-Calédonie et du Pacifique (IANCP, or Archaeological In-
stitute of New Caledonia and the Pacific) (Sand 2016). Since its crea-
tion, the IANCP has confronted an imbalance in its programs. It found 
itself undertaking cultural heritage management archaeology almost 
exclusively. While this led to numerous discoveries (for example, Sand 
et al. 2013), the almost exclusive focus on ‘rescue’ archaeology led Cal-
edonian archaeology into a new paradigm. In effect, from 2010 New 
Caledonians have progressively associated archaeology and the polit-
ical provincial entities.

The hardening of attitudes in the Caledonian context with the ap-
proach of the 2018 referendum
   The economic crisis that affected the archipelago starting in 
2013, was associated with uncertainty over its institutional future as 
the referendum on self-determination approached towards the end of 
2018. This degraded economic and political context fostered a revival 
of the binary opposition between those favouring independence and 
those wishing to maintain New Caledonia within the bosom of France. 
This political opposition saw a resurgence in debates on a question 

11 - This project has not  
yet been brought to fruition 
by the Provincial authorities.
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which seemed to have been rendered meaningless only a few years 
before: “Were the Kanak the first inhabitants?” It is regularly nour-
ished by privately published works (ex. Ludeau 2009) and in academic 
collections, asserting that “two peoples at least succeeded each other 
here” but that

“(t)he tyranny of political correct speech resulting from decolonisa-
tion does not allow this to be revealed… It is not allowed, it appears, 
to humiliate the Canaques by casting doubt upon the fact that their 
ancestors were the first inhabitants of the Caledonian archipela-
go. Once more the cowardice of current political correctness allows 
the worst excesses to the detriment of research on the real history” 
(Navis 2006: 156).

As another illustration of the return of tensions around historical 
legitimacy that have gripped the Caledonian population once again, 
the international exhibition Kanak. Art is a Word, (“Kanak, l’Art est 
une Parole”) displayed at the Musée de Quai Branly in Paris and subse-
quently in Nouméa, totally obscured the deep time history of the ar-
chipelago and the results of three decades of archaeological research 
in the country (Kasarhérou and Boulay 2013). The delay in the renova-
tion program of the New Caledonia Museum begun in 2006 but which 
will not re-open until 2021, is explained in part by the difficulty the 
planners have in defining a unitary historical framework in the roll 
out of the displays, various approaches to the Kanak as well as for the 
colonial period having been proposed (Sand 2017). New publications 
propose ‘alternative’ ancient histories (for example, Ferdain 2012, 
Navis 2006). For its part, the Customary Senate, representing the dif-
ferent Kanak territories, decided in the middle of 2017 to forbid all 
genetic studies on the Kanak people for some years, in order to avoid 
the appearance of new tensions within the Kanak community and the 
risk of the use of results for political ends (Sénat Coutumier 2017). 12

conclusion

   This article has put forward an historical analysis of the archaeo-
logical narratives produced over nearly 150 years on the ancient New 
Caledonian past. The interpretations put forward by amateurs as well 
as researchers of the information coming from archaeology, that hu-
man science studying the material traces left by ancestors in the soil, 
has been conditioned since the development of the discipline in the 
XIXth century by questions linked to its political context. As is shown 
in this summary, politics has been since the beginning, deliberately 
or as part of the context, at the heart of writings on the past of the 
Caledonian archipelago. During the colonial period, the dominant ar-
chaeological narrative developed the hypothesis of a ‘succession of 
races’, having as its principal objective to deny Indigenous legitima-
cy for the ancient past. Scientific research undertaken over the last 
half century has increasingly invalidated this interpretation, in show-
ing through archaeological analysis the lack of major breaks in the 
cultural chronology over several millennia in the archipelago, while 
underlining the dynamics of cultural evolution over time, linked 
to processes of local adaptation and to regional influences caused  

12 - These fears find a strong 
echo in recent genetic articles 
on neighbouring Vanuatu, 
publishing results with titles 
such as ‘Population turnover 
in Remote Oceania shortly af-
ter initial settlement’ (Lipson 
et al. 2018) and ‘Language 
continuity despite population 
replacement in Remote Oce-
ania’ (Posth et al. 2018).
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by the regular arrival of new canoe-loads of people. Since the 1990s  
the political objective supported by the structure of the history of  
the ‘long term’ was to permit the construction of a unifying Caledo-
nian historical narrative, with the aim of creating the foundations 
for a ‘common destiny’ for the different cultural communities of the 
archipelago.

   If at the start of the 2000s it seemed to be possible finally to 
banish the archaeological question of the “first inhabitants of New 
Caledonia”, in showing that the Lapita were the oldest ancestors of 
the Kanak although not their only ancestors, the approach of the ref-
erendum on political self-determination, that took place in November 
2018, saw the resurgence of antagonistic claims, which relied on mul-
tiple historical legitimacies amongst other things. Social networks as 
much as certain narratives brought back into salience the question 
of the ‘first inhabitants’. If the previous decade had given some hope 
that New Caledonia had reached a new level of sufficient social cohe-
sion among the different cultural components, permitting them to 
collectively value its history, it turned out to be far from being the 
case. This state of affairs can only lead to questions as to whether New 
Caledonians have the capacity to envisage together recognition of 
a single and shared past (Bernut-Deplanque 2002). But, as shown as 
much by successes as well as setbacks across the world, all national 
unity is constructed on a unifying ‘myth of origin’ (Sand et al. 2008). 
One must still imagine a myth linking archaeological information 
and the Kanak approach to the past, to allow a multicultural New  
Caledonia to continue to be created.
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Figure 1. Summary of the major unpublished reports, papers and other works on New 
Caledonian archaeology between 1881 and 1990.
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Figure 1: Summary of the major unpublished reports, papers and other works on New Caledonian archaeol-
ogy between 1881 and 1990.

Figure 2: Scientific works on New Caledonian archaeology produced by DANC/IANCP between 1991  
and 2017 (blue: number of books; green: number of papers; red: number of reports).
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Henri laVacHery, 
an aesTHeTe in easTer island
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absTracT

The Belgian Henri Lavachery was part of the famous 1934 
Franco-Belgian expedition to Easter Island. His compan-
ion, Alfred Métraux, conducted the ethnographical in-
vestigations while he was in charge of the archaeological 
work. He devoted himself to describing the monuments, 
establishing an archaeological map and studying the rock 
art. Indeed, his name remains associated with the study of 
the petroglyphs. He left Europe with naive ideas on the or-
igin of the monumental statues, supposedly belonging to 
a lost civilisation and not related to the direct ancestors 
of the modern Rapanui people. Métraux quickly convinced 
him he was wrong, and the expedition was then set to pro-
ceed on better intellectual foundations. Thanks to this en-
terprise, the “mysterious” island was definitively linked to 
the traditional Polynesian culture. Métraux, despite his 
brilliant mind, refused to see the present of Easter Island. 
The indigenous people were for him only sources — quite 
mediocre, he complained — of information about the past. 
He regretted this position, several years after the expedi-
tion. On the contrary, Lavachery developed a passion for 
the contemporaneous Rapanui. His aesthete’s eye, always 
on alert, recognised the quality of the wooden sculptures 
of 1934, which he collected and of which he made a subject 
of study. When some were talking about a decadent art, he 
preferred talking about a living art.

