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Abstract: The Pacific region consists of a multitude of island communities in a 
vast Ocean. The people and material culture on the various islands and island 
groups are not homogenous despite the close relationships demonstrated by 
archaeological, linguistic and ethno-historical research. Monuments have 
generally been interpreted to be tied to ideology and power and often have an 
extended biography with use and re-use phases.  They could be considered both 
as part of, and active in, shaping and re-shaping the natural and ideological 
landscape of groups of people. Monuments, especially the ones that have been 
interpreted as ceremonial sites, have often been used in the discussion of 
prehistoric migration and interaction of people in the Pacific region but they also 
play an important role in current Cultural Heritage Management (CHM) and 
issues related to World Heritage nominations and community involvements. This 
volume presents case studies from across the Pacific focussing on the relationship 
of monuments and people to chronology, ideology, re-use, biography and CHM in 
a local, regional and global perspective.  

 

PRELUDE - A MONUMENT IS A MONUMENT IS A 
MONUMENT - IN ARCHAEOLOGY FOR EXAMPLE 
 

Out of monuments, names, words, proverbs, traditions, private 
record and evidences, fragments of stories, passages of books, and 
the like, we do save and recover somewhat from the deluge of time.   

                    Sir Francis Bacon 

Monuments 
In this volume we explore the concept of “monuments” and how the 
things referred to by that concept are active in human social 
relationships and the practices which create place.  Our idea is to 
examine standard themes regarding why monuments have been 
erected and how they have been used or changed over time, but we also 
discuss the conceptual foundations of the study of monumentalism and 
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monumental landscapes in this context. We use an array of examples 
across the Pacific which focuses on practices in the built landscape, 
especially pertaining to durable sites with special meaning, such as 
mortuary structures and temples, and we will provide interpretations 
of how these relate to the natural environment and human cognitive 
landscape.  

Some of the papers in this volume were presented at a session I 
chaired on “Monuments and People in the Pacific” during the 8th Easter 
Island and Pacific conference in Santa Rosa during 2012. The book 
includes eleven papers by archaeologists who have researched 
monuments in the Pacific in various ways. Since there are obvious 
differences in research tradition in various parts of the Pacific the 
papers are grouped under the areas that are labelled Melanesia, 
Micronesia or Polynesia.  

Monuments with special meaning such as mortuary structures and 
temples have been integral to archaeological research, especially in 
relation to interpretation of the organisation of prehistoric societies. 
Many prehistoric monuments are known to have been built to mediate 
between gods and people but also constructed as a medium for human 
discourse in time and space (Martinsson-Wallin 1994:134).  According 
to the Oxford paperback dictionary a monument is:  

anything (especially a structure) designed or serving to 
celebrate or commemorate a person or event... or a 
structure that is preserved because of its historical 
importance.   

Something monumental is, according to the same dictionary, of 
“massive or permanent importance”. From an anthropological 
perspective we might add that monuments exist in social space, and 
create places that focus social activity. Again, according to Oxford, 
‘social space’ can be explained as an area/arena where mutual 
relationships of people who live in an organised community are 
negotiated, and ‘place’ is explained as a “particular part of space”.  

Following these definitions of the concepts, the essence of this 
volume is that we are exploring physical structures constructed by 
humans, sometimes of massive, permanent and historical importance, 
and their association to the arena where communities negotiate their 
relationships. The authors of the papers, who come from Europe, 
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Australia, New Zealand and the USA, explore the interplay between 
material culture, human relations and the environment in various 
theoretical and methodological ways which relate to their respective 
research traditions and experiences. As well as the fact that the 
monuments explored have a relationship to past and present Pacific 
Islanders they also have an intimate relationship to the researchers 
who have explored them. Thus, the monuments and people in the 
Pacific attach to multiple layers of actions, meanings and perspectives.  

Traditionally prehistoric monuments have attracted a great deal of 
attention from archaeologists. Classic accounts such as Monuments, 
mobilisation and social organisation in Neolithic Wessex (Renfrew 1973) 
and On the Significance of Monuments (Bradley 1998), explore 
prehistoric European monuments and the concept of monuments in 
time and space alike, but the two scholars use rather different 
theoretical and methodological approaches. The former is using a 
processual and the latter postprocessual approach. To some extent 
their approaches are disparate and incompatible, but they could also be 
seen as presenting a succession from one perspective to the other, 
conveying something about the history of archaeological thought.   

A close look at the key archaeological literature on prehistoric 
monuments reveals that some monuments have attracted more 
attention than others. The Neolithic monuments of Europe, for example 
Stonehenge (Figure 1), are all-time favourites (Daniel 1941; Childe 
1949; Renfrew 1973, 1983, Bradley 1998; Parker Pearson 2000; Fowler 
and Cummings 2003; Midgley 2008). Of course, the ziggurats of 
Mesopotamia, the pyramids of Egypt and the Americas, as well as 
special sites such as the Easter Island (Rapa Nui) monuments, Nan 
Madol in Micronesia and the Mississippi mounds, have also attracted 
frequent attention and have been investigated and interpreted in 
various general and specific ways. I have myself focused my research on 
monuments for the past 25 years (e.g. monumental sites with religious 
or ritual connotations) in Polynesia (Rapa Nui and Samoa) and 
megaliths and Bronze Age cairns on the island of Gotland in the Baltic 
Sea area. 

I, and probably many of my colleagues who lecture in archaeology, 
enlighten our first year students that one of the features that 
characterises a ‘civilisation’ or ‘complex society’ is the building of large 
scale monuments. Complex societies are associated worldwide with 
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monumental architecture which has made them useful to the study of 
development of socio-political complexity and socio-cultural change. 
Both Renfrew (1973, 1976, 1983) and Bradley argue (1998), in line 
with other archaeological researchers, that there is a link between 
monuments and domestication. However, Bradley (1998) suggests that 
it is not straightforward to say that the Neolithisation and monument 
building are synonymous. He suggests that the change in food 
production and utilising of resources are not the only driving force 
which explains the building of monuments.  An important issue, 
according to Bradley, is that the concept of time and the relationship to 
the ancestors was altered when people changed subsistence patterns 
from foraging to farming and that this facilitated and required the 
building of monuments.   

 

 
 

 
To cut an opening in the many layers of research, interpretations and 
discussion by archaeologists in relation to past monuments and 
monumental architecture I again move to the all-time favourite theme 
among archaeologists in the western world, the origin and development 
of megaliths of Europe. In many ways they have been used as templates 
when discussing and interpreting why monuments have been erected 
and how these expressions link to social organisation, kinship and 

Figure 1. Stonehenge attracting attention in 2010. (Photo: Helene 
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subsistence. The shift from foraging to farming has been debated in 
textual form ever since the dawn of the discipline of Archaeology. The 
discussions were initially based heavily on an evolutionary and/or a 
cultural historic approach (Lubboc 1865; Nilsson 1866) 

Hvarje folkslag har tydligen haft tre eller åtminstone två 
stadier att genomgå, innan dess egentliga social bildning 
vidtagit: Vildens, Nomadens, Åkerbrukarens.  [Every nation 
has obviously gone through at least three or two stages 
before becoming socially educated, namely the stages of the 
savage, the nomad and the farmer] (translation by the 
author) (Nilsson  1866:2). 

The erection of monuments (mortuary monuments mainly) were 
considered as a sign of that the “savages” became sedentary with a 
subsistence base in farming and that they got more civilised.  