Translated from French by E. Dotte-Sarout, including all quotes with-
in the text. For original quotes in French, refer to the French version 
of the text by T. Lavachery.
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THe cHimu sTaTue and THe moai kaVakaVa

   Henri Lavachery was born in Liège, Belgium. His father, a lawyer 
and writer, had anarchist convictions. An admirer of Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, the education he offered to his children was distinctive 
and liberating. Henri inherited a certain gift for happiness and great 
self-confidence. After studying Philosophy and Arts at the Univer-
sité Libre de Bruxelles, he married the well-born Marguerite Grafé.  
He started a long industrial career. Successively senior executive in 
a factory of ‘Ultramarine Blue’ (a laundry detergent of the time), di-
rector of a ceramic factory and an employee of the Central Industrial 
Comity, he published Enquête sur l’importance respective du marché 
intérieur et du marché extérieur pour l’industrie belge1 (1933). In spite 
of appearances, he felt he had the soul of an artist. He painted and 
wrote short stories and plays (figure 1).

   Sociable, a bit of a clubman,  
Lavachery preferentially made friends 
among poets and painters. It was in 
this bohemian, happy, inquisitive mi-
lieu that he developed a passion for 
the Japanese arts and traditional arts 
of Africa and South America. He be-
came a passionate collector, acquired 
numerous remarkable artefacts, Jap-
anese and Congolese masks, pre-Co-
lumbian objects. He offered most of 
these to the American section of the 
Musées Royaux d’Art et d’Histoire de 
Bruxelles. One among them deserves 
a mention because of the special po-
sition it holds in francophone pop-
ular culture. It is the Chimu2 statue 
that inspired Hergé for his famous 

Arumbaya fetish in L’Oreille cassée, sixth album of the adventures of 
Tintin.

   Henri Lavachery organised, in 1931, the first important exhibi-
tion of African art in Belgium. The event took place in the Brussels 
Palais des Beaux-Arts. At the same period, he took part as a volunteer 
in the reorganisation of the American section in the Musées Royaux 
d’Art et d’Histoire, pursuing his objective to work as a professional in 
the Museum as soon as possible and to leave, after 20 years, the man-
ufacturing world. It was during this time that a small wooden stat-
ue from Easter Island, an ancient object of exceptional quality, fell 
into his hands3 (figure 2). And, as often with Lavachery, the aesthetic 
passion ignited his scientific curiosity. He wrote a 30-pages article, 
Contribution à l’étude des statuettes en bois de l’île de Pâques4 (1932), 
which led him to devour all of the existing literature on the island 
of giant statues, starting with the inevitable The mystery of Easter 
Island, by Katherine Routledge.

1 - Investigation on the 
respective importance of 
interior and exterior market 
for Belgian industry

Figure 1: Lavachery in 1927 
(private collection of the 
author).

2 - Inventory number: A.AM. 
5713.

3 - This piece, a moai kavaka-
va, is now part of the Oceania 
collection of the Musées 
royaux d’Art et d’Histoire. 
Inventory number : ET 48.62.

4 -  Contribution to the study 
of wooden statues of Easter 
Island
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easTer island and THe indus

   At the end of 1930, Guillaume de Hevesy, an amateur linguist, 
made the sensational proposition that there could be a link between 
the wooden tablets of Easter Island and some alabaster seals, 4000 
years old, recently found during excavations in the Indus Valley. In 
both cases, the objects were covered with carved signs — writing 
script or not; the question, at least for Easter Island, was not settled.

   Hevesy had constructed tables with two columns: in the first, 
signs from Easter Island; in the second, signs from the Indus each 
looking like their Rapanui counterpart in a troubling manner. He con-
cluded that the tablets were probably “the remains of a very ancient 
writing that reached us, stranded and preserved by a random fortune 
on a desert island, moreover very far removed from any other by the 
distance of approximately Paris to Athens” (Hevesy 1932: 124). And he 
ended this way: “It was therefore necessary for me to agree, and this in 
spite of all the concern I have taken to discover circumstances which 
would militate in favour of the implausibility of a relation between 
Oceania and India, that the stranding on Easter Island of objects de-
rived from very far away, does not appear at all to be in the realm of 
impossibilities” (1932: 125).

   Paul Rivet was at the time an important character in French sci-
ence. Director of the Musée d’Ethnographie du Trocadéro, soon to be-
come the Musée de l’Homme, President of the Société française des 
Américanistes, his own research addressed the history of the peo-
pling of the world. The links made by Guillaume de Hevesy interested 
him especially and so he travelled to the missionary museum of the  

Figure 2: Moai kavakava, 
engraving by Lavachery, 
1932 (private collection 

of the author).
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Picpus Fathers, in Braine-le-Comte, Belgium, where several tablets 
from Easter Island were being kept. Henri Lavachery acted as a guide 
for him. The two men were similar in many ways. Both socialists (Rivet 
was close to Léon Blum), both social men who enjoyed dining out and 
taking part in cultivated debates, practicing humour and anticlerical 
jokes, they could not fail to get along. Lavachery would later relate 
that it was in Braine-le-Comte, in front of the tablet’s showcase, that 
Paul Rivet first had the idea of launching an expedition. The objective 
of the enterprise was to excavate Rapa Nui in order to verify the link 
between the Indus civilisation and Easter Island5. It took more than a 
year to gather the funds. The Franco-Belgian expedition embarked for 
the South Seas in the first months of 1934. Rivet, busy with other mat-
ters, did not himself take part. Lavachery was accompanied by Alfred 
Métraux, ethnologist, and Louis-Charles Watelin, a specialist in ar-
chaeological excavations. The latter, exhausted by a long campaign in 
Iraq, died of pneumonia during the voyage. Lavachery was left alone 
in charge of the archaeological work without having any field experi-
ence. Watelin had been supposed to be his mentor in this regard.

THe excaVaTion fiasco

   Lavachery and Métraux landed in Hanga Roa, the single village 
of Easter Island, on the 28th of July, during a rainy morning. I have 
narrated elsewhere, at length (Lavachery 2005), the adventures of the 
1934 Franco-Belgian expedition, which impacted upon the recent his-
tory of Easter Island and largely contributed to dispelling the aura of 
mystery surrounding this small fragment of land lost in the Pacific. 
Lavachery dreamed of grand discoveries. At the start, he was amongst 
those who refused to believe that the famous monuments of the is-
land could be the work of the current natives. He hoped to find, within 
the Rapa Nui soil, the remains of ancient cities comparable to those  
exhumed in the Indus valley. His field notes do not record any traces 
of his disappointment on this topic. Yet the excavations ended in fail-
ure, leading him, in agreement with Métraux, to declare them impos-
sible. His pick only met with hard rock everywhere. “The soil of East-
er Island contains an extremely thin humus layer, upon a foundation  
of very dense original rock”, he announced to Rivet, “and all the traces 
of human culture are on the surface. There is not, there will never be, 
any deep excavations to be made.”6 This definitive point of view was, 
it goes without saying, completely erroneous.

   Before he knew him, Alfred Métraux considered Lavachery with 
some contemptuous distance. The Belgian had made some hyperbolic 
comments to journalists, talking a lot about the “mysteries” of Easter 
Island and pretending that he would soon penetrate the “secrets of 
the origins of the world’s civilisation”7. Métraux, with his unromantic 
Cartesian mind, did not like it one bit. Fortunately, his defences fell 
rapidly and the two men became friends. “Our work became a common 
enterprise, conducted in a good-companionship spirit that remains 
for me the most beautiful memory of this expedition”, Métraux would 
confide several years later (1980: 9) (figure 3).

5 -  About the link between 
the Indus and Easter Island, 
the scientific context of the 
time and the preparation of 
the Franco-Belgian expedi-
tion, see the precisions given 
by Christine Laurière in her 
contribution to the present 
volume.

6 - Letter to Paul Rivet, 6 
Decembre 1934. Archives  
of the Musée de l’Homme 
(Ms 1/4495 d.).

7 - L’Indépendance belge, 
28 may 1934.
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   For three months, the members of the Franco-Belgian expedition 
moved around the island along the coastline, where a large majority 
of the sites are located. Métraux had chosen as informant Juan Tepa-
no, a recognised specialist of the local past. The by-then old man had 
already worked with Katherine Routledge in 1914. The wife of Tepano 
as well as Nikola Pakomio, a somewhat fierce-looking personage (the 
story went that he had committed murder in his youth) accompanied 
the expedition. The first was in charge of the cooking while the sec-
ond performed several tasks: erecting the tents, gathering water and 
food and, on occasion, helping Henri Lavachery in his archaeological 
work (figure 4).

   The fiasco of the excavations had not damaged Lavachery’s bright 
mood and he soon conceded the Polynesian origin of the Rapa Nui 
monuments, thanks to Métraux. With the help of Tepano, he had 
to learn how to ‘read’ the architecture of Easter Island. Indeed, the 
ahu, open temple complexes, were only cluttered ruins. Their statue 
platforms were jumbled up with the surrounding rocks, and the stat-
ues themselves, overthrown and broken, added to the general chaos.  

Figure 3: Métraux and  
Lavachery sailing towards 

Easter Island (private  
collection of the author).

Figure 4. Expedition camp 
at Ahu Tepeu (private 

collection of the author).
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Yet, Lavachery finally managed to decipher a first site:
“After a few days spent studying and measuring the buildings of the 
region situated between our camp and the sea, I am able to establish 
a plan map and a complete description of the Ahu Tepeu, considered 
as a group of buildings forming a whole and established in relation 
to each other. This group itself exists in relation to an ancient vil-
lage on the limits of which our camp is located. Between the village 
and the ahu complex lay a plaza where celebrations of religious and 
social character were set, and about which Métraux notes the details 
under Tepano’s dictation. The site of which we have the skeleton in 
front of our eyes becomes alive.” (1935: 83)

THe PeTroglyPHs

   One evening in August, the expedition set up its camp at the north-
ern end of the island, close to a water tank. In the morning, in biting 
cold weather, Juan Tepano gave a beaming smile. He took Lavachery 
and Métraux for a walk, until the entrance of a cave located inland 
was reached. Tepano squeezed into the black hole, sliding on his back. 
The members of the expedition followed his example — a quick slide 
on soft earth to arrive in a low cavity, the face covered in spiderwebs. 
It was very dark, and the eyes had to adjust. A reddish ceiling emerged 
from obscurity, then the rock face revealed its other colours: yellow, 
emerald green, raw purple…

   “And suddenly”, Lavachery related, “we became conscious of innu-
merable faces looking down upon us. Faces carved in the rock, with 
sturdy nose, thick-lipped mouth, faces simply engraved within a cir-
cle, others dividing as two lobes from a heart.” (1935: 108-109). The 
cave name was Ana o Heu. According to the story current in Hanga 
Roa, it had recently been rediscovered by two lovers. It had been their 
refuge, their love-nest, for many days, before they grew tired of each 
other and came back to the village. Lavachery could not hide his en-
thusiasm in front of the stone faces, representations of the god Make 
Make. Tepano, delighted, announced him that he had other similar 
surprises. And indeed, in the following days, he disclosed numerous 
petroglyphs to the expedition. Carved with a quick line or patiently 
extracted from the stone, as true bas-reliefs, they represented fish, 
birds, turtles, and sea monsters. Some were huge — “the largest petro-
glyphs of Oceania!”, exulted Lavachery (1935: 110)  — while others were 
tiny. They were found around the ancient villages, close to the natural 
water reservoirs, or again along the coastline on large slabs of dark 
stone. In front of vast boat engravings, Lavachery wondered: “Might 
the island have once been more wooded?” (1935: 148). He devoted a 
good part of his time to the petroglyphs, recording them via drawings 
or photography. In the latter case he carefully highlighted them using 
quicklime slaked in water, so that they would appear clearly on the 
images (figure 5). Lavachery, an amateur painter, profoundly enjoyed 
this exercise. He would even sometimes forget to take his lunch. His 
zeal delighted Tepano, very proud to see a foreigner devoting so much 
energy to locate the old drawings.
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VicToria raPaHango

   The exploration of the island 
lasted for 100 days and ended by 
the Rano Raraku volcano, where 
Lavachery was kept busy drawing 
the statues for a stylistic study. 
Back in Hanga Roa, the expedition 
met with the indigenous popula-
tion again. Easter Island has been a 
Chilean colony since 1888. In 1934 
the Rapanui lived under the moni-
toring of a Governor, confined in a 
reserve encircled by barbed wire. 
An English company, Willliamson 
& Balfour, rented 15,000 out of the 
18,000 hectares of the territory 
from Chile for sheep breeding. It 
hardly needs be said that, following 
colonial tradition, the lands of the 
reserve were the poorest (figure 6).

   The Rapanui were confined on the land of their ancestors while 
the sheep were romping on a vast territory and gorging in thick grass; 
the situation was shocking, to say the least. Between the island’s 
whites and the natives, the relationships could only be bad. The pres-
ence of Lavachery and Métraux, Europeans with a friendly demean-
our, interested by the traditional culture, was stimulating. It was, 

Figure 5. Petroglyphs painted 
in white (private collection 

of the author).