In early archaeological research the cradle of civilization was placed 
among the pyramid builders of Egypt or in Mesopotamia. Some early 
archaeologists considered the megaliths found in Europe to be diffused 
from, or a product of, more advanced building traditions in the Orient.  
With the subsequent development of new methods to measure time in 
archaeology, such as the radiocarbon method, the idea of this pattern of 
diffusion was contested (Renfrew 1972, 1976).  The question of the 
origins of the megaliths of Europe was thus brought up again since this 
type of monument proved to be the earliest of its kind in the world 
(Renfrew 1983). Renfrew, along with others, favoured multiple origins 
of monumental architecture and thus the question of the function of 
monuments was raised, and also whether general assumptions could be 
drawn about societies that build monuments.  

How, in fact, should we set about explaining the emergence 
of building activities of this kind, resulting in the 
construction of great monuments, by early farming 
communities – whether in Europe, or India or Polynesia or 
in north America (Renfrew 1983:6).   

Since then, both the date and the exclusive ties between large scale 
temple and mortuary monuments and farming communities has been 
contested by, for example, the finding of the large and specialised 
Göbekli Tepe ritual site in southeast Anatolia (current Turkey). This 
monumental ritual site is dated to the 10th millennium BC and tied to a 
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hunter-gatherer society (Smith 2010). This is of course a specialised 
site which is found in an area were subsequently the earliest farming 
communities in the world emanated. Wallin and Martinsson-Wallin 
(n.d.) also discuss that the burial sites of hunter-gatherer communities 
on the island of Gotland could be interpreted as monumental sites and 
special places. Using detailed radiocarbon dating (Wallin 2010; Wallin 
and Martinsson-Wallin n.d.) we have contested prevailing ideas on the 
internal spatial structure of the mid-neolithic burial grounds that they 
developed at one end of the site and continue towards the other end of 
the site. Instead we find clusters of burials of various temporal statuses 
and it is highly likely that the many post holes found are remains of 
monuments of perishable materials that have been erected on the sites. 
These ‘monuments’ probably represented and divided various 
extended family or corporate decent group clusters from each another.  

Present research on monuments has definitely been influenced by 
Renfrew’s writings and research but phenomenological approaches 
have subsequently contested the system theories. Bradley (1998:3) 
argues that the problem with the practice of archaeology (including the 
study of monuments) is that it is; 

not as objective as fieldworkers would like to believe; nor is 
it as subjective as theorists often suppose.  

However, this statement makes me reflect on what Bradley would think 
happens if the fieldworker and the theorist is the same person? 
Kristiansen’s study on megalith burials of Neolithic Europe (1982) 
discusses the relationship between ideology and monument. He 
suggested that the monuments are ritualised representations of an 
extension of production which is controlled by the communal lineage 
structure. The surplus production for the lineage leaders is transformed 
into ritual feasting and ancestor worship which is a foundation for the 
emergence of chiefdom societies. He has also discussed monumental 
Bronze Age mounds in Jutland in terms of large scale landscape 
transformation where fertile soil and lands were used to invest into 
building these burial monuments. This showed, according to him, the 
centralisation of power to certain individuals who probably controlled 
the copper, tin and amber trade (Kristiansen 1998).  
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In a World Archaeology volume on Monuments and the Monumental, 
Trigger express the opinion that the conspicuous consumption of 
energy is a symbolic way that power is reinforced and expressed:  

What I do claim is that a universally, if implicitly, shared 
understanding of the significance of energy explains their 
monumentality (Trigger 1990:128). 

In the Pacific area the monumentality and rise of religious authority in 
pre-contact Hawai’i, has been discussed by Kolb (1994) in terms of 
correlates between changes of temple labour investments, sacrificial 
offerings and political centralisation of a complex chiefdom which 
undergoes rapid political stratification.  