Figure 6. Rapanui family
 in front of their corrugated 

iron house Kohau rongo rongo 
(private collection 

of the author).
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for the Rapanui, a happy period — a break in the sad daily monotony. 
Lavachery, gracious, generous, joyful too (which Métraux did not like 
much) was given the name of caballero bueno: “the good sir”. He liked 
parties and dances, as old Rapanui still remember8.

   Métraux and he befriended Victoria Rapahango, a woman with a 
languid gaze who inspired respect. “She has a lot of the grand dame 
she would have been in the ancient Polynesian society, even this phil-
osophical detachment…”, Lavachery would later write (1935: 209). 
Métraux was much taken by her as well: “Through her distinguished 
manners, through her cheerful mood, through her slightly sad sweet-
ness, this woman of the Miru royal tribe perpetuated amidst the dec-
adent culture of her surroundings, the charm of the ancient aristoc-
racies of Oceania” (1980:15). Victoria had lived with an Englishman, 
ex-administrator of the English company, who had left her with three 
children. He was sending her a regular pension that enabled the small 
family to live better than almost everybody else. Victoria was one of 
the rare Rapanui to be wearing shoes. She laughed often, but equal-
ly her face could take on a melancholic expression. She would remain 
silent for a long moment. When she started talking again, it was to 
pronounce a mournful sentence, such as this one: “This Easter Island 
where one eats sweet potatoes and where one dies” (Lavachery 1935: 
95) (figure 7).

   Victoria had a five-year-old daughter, Ana (figure 8). The child 
liked Lavachery very much, and he often looked after her9. He took 
her several times to the Ana Kai Tangata cave, close to Hanga Roa, 
where he was recording rock art paintings. Lying down on a little sand 
bed, Ana would silently watch him for hours. In the evening, he would 
bring her back on his shoulders and tell her bedtime stories. This rela-
tionship of Lavachery with Ana and with children in general appears 
unremarkable today, but it wasn’t so for the time. A man from his so-
cial background would certainly not look after the children. There is 
on this topic, in the family mythology, an eloquent anecdote: in the 
1910s, Henri Lavachery enjoyed pushing my father’s pram around 
the streets and parks of Brussels, attracting disapproving looks that 
left him unconcerned. Whether becoming the mistress of a foreigner 
or marrying with a poor Rapanui, the future was not bright as a girl  

8 - I am referring here to the 
testimonies collected in 2001, 
during the making of the 
documentary film I dedicated 
to my grand-father: L’Homme 
de Pâques, Y.C. Aligator Film, 
2002, 56’.

Figure 7:  Ruiz Pakomio  
(Nikola’son), Victoria 
Rapahango and Lavachery 
(private collection of  
the author).

Figure 8: Ana Rapahango 
(private collection of 
the author).

9 - According to the testimo-
nies of Ana Rapahango  
collected in 2001 
(see Lavachery 2005)
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on Easter Island. One day, Victoria asked Lavachery to take Ana to 
Belgium, so that she could receive a European education. Without  
a second thought, he accepted to adopt the child.

mÉTraux and THe rongo rongo

   The expedition remained on the island for five months. In addi-
tion to his site maps, and his sensitive archaeological drawings, to the 
standard of those of an XVIIIth century traveller, Lavachery’s research 
was an original contribution to the study of the petroglyphs. He also 
conducted a survey of monuments to establish a map of the island, as 
complete as possible10, and did not miss any occasion to collect ethno-
graphic information. For instance, his field notebook numbered III11 

contains the drawing of a human-size model called a paina (figure 9). 
Lavachery documented, under Tepano’s dictation, the elements that 
compose this object: hair and eyelashes made out of a woman’s hair, 
eyebrows made with hen’s feathers, eyes made with a rounded slice 
taken out of a human skull, and for the pupil, a dark shell… Franci-
na Forment, honorary curator of the Oceania section for the Musées 
Royaux d’Art et d’Histoire in Brussels, referred to these instructions 
when reconstituting a paina exhibited in 1990, during the major  
exhibition “Easter Island: an enigma? ”.

   On his side, Alfred Métraux worked in a frenzy. When he was fin-
ished with Tepano, he turned to other old Rapanui, on whom he inflict-
ed demanding, exhausting, questioning. He gave a lot of attention to 
mythology. “I transcribed in old Rapanui all the island’s folklore, that 
is to say approximately the size of a large volume”, he wrote to Paul 
Rivet, adding: “the importance of my material will only appear when I 
will be able to compare it with what we know of the oral traditions from 
other islands12.” In this same report to the Director of the Trocadero, 
Métraux naturally addressed the question of the tablets covered with 
signs:  kohaurongo rongo in Rapanui. He knew Rivet had not waited 
for the  expedition’s results to present the links made by Guillaume de 

10 - It was published  
in Île de Pâques, 

his narrative of the 
expedition (1935: 39-40).

11 - There are five in total, 
kept by the author.

Figure 9: The paina 
reproduced by Lavachery 

(Lavachery field notebook, 
1934, numbered « III », private 

collection of the author).

12 - Letter of 5 December 
1934. Archives du Musée  
de l’Homme (Ms 93/16.).
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Hevesy as “a proof as unexpected as determining” of the Asian origin 
of the Polynesians (Rivet 1935: 238). Beside the similarity between 
the Rapanui signs and those from the Indus, dubious according to  
Métraux, de Hevesy had advanced a striking argument: the Rapanui 
signs represented some animals — monkeys and elephants — obviously 
not found on Easter Island. Métraux announced to Rivet that after a 
graphic study undertaken with Lavachery, he had reached the defini-
tive conclusion that “all the recognisable signs represent animals and 
objects from the island, others are simply more or less advanced styli-
sations of certain drawings”.

   For this study, Métraux and Lavachery had been using a plas-
ter cast, an object they had brought with them — as there was not a 
single tablet left on the island: “I have here a work by Hevesy”, wrote 
Métraux, “and despite appearances I have been unable to accept his 
theory.” There remained the question of how to interpret the Rapanui 
signs. For Alfred Métraux, it was not a script:

“It is possible that I am mistaken, but I have the feeling I have dis-
covered what would have actually been the rongo-rongo. The short po-
ems inserted in the old Rapanui legends are recited in the same way 
as the ancient Polynesian hymns on a scanned rhythm. The natives 
declaimed these with the help of string figures. There are several of 
them depending on the length of the poem.”