Discussions and comparisons of the relationship between 
monuments and social complexity has also been discussed by Earle 
(1997), Blanton et al. (1996) and De Marris et al. (1996) with examples 
from South America and Polynesia being used to show how monuments 
function as a materialized ideology to legitimise the powers of the 
leaders. When discussing and interpreting the relationship of 
prehistoric monuments and people in West Polynesia, I have together 
with Clark (2007) suggested a dual-processual approach useful when 
exploring and explaining social complexity which goes beyond what 
could be perceived as static social hierarchies, e.g. the band, tribe, 
chiefdom and state model launched by Service (1962). The dual-
processual approach has its roots in neo-evolutionary theory which 
stresses that a greater degree of centralisation is connected to 
increasing hierarchical complexity and questions if all hierarchical 
organisations structure in the same fashion (Feinman 1995, 2000). The 
dual-processual approach implies that complexity/hierarchy can be 
based in corporate or network strategies alike. The corporate strategies 
for example stress group cohesion and a cognitive model of social 
solidarity.  The network model stresses individual leaders controlling 
the production and exchange of prestige goods (Clark and Martinsson-
Wallin 2007:35). These two strategies can, according to Feinman (1995, 
2000), and Blanton et al. (1996) operate at the same hierarchical level 
and could alternate through time. In my interpretation, this can allow 
for agency and contextual perspectives but structure and process are 
important as well.  
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The dual-processual model has also been used by Kolb (2011) when he 
discusses the genesis of monuments in island societies but here he uses 
the meta-narrative scale and a comparative method between 
monuments in the Pacific and in the Mediterranean. He states that the 
investigation of the pattern of use of monuments in island societies is 
significant for the study of complex societies throughout the world (ibid 
2011:159). Researching and analysing monuments on a number of 
Pacific and Mediterranean islands with the aid of quantitative data, and 
theories of productive circumscription and social competition, he 
concludes that;   

The nature of monumental construction is intrinsically 
linked to island isolation and social circumscription and 
those who used and built these monuments made logical 
choices for undertaking social competition and negotiating 
social consensus (Kolb 2011:159). 

It can of course be discussed if there is such a thing as a general ‘nature’ 
of monumental construction and what ‘logical choices’ are; but the aim 
of using the dual-processual approach is an effort to incorporate 
dynamics into explanation of social structure and change. However, 
when using the meta-narrative scale this approach appears to become 
static.   

The building of large monuments of stone and earth has, as seen 
above, been intimately tied to the ‘rise of civilisation’, or in other 
terminology ‘complex hierarchical societies’, since it is usually a labour 
intensive venture which demands human efforts and subsistence 
resources as well as specialists and/or institutions who organise the 
work. This discussion has been loaded with values on the scale inferior-
superior, large-small, crude-elaborated and words such as ‘labour 
intensive’, ‘ruling class’, ‘to commemorate’ and ‘ceremonial-ritual’ have 
been glued to monumental material expressions with special meanings.  

The longevity of monuments - the act of remembering 
and forgetting 
Monuments, especially massive and durable structures tied to mortuary 
and ritual practices, differ from portable artefacts and other 
archaeological remains in their spatial permanence and high visibility, 
and as such can be tied to the public/social arena.  
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If built of durable materials such as stone and earth they are liable to 
endure over centuries or millennia if not exposed to deliberate 
destruction. In this way they ‘speak out’ over a long time and are not 
just passive backdrops in the landscape. The initial meaning and 
landscape context of the monument may be lost or may be difficult to 
understand and their rhetoric may have moved beyond the initial 
idea/narrative of the site (Hodder 1993).  Thus the meaning of 
monuments has shifted both in the past and the present (Holtorf 1999; 
Martinsson-Wallin 2004; Martinsson-Wallin et al 2007). This makes 
monuments, which are often a material expression of ideology, 
intriguing, challenging and productive to study in terms of 
understanding the interaction between material culture and the 
creation of social space and place over time. 

Using a narrative perspective, the longevity of monuments can be 
tied to ideology, identity, power and memory. Prehistoric monuments 
have for example been suggested as symbols and expressions of power 
and power relations that are important in the methods of social control 
used by rulers/elite of the society (Earle 1991, 1997; Kristiansen 1998).  

  Public monuments can also symbolise something ‘unchangeable’ 
and conservative, as commemorative forms where the identities of 
people who ‘belong’ to this monument are embedded, and where rituals 
are performed. Being a fixed, stable point in the physical and cognitive 
landscape can be especially important among what Lévi-Strauss 
denominated “cold societies”, or in other words, traditional kin-based 
small scale societies.  

The remembering and especially forgetting of monuments from the 
past can be discussed as deliberate acts that are tied to an elaborate 
network of social habits, values, and ideals, entangled in specific 
historical trajectories and narratives. According to Halbwacht 
(1992:40) imagery of collective memory that focuses on particular 
events and people and their spatial reference points can be called 
“places of memory”. He also discusses that collective memories (shared 
images) are reconstructed in the context of the present, and are 
interdependent with the consideration of power.  

Toponyms, or place-names, are rich markers of place-based 
narratives, events and associations. Here place and the cultural and 
natural landscape fuse with the built environment and these can be 
used as mnemonic devices (Basso 1996).    
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Symbolically loaded sites which integrate memory, history, and ideas 
have been discussed as lieux de mémoire  by Norá (1989). These he 
describes as;  

…the places in which the collective heritage was 
crystallised, the principal lieux, in all senses of the word, in 
which collective memory was rooted (Norá 1996: xv). 

Memory work in relation to the archaeology of material practices has 
been discussed in various ways in an edited volume by Mills and 
Walker (2008). Here remembering and forgetting are presented as two 
interdependent sides of memory work.   

A central paradox of the study of social memory is that 
memories are made during the process that includes 
forgetting (Mills 2008:81). 

According to Mills (2008:82) there are several forms of forgetting in 
memory work. Secrecy, for example, in which objects may be kept out 
of sight, may be thought of as an act of forgetting, but the effect could be 
the opposite i.e. be remembered for a long period. Other forms of 
forgetting are through “coping errors” e.g. small unnoticeable and 
unconscious changes, or active deconstruction of objects that are no 
longer useful in ritual acts but are too potent to be discharged in any 
casual way. Yet an active deconstruction of memory is, according to 
Mills (2008:83), the de-consecration of ritual space as in the removal of 
architectural elements, burning etc. Halbwachs (1992) states that 
memory is a social practice and in the process of shaping history it links 
people and things though time, but there are also processes of 
transformation, obvious breaks and replacements within a cultural 
group or through aggressions  from other groups that move in as 
conquerors.  

The physical and cognitive relationships between the built 
environment, landscape and people are complex and tied to an array of 
historical trajectories. Human agency acts upon shaping and re-shaping 
the monuments, and monuments are actants that shape and re-shape 
humans as individuals and collectives, often over a long time 
perspective (Latour 2005). The initial intention and appearance of 
monuments with special meaning(s), and the way they changed, were 
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added to, re-used, and transformed over time, are intimately tied to 
their specific contexts and relationships.  

Since the rise of Archaeology as a scientific discipline and in the 
present globalised world, the majority of ancient monuments have been 
alienated from their initial meaning and use. They have become 
historicised. This is especially true when looking at the idea of, and 
criteria for, the nomination of Cultural World Heritage sites. There is an 
over representation of nominations for historicised monuments located 
in the Western World.  According to the World Heritage Convention 
cultural sites are defined as: 

• “monuments: architectural works, works of monumental 
sculpture and painting, elements or structures of an 
archaeological nature, inscriptions, cave dwellings and 
combinations of features, which are of outstanding universal 
value from the point of view of history, art or science; 

• groups of buildings: groups of separate or connected 
buildings which, because of their architecture, their 
homogeneity or their place in the landscape, are of 
outstanding universal value from the point of view of history, 
art or science; 

• sites: works of man or the combined works of nature and 
man, and areas including archaeological sites which are of 
outstanding universal value from the historical, aesthetic, 
ethnological or anthropological point of view”.  