   And a certain Chari Teao, descendant of a reciter-priest, affirmed 
that the reading of the tablets and of the string figures was done us-
ing the same process. In both cases, the aim was to support the mem-
ory. The string figures would hence be “a popular means of mnemo-
technics compared to the kohau rongo rongo, a scholarly means of 
mnemotechnics”. An idea that Teao had expressed as: “Our ancestors 
recited poems from tablets covered in images; us, in our ignorance,  
we psalmody from string figures games.” (Lavachery 1935: 164)  
“Naturally”, Métraux concluded, “I will only express an opinion once  
I have the complete elements to the problem, that is to say the knowl-
edge of all of the Polynesian mnemotechnic methods”.

TePano THe sculPTor

   The Franco-Belgian expedition, left on the island by a French 
vessel, was to return to Europe on board the Belgian training-ship 
Mercator. The arrival of the three-masted ship, traveling since July, 
was imminent. Henceforth Métraux intensified his activity, keen to 
take advantage of his stay until the very end. Lavachery continued 
his surveys with an almost equal zeal. He applied himself to painting 
watercolours of such characteristic sites as Ahu Vinapu, seeking to 
represent as exactly as possible the singular colours of Easter Island 
(figure 10). The expedition also aimed at completing the collections. 
What was gathered - lithic material, bone fishhooks, skulls with in-
cised drawings, modern wooden sculptures - would be shared between 
France and Belgium, between the Musée d’Ethnographie du Trocadéro 
and the Musées Royaux d’Art et d’Histoire de Bruxelles.13

13 - Although the vast major-
ity of the Belgian collections 
went to the Musées royaux,  
a few items were given to  
the Musée d’Ethnographie 
d’Anvers, including the head 
of a statue in grey basalt  
discovered on the site of 
Orongo. Inventory number: 
AE. 59.1.1.
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   The locals brought objects made 
of stone or bone each day; some were 
rudely made fakes, others, just as fake, 
deserved praise. For instance, some 
magnificent white fishhooks, of an un-
usually large size, that Lavachery had 
to reluctantly turn down, as Pakomio re-
vealed the truth: “It is from the bones of 
the whale that ran aground a few years 
ago on the south coast, around Vahiu” 
(Lavachery 1935: 137). If the proposed 
objects appeared of good quality, the 
discussion started. It was often diffi-
cult. “We observe a curious phenome-
non”, Lavachery recounted. “When we 

ask for the price of an object, the answer is generally readily given. 
But, during the conversation, we can see the seller’s face darkening. 
He is overwhelmed by real pain when he stops talking. Then, whether 
we answered or not, a new price is given, higher than the first one. 
Sometimes, the clothes that we are wearing are requested. To defend 
these, one has to find a categorical reason, such as “I can’t give it, it’s 
a gift from my aunt” or “it’s not mine, it’s the Belgian King’s who lent 
it to me for the trip”. These reasons are good. Nobody insists anymore. 
But overbidding is nevertheless carried on. Our dignity forces us to 
break off the negotiations. Often, when we start over, the same object 
for which a complete suit was requested is given away for two soap 
bars and one flask of cheap perfume” (1935: 93).

   Lavachery demonstrated his difference from Métraux by collect-
ing modern wooden statues, some carved in front of his eyes. The fact 
deserves attention: it was not so frequent at the time for a scientist to 
give proper consideration to the production of an indigenous art cor-
rupted and emptied of its religious or magical value by acculturation. 
Even before he set foot on Easter Island, on the deck of the French 
ship, Lavachery had been beset by the Rapanui sellers who had come 
in boats to meet the foreigners. The collector’s instincts alerted, he 
had contemplated the pieces handed out to him from all parts. These 
sculptures mainly reproduced the model of the moai kavakava, the 
statue of an emaciated character, with prominent ribs and a chin 
adorned with a slim beard. Unfortunately, the kavakava of 1934 were 
far from equalling the splendour of ancient pieces. “The carving is 
not clumsy”, Lavachery observed, “but the head too large, the legs too 
short, and the prominent belly are nothing but the attenuation of the 
ancient forms” (Lavachery 1935:30).

   Disappointed, he stopped thinking about the statues. One day 
though, at the Ahu Tepeu camp, Tepano raised a sculptor’s adze on a 
piece of shrub full of branches. “I am going to carve a statue for you, 
Enlique!” he announced (Lavachery 1935:64) (figure 11). The char-
acter that was formed over the ensuing days was a sort of standing 

Figure 10: A Rapanui, drawing 
by Henri Lavachery (private 

collection of the author).
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man, whose head resembled a crocodile’s14. The tortuous body, the legs 
apart, everything had been dictated by the shape of the wood. After 
this, encouraged by Lavachery, Tepano fashioned other sculptures. 
His characters represented supernatural beings, such as the nihui, 
a large fish with a seal’s head and a huge mouth. Inspired by the is-
land’s old myths, they had nothing to do with known models from the 
ancient repertoire. Tepano created truly original forms (figure 12). 
Métraux judged severely the works of the old man, which he did not 
distinguish from the rest of the contemporaneous production, “crude 
and mercantile” (Métraux 1980: 123) and intended for passing cus-
tomers. Lavachery, on the contrary, recognised in Tepano an authentic 
and gifted creator: “I can already see myself revealing to Europe the 
works of a great modern Rapanui artist” he exulted (1935: 84).

   A few years before, he had tried 
to organise a vast art competition 
across the Belgian Congo, envision-
ing six sections: “Sculptures, masks, 
wooden artefacts, arms, raffia mats 
and fabrics, baskets”. The project was 
massive, since the idea was to initi-
ate the creation of several thousand 
pieces then needing to be sent in a 
convoy by railway until Boma, where 
a panel of artists was to make a first 
selection, before a final decision was 
made in Brussels. Although retrospec-
tively questionable — Lavachery en-
visaged an exclusively Belgian panel 
— and without doubt unrealistic, the 
enterprise was in pursuit of an auda-
cious aim: to stimulate Congolese art, 
seen as retreating “before the colonis-
ing action of the missionaries, state 
agents, and European developers15.”

14 -Piece of work kept at the 
Musées royaux d’Art et d’His-
toire. Numéro d’inventaire : 
ET 35.5.282

Figure 11: Juan Tepano,  
main informant of the expedi-
tion (private collection of  
the author).

Figure 12: The nihui, 
sculpture by Tepano 
(image reproduction 
courtesy of Musées royaux 
d’Art et d’Histoire, Bruxelles).

15 - Extract from an unpub-
lished text kept by the author. 
The document, entitled “Pro-
tection des dons artistiques 
des Noirs du Congo “, is a 
seven pages tapuscript; 
dated 5 September 1932.
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   In front of Tepano’s statues, Lavachery experienced an artistic 
emotion he was not expecting anymore. He even started to revise his 
judgement about the works of others among the island’s sculptors; Pa-
komio, for instance, who offered Lavachery a curious kavakava with 
a twisted neck, topped by a cat’s head16, or another called Pablo Paté, 
creator of an asexual character with enormous, hallucinated, eyes, the 
body as straight as an arrow17. He would later laud the merits of the 
Rapanui sculptors, devoting several papers to what he called “the liv-
ing art of Easter Island”. He noted an interesting fact: the arrival in 
the island of Katherine Routledge’s book, Mystery of Easter Island, in 
which one can find photographs of ancient pieces kept at the British 
Museum, made it possible for the Rapanui to re-discover their wooden 
statuary art. It provided them with the opportunity to admire mod-
els of which they had lost the memory18. The modern sculptors, long 
limiting themselves to the famous moai kavakava, hence enlarged 
their repertoire. They started to create moai papa (a feminine figure 
with a flat body), moai moko (an anthropomorphic lizard), ua (sticks 
with a Janus head, signs of rank). Furthermore, they were able to bet-
ter respect the ancient canons. Forgotten details, such as embossed 
features on skulls or perforated protuberances that were used to hold  
a suspension cord, suddenly reappeared thanks to the photos19.

   “The statuary almost finds grandeur again with one”, wrote 
Lavachery talking about Tepano; “with others, a tourist curio becomes 
again a proper work, well made and varied”. And he continued, with a 
prophetic tone:

“In other places on Earth, deeply affected by contact with our Eu-
ro-American culture, some arts vegetate or regain intensity. The 
works they produce are the ‘primitives’ from which tomorrow’s arts 
will proceed, these arts that cannot fail being born because some 
men are there, gifted just as were their ancestors, and searching for 
who they are in a period of transition”.

   The conclusion borders on paternalism again; still, it is beauti-
fully expressed: “If we, as researchers, must collect their works to en-
lighten our successors, we have all the more the human duty to take 
an interest in these creators, to encourage them without imposing our 
views and support them in a direction where we cannot guide them, 
for they alone are the masters in choosing it” (1935: 170).

“THe man from easTer”
   On January 2, 1935, the Belgian training-ship Mercator had been 
anchored for several days in the bay of Hanga Roa (figure 13). It was 
about to sail. In Lavachery’s cabin, a small bed had been prepared 
for Ana, while on the deck Victoria seemed tense. A picture exists 
(Lavachery T. 2005: 105), taken at the time of the farewells: on it is 
Victoria Rapahango, a closed expression on her face, Ana against her 
mother and looking carefree, and Lavachery who looks at her with his 
eyes filled, it seems, with premonitory fear. Incredibly, Victoria had 
still not said anything to her daughter: Ana was ignorant that she was 

16 - Art piece kept at the 
Musées royaux d’Art  

et d’Histoire. Numéro  
d’inventaire : ET 35.5.231.

17 - Art piece kept at the 
Musées royaux d’Art  

et d’Histoire. Numéro  
d’inventaire : ET 35.5.230.

18 - This is not a unique case. 
In the Marquesas,  

the traditional art experi-
enced a period of interruption 
during the missionary period. 
The current woodcarvers are 

largely inspired by Karl von 
den Steinen’s works, using 
them as references for the 

traditional repertory.

19 - Katherine Routledge sent 
her book to Juan Tepano, who 
was also the informant of the 

1914-1915 British expedition. 
When a sculptor of the island 

wished to see a photo for 
inspiration, Tepano had him 

pay this right in tangible 
hard cash.
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leaving for Europe. The mother could have gone down on her knees, 
taken the child in her arms, explained. But instead, she burst into 
tears. Ana did not understand anything of what was happening. She 
became frightened, clinging to her mother’s skirt, and both got off 
the boat, almost running. Lavachery then understood that the child 
would not come. In July 2001, finding myself on Easter Island to shoot 
a documentary on the Rapanui adventure of my grand-father20, I met 
Ana, who was then 72 years old. She remembered each gesture, each 
expression of Lavachery and Victoria on the Mercator’s deck, the very 
day of the expedition’s departure. “Did you ever think, after that, about 
the life you could have had if your mum had not taken you back at the 
last minute?” I asked her: “Did you yearn for this other life?” “Always, 
always”, was the answer.

   When the Mercator left Easter Island, it was loaded with impor-
tant archaeological collections. We will only cite the most outstand-
ing pieces: a statue head discovered by Lavachery in the sands of 
Anakena and a basalt statue of an original style coming from the bay 
of Hanga Roa. The first is nowadays in France and exhibited in the 
Musée du Louvre21. The second is in Brussels; called Pou Hakanon-
onga22, it dwarfs by its massive presence the other treasures of the 
Oceania section in the Musées Royaux d’Art et d’Histoire (figure 14). 
Before returning to Europe, the Mercator cruised through the Pacific. 
Lavachery and Métraux had the opportunity to visit Pitcairn, Tahiti, 
the Tuamotus, the Marquesas and Hawaii. They took advantage of this 
to expand their collections. During archaeological visits in Mehetia 
(Society Islands) and Atunoa (Marquesas), they noticed how familiar 
the ruins seemed to them. It was not just the details that reminded 

20 - L’Homme de Pâques, 
2002. English version: 
The man of Easter Island.

Figure 13: The Belgian training 
ship Mercator (private collec-
tion of the author).

21 - Belonging to the Musée 
du Quai Branly-Jacques 
Chirac, it is deposited at the 
Musée du Louvre, pavillon des 
Sessions. Numéro d’inventaire 
: 71.1935.61.1.

22 - Numéro d’inventaire : 
ET 35.5.340.
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them of the Rapanui architecture, but the overall feeling as soon as 
they set foot on a site. In the Marquesas, the open temples are called 
mea’e. Lavachery and Métraux learnt that the platforms on these tem-
ples have an interesting name: ahu.

   The return of the 
expedition, during the 
month of May, was exten-
sively commented upon 
in the press. Lavachery 
gave one interview after 
another. He found him-
self on the cover of the 
Belgian weekly, Pourquoi 
pas ?, caricatured by the 
cartoonist Ojhs, with this 
caption: “Henry Lavach-
ery, the Man from East-
er23” (figure 15). Métraux, 
more reserved, was not 
less solicited by the 
French press. The mes-
sage hammered home by 
the two men was summa-

rised in one sentence, the title of a newspaper article: “Easter Island 
has no more mystery24”.
“What results are you bringing back?” asked its author to Lavachery.
“Easter Island is Polynesian and has only ever been Polynesian, in its 
population, its language and its civilisation.”
“But the famous monuments?”
“The contemporaneous Rapanui are the direct descendants of the 
architects and sculptors who were responsible for the monuments”, 
Lavachery stated.
“And the transport of the statues?”
“It did not ask for a mechanical knowledge that is incompatible with 
what Polynesians know everywhere else.”
As examples of heavy objects transported elsewhere in Polynesia, he 
was able to cite the stone blocks of more than ten tons that are in-
cluded in the masonry of Marquesan sanctuaries, or again the famous 
“trilithon”, Tonga’s monumental portal.
“And the special script?”, asked the poor journalist again, hoping to 
be able to insert an ounce of mystery, of the fantastic, into his arti-
cle. Lavachery shrugged. Here was indeed a point not quite yet settled. 
But he quickly added:
“In any case we only believe in this peculiar script a little. The Rapanui 
tradition we collected, and the statements given to our predecessors, 
coincide to make us consider these [the tablets] as memory-supports 
for sung poems”.