 
This has been criticised and opened up for nominations of cultural 
landscapes and also for nominations of intangible World Heritage 
which can be more valued than monuments, particularly in many 
developing countries with a colonial history. In the Pacific context it can 
be an improvement that intangible values and cultural landscapes have 
a chance to be nominated and opens up the possibility for more sites to 
be included alongside the built environment with indigenous and 
colonial connotations alike. However, the selection of places to be 
remembered also has the effect that other places are forgotten. As 
always, the coin has two sides. 
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MONUMENTS, MONUMENTALITY AND THE LANDSCAPE 
The built environment, cultural landscape and the natural landscape in 
prehistoric small scale traditional societies often have an 
interdependence and relationship to one another. The natural 
landscape with its hills and valleys, streams, lakes and oceans and their 
natural transformations by erosion, shoreline displacements and 
volcanic eruptions etc., are integrated and physically and mentally 
transformed by humans and thus become cultural landscapes. 
Monuments are part of these cultural landscapes, and they are shaped 
and re-shaped by human agency. The monuments themselves also have 
an influence on human perception and transition of landscapes in a long 
time perspective. I have for example elsewhere discussed that the 
monuments of Rapa Nui, the ahu, usually are erected on outcrop 
landscape features (puku) (Martinsson-Wallin 2000). High locations 
that make the structure even more monumental and outstanding are 
common in all kinds of ritual/mortuary monuments. In small scale 
traditional societies monuments with ritual connotations often have 
relationships to locations thought of as liminal zones, e.g. on the edge of 
land and water, land and sky, and land and holes/depressions in the 
ground. Natural places already invested with spiritual qualities could in 
this way be reinforced and become nodes in a group’s cognitive chart of 
the landscape and express materialised ideology tied to groups and 
individuals representing the group. Such sites can form nodes to 
express identity and belonging as well as to impress others and control, 
e.g. include and exclude groups and individuals, with the aid of 
ancestors, gods and spirits. These are thus arenas to mediate among 
people and among people and the gods.  

A good example of this is found in Rapa Nui where the large 
ceremonial structures are found generally in each extended family’s 
(corporate decent group) territory, usually placed at the edge of the 
land and sea often on outcrops (Martinsson-Wallin 2000). Their high 
wall facades face the sea and according to oral traditions the use of the 
sea for fishing and passing these monuments was regulated by the high 
chiefs and surrounded by tabu regulations (Métraux 1940; Ayres 1975). 
The statues that were erected on the platforms, the moai, are according 
to Rapa Nui tradition, part of an ancestral cult and they symbolise dead 
chiefs who became gods or demi-gods in the afterlife. They are set up 
on the platforms and faced towards the land (kainga) of the corporate 
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decent group (mata’a) (Métrux 1940; Routledge 1917). The statues 
were made in the quarries of the Rano Raraku cliff and transported to 
the ceremonial sites on the coast where they were modified with an 
‘eye opening’ event. The eye sockets were hollowed out and eyes of 
coral with pupils of red scoria were inserted (Martinsson-Wallin 1994, 
1997, 2000; van Tilburg 1995). When copies of the eyes have been 
inserted in the statues, the expression of the statues becomes totally 
different, (and using the phenomenological approach), they seem at the 
same time to protect and control the land and the people they are 
gazing upon (Figure. 2 and see front cover).   
 

 
 
 
 
 
There is a distinctive difference between the view of the monuments as 
incorporated into the landscape setting and the view of the landscape 
as backdrop for the monument. There are also distinctions between 
monuments and monumentality. A landscape or landscape feature can 
be perceived as monumental and a built environment of large 
dimensions can have an aura of monumentality. There could also be an 
interdependence of monument and landscape, where they can reinforce 