Figure 14: The loading  
of Anakena’s head,  

December 1934 
(private collection 

of the author).

23 - 31 May 1935.

24 - Le Soir (Bruxelles), 
17 April 1935.
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   The Cartesian minds were grate-
ful to the expedition. Such was the 
writer Paul Morand, who attended a 
conference given by Alfred Métraux 
at the Trocadéro. “Is Easter Island 
the ultimate cry, emerging on the 
surface, of a sunken civilization, of 
a Pacific Atlantis?” wrote the author 
of Ouvert la nuit. “Of what race were 
the men who erected these terraces 
without cement and carved these 
gods with only one tool? Was it the 
cursed graveyard of wrecked archi-
pelagos? Is it unrelated to the con-
tinents of Asia and America? Let’s 
avoid all lyricism here; Easter Is-
land has suffered too much because 
of the literary hacks; let us simply 
thank M. Alfred Métraux for having 

scientifically examined the problems raised; congratulate him for 
having answered some of our questions; praise him for making at last 
the Polynesian sphinxes speak intelligible words, those gods from 
Easter for whom there will certainly never be a resurrection25.”

Two men, four books

   Barely back home, Lavachery devoted himself to writing a popu-
lar account of the trip. The book, entitled Île de Pâques, was released 
at the end of 1935, with Grasset Publishing. With its many dialogues, 
its excellent portraits, of Tepano, Victoria, Pakomio, and also Métraux, 
its colourful episodes, such as a ‘ghost’ scene at the Rano Raraku vol-
cano, Île de Pâques can be read as a novel. Lavachery’s humorous and 
light-hearted style offers a realistic view of the island and its inhab-
itants in 1934. For the book’s readers, of whom many thought this 
far-off rock only harboured mysterious statues, it was a revelation. 
Scientific research still occupies an important place in Île de Pâques. 
The author takes care in distilling the expedition’s discoveries one by 
one, so as to maintain some suspense and to preserve, as he explains, 
“the essential quality of an account of this type: plausibility and life” 
(1935: 62).

   Lavachery then turned to his book on the petroglyphs. The work, 
in two volumes (text and illustrations), was published in 1939 under 
the title: Les pétroglyphes de l’île de Pâques (figure 16). The specialists 
rightly claim that this is his main contribution to Polynesian archae-
ology. It is indeed a pioneering study since nobody before Lavachery 
had paid much attention to the Rapanui rock art, whose importance 
he revealed. As for the lasting value of the work, it is questionable. 
Some legitimate reservations can be expressed regarding the detail 
of the recording, and the location of the discoveries particularly lacks 

Figure 15: Front page of  
the Pourquoi pas ? 
(private collection of the 
author).

25 - The article by Morand 
was found amongst my 
grandfather’s papers, stuck 
in an album. I was unable to 
find its origin.
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precision. In the book, the most striking patterns are most often pre-
sented out of context26. Moreover, the general interpretation of the 
drawings appears naive, since Lavachery only granted them secular 
value. Except for some rare patterns judged as the oldest, “one should 
not see in the Orongo27 imagery anything else than the effect of the 
Rapanui’s leisure, killing time in waiting”, he stated. “Everywhere in-
deed, the petroglyph brings more petroglyphs. […] Whether it is rock 
engraving or, at home, some chalk graffiti on a fence, the ‘principle’ 
is the same” (1939: 101). More than the period of writing, it is the 
training of Lavachery that explains the flaws in his work. In certain 
aspects, such as his interest in the living ethnic art, he was ahead of 
his time; in others, he resembled an amateur-scholar of the XVIIIth  
or XIXth centuries.

   While he was finishing Les pétroglyphes de l’île de Pâques, Lavach-
ery contacted an editor about the publication of a general volume 
on the archaeology of Easter Island. He worked on it with difficulty, 
postponing the date of manuscript submission several times28 during 
1939 and 1940 (figure 17). During this time, after the Germans had 
occupied Brussels, there arrived from very far away, from Honolulu, a 
book written by Alfred Métraux: Ethnology of Easter Island. Lavach-
ery read it right away, with bewilderment at its 430 pages, numerous 
illustrations, a bibliography of 230 entries. Métraux had struck hard. 
Not only did he address the social and religious aspects but also the 
material culture of Easter Island. Petroglyphs, ahu, statues — nothing 
was left unsaid. To write his book, Métraux had spent two years at the 
Bishop Museum in Honolulu. Ethnology of Easter Island is firmly in 
line with the monographs published by that prestigious institution 
since the 1920s. When comparing the table of contents with that of, 
for instance, Margaret Mead’s Social Organisation of Manua, there are 

26 -As early as 1924, 
in The Island of Lanai, Kenneth 

Emory gave an example of 
a rigorous study of the site of 
Luahiwa and its petroglyphs. 

Lavachery knew the work 
before sailing for Easter 
Island; it is unfortunate 

he did not refer more to it.

27 - Famous site of Easter 
Island, the richer in petro-
glyphs and one of the two 

centres of the bird-man cult 
(the other being 

Motu Nui islet).

Figure 16: Archaeological 
map of Lavachery (image 

reproduction courtesy of the 
Musées royaux d’Art et 

 d’Histoire, Bruxelles).

28 - Which does not exist 
strictly speaking. Ultimately, 

the work of Lavachery 
will lead to the publication 

of articles on rapanui archae-
ology, the main one, published 

in 1954, being devoted 
to the site of Anakena.
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numerous chapters and sub-chapters with the same title: “social hier-
archy”, “sexual life”, “death and funerals”, and so on. Thus, Métraux had 
benefited from an intellectual framework to organise his Rapanui ma-
terial. He had also found at the Bishop Museum high calibre interlocu-
tors, such as Kenneth Emory and the great Maori (by his mother) Oce-
anist Peter Buck, who supported and advised him. As a result, he had 
given birth to a masterful synthesis. Lavachery applauded and, with-
out blaming his colleague for encroaching on his domain, renounced 
his work on the archaeology of Easter Island.

Herbe jaune

   Shortly after the expedi-
tion’s return, Henri Lavachery 
acquired a position at the Musée 
Royaux d’Art et d’Histoire, where 
he became the principal curator 
in 1942. In parallel to his career at 
the Museum, he taught. He was in 
charge of the course Institutions 
des peuples primitifs (‘The Insti-
tutions of Primitive Peoples’) at 
the Université Libre de Bruxelles, 
where he later created the first 
courses on non-European Art His-
tory. This was the continuation 
and achievement of a life. This 
man who was capable of getting 
up at night to admire a Peruvian 
or African statue, was linking the 
scientific world and that of the 
‘sensual’ amateurs, artists and also 
- why deny it - upmarket antique 
dealers. As a good speaker, his lec-

tures attracted a large audience. He knew how to be spectacular, such 
as the day he opened a coconut “the indigenous way”, in front of a de-
lighted audience. In 1957, after his retirement from the Museum and 
the University, Lavachery was appointed perpetual secretary of the 
Royal Academy of Belgium. An institution that, he explained to Paul 
Rivet, “relatively speaking, corresponds to your Institute of France29”.

   Métraux committed suicide in 1962. Lavachery received the news 
as a shock, as can be expected. “Métraux probably owed to his father a 
partiality to the scientific method that ethnographers rarely demon-
strate at the beginning of their work”, he wrote. “I had the opportuni-
ty to realise it and to admire it in this research companion, I whose 
training had mainly focused on classical archaeology and Greco-Latin 
linguistics. Watelin who was to be the leader of our expedition and 
was coming back from Kish, in the Middle East, was also an archae-
ologist with a classical training. And Easter Island did not appear to 

Figure 17: Page from note-
book « V » of Lavachery, 1934, 
(private collection of the 
author).

29 - Letter dated 
17 December 1955. 
From a copy kept in the 
archives of the Musées royaux 
d’Art et d’Histoire.
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us otherwise than as an archaeological phenomenon. Métraux had to 
be there to restore the Rapanui problem in its true framework. The 
monuments of Easter Island cannot be studied without a complete 
knowledge of the ethnographic and social phenomenon that creat-
ed them30”. It is said, ‘render unto Caesar that which is Caesar’s’, and 
Lavachery never failed to do it regarding the 1934 Franco-Belgian  
expedition. Yet in one of his last letters to Lavachery, the author  
of Ethnology of Easter Island engaged in self-criticism:

“If I were to return to Easter Island, I would take care not to interro-
gate Tepano or any other old man; I would live in a much more intense 
and intimate way the life of the island’s village. Maybe could I have 
learnt much more about the past by doing so rather than by trying 
to scrape off the brains of my informants to gather some rather inac-
curate and maybe false memories. These are somewhat disillusioned 
reflections, but anyway, as the English say, ‘It’s no good crying over 
spilt milk’. This review31 still offered me a few pleasures and I owed 
them to you. You cannot believe how much I enjoyed the various arti-
cles you wrote about Easter Island and that I was far from knowing 
all. I was touched by the friendly allusions you made to my own work 
and I was happy to be almost always in agreement with you. Intellec-
tually, I found again the atmosphere of our best moments, when you 
were teaching me how to smoke the pipe in the evenings32…”

   Was it the death of Métraux, pushing Lavachery back to the East-
er Island memories, that led him to realize an old dream of writing 
a novel whose story is set on Easter Island? It is tempting to believe 
so. Completed in December 1963, the book has a beautiful title: Herbe 
jaune33 (Yellow Grass). The action is set around 1860, a crucial moment 
of the Rapanui history when the ancient culture collapsed under the 
successive blows of the slave hunters and the missionaries. The tone 
is sometimes sarcastic towards the priests, revealing the author’s an-
ticlerical ideas. In Herbe jaune, a lively story that could have been writ-
ten by a 20-year old, there are almost as many sudden deaths as love 
stories. It is a pure adventure novel, lighthearted and melancholic all 
together. Knowing the scientific past of the author, the editors con-
sulted were surprised by this. “In the perspective that is yours, wrote 
one of them, it would certainly be possible to imagine the romantic 
transposition of Levi-Strauss’ research in Tristes Tropiques or Le cru 
et le cuit34.”

   Herbe jaune remained unpublished despite the best efforts 
of Lavachery and draws a lot from the Franco-Belgian expedition.  
Pakomio is there, as fierce as can be, under his own name, and under 
the name of Alicia is a very recognisable Victoria. Nicolas Kacholov, 
a Russian archaeologist, is the protagonist of the story. In the last 
pages of the book, Alicia-Victoria asks him to adopt her daughter.  
Of course, he accepts. Here is the final scene:

30 - Unpublished text. Private 
collection of the author.

31 - Métraux, who was then 
preparing an English edition 

of his L’île de Pâques, had 
gone back to the rapanui 

question without pleasure

32 -Letter dated 6 April 1956. 
Private collection of the 

author..

33 - Lavachery wrote a first 
draft of his novel as early  

as 1936: « Le berger de  
Rapa Nui » (The shepherd  

of EasterIsland). Private  
collection of the author.

34 - Letter signed  
C. Reygnault, from Éditions  

du Seuil, 21 March 1965. 
Private collection 

of the author. 
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“Eyes fixed on her daughter, Alicia can only see her, but she wants to 
be strong, stands up and wipes off her eyes.
- Come on, the time has come. Farewell Nikoa. Thank you.
For the last, and the first time, Alicia and Kacholov kiss each oth-
er; for an instant she abandons herself in his arms. She takes Ana; 
the kiss she gives her seems infinite to her, but suddenly, she gives 
away her daughter to whoever embarks, and the boat takes off. On 
its bench, Kacholov, the little girl pressed against him, cannot stop 
contemplating the land.
The image of Alicia fades away, then, on the hills, the yellow grass35...”

Hence, through fiction, Lavachery accomplished what he was not able 
to realize in real life: adopt the little Ana. When I told this to Ana 
Rapahango, who had become an old lady, she was astonished.

   Henri Lavachery died on the 1st of December 1972, at the age  
of 87. He leaves a significant bibliography. His books and articles con-
cern the arts of Oceania, Africa, America and the East. All of his texts, 
from Les pétroglyphes de l’île de Pâques until his last major work  
Statuaire de l’Afrique Noire, demonstrate an extreme sensitivity to the 
aesthetic of the works of art he was studying (figure 18). He was an 
independent, original mind. He dared to plead for the return to their 
country of origin of some African pieces kept in Belgium. Scholar, 
aesthete, humanist, Lavachery gained fame thanks to the 1934 Fran-
co-Belgian expedition. His name remains attached to the petroglyphs, 
and not just for the scientific community. One day, near Hanga Roa,  
I met a half-drunk fisherman. When he learnt my name, he shouted:  
“I know Lavachery! The petroglyphs! The petroglyphs!...”

35 -Page 231 of the tapu-
scrit kept by the author.

Figure 18: Lavachery and the 
passion for ‘art premiers’ 
(private collection of the 
author).
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Figure 19: Lavachery’s  
Ex-libris, piece by Maurice 
Brocas made in the 1930s 

(private collection  
of the author).
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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.

 

IS
B

N
 9

7
8

-2
-9

5
3

4
5

5
4

-9
-6

 