Figure 2. Copies of eyes are inserted by Alberto Ika in moai 
statues at excavations in ahu Nau Nau in Anakena in 1987 
(Photo: Helene Martinsson-Wallin). 
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each other to create the sense of something monumental, 
overwhelming and grand. The strongest advocate for a 
phenomenological approach to landscape and monuments in 
archaeological research is Christopher Tilley with his classic 
publication The phenomenology of landscape (1994). Here he melded 
ideas from anthropology (c.f. Barth 1975 etc.) with social theory and 
philosophy (c.f. Heidegger 1927; Merleau-Ponty 1962) to create a new 
application of cultural relativism for the interpretation of spaces and 
places.  Many words have since been written about space, place and 
landscape inspired by the phenomenological approach.  
Neolithisation, and thus opening up and transformation of the 
landscape for cultivation, have been discussed (Hodder 1991; Bradley 
1998 etc.) in relationship to the rise of complex societies and the 
construction of monuments. An anthropological study on traditional 
farming communities in Madagascar by Bloch (1995) recounts that the 
villagers were, unlike him, not sentimental about cutting down the 
forest to open up the landscape;  

One evening, sitting on a rock side-by-side with an older 
woman I knew well, indulging in the somewhat sentimental 
conversations which she much enjoyed, looking from the 
village to the forest lit up in the reds of the setting sun …, I 
thought the moment had come to make her say how much 
she liked the forest and regretted its passing, and so I asked 
her once more… After a long reflection she said wistfully 
that, yes, she liked the forest. ‘Why?’ I asked eagerly. 
‘Because you can cut it down’ she replied. (Bloch 1995:64-
65)  

When open, the landscape can be perceived as more monumental and 
easier to control. The cutting down of the palm tree forest on Rapa Nui 
to open up for agriculture is seen as an ecological catastrophe but 
indeed gave room for fields of sweet potato and made the landscape 
monumental by reinforcing the monumentality of the ceremonial 
sites… 

Here the agency of culture has been stressed, and includes both the 
transformation of the natural environment by man but also the material 
environment built on the landscape. Nominating cultural landscapes as 
World Heritage sites has been an active strategy for UNESCO especially 
in the Pacific region, since the sites and transformations of landscapes 
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can include the indigenous culture as well as the colonial (Smith and 
Jones 2005) (Fig. 3)  

  
Cultural landscape as defined by the World Heritage Committee is: 

1. "a landscape designed and created intentionally by man" 
2. an "organically evolved landscape" which may be a “relict” (or 

fossil) landscape" or a "continuing landscape" 
3. an "associative cultural landscape" which may be valued 

because of the "religious, artistic or cultural associations of the 
natural element" 
 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL INVESTIGATION OF MONUMENTS 
Practices are what have been/is actually done by repeated actions 
(habitus). This could be interpreted as intrinsic to, but also beyond the 
narrative; the why, the when and by whom and for whom. Dating of 
these discrete node practices is of course a difficult task and in 
archaeology we use methods belonging to natural science research, 
such as radiocarbon dating, based on system theories and general laws. 

The quantification of material culture became important in 
archaeological research in the 1970s-80s and the use of the hypothetic-
deductive model became standard for any serious archaeologist.  In my 
previous analyses of ceremonial structures in Rapa Nui (Easter Island) I 
have also used the method of quantification but came to the conclusion 
that it was very difficult to quantify the structures or structural features 
to arrive at specific types of monuments since they are complex 
structures which have been altered and added to over time 
(Martinsson-Wallin 1994). I thus dismantled the complex structure to 
singularities and then put them back together again to be compared 
both between and among their singularities and pluralities within and 
among other structures on Rapa Nui, with the aid of descriptive and 
multivariate statistics, yet incorporating qualitative aspects to the 
analyses (Martinsson-Wallin 1994). I think that contextual approaches 
are an important means to gain insights to the significance of the 
material culture studied, in this case monuments with ceremonial 
connotations. When contemplating my previous research and looking 
back in the rear view mirror that work lacks the surrounding analysis 
including the natural,  built and cognitive landscape alike.  To make an 
analysis including nature as a medium and culture as the agent is 
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something that I and Paul Wallin are aiming for in our joint article on 
Rapa Nui monuments in this volume. In one way the places we discuss 
can be treated as nodes in a network of social relations and narratives, 
especially when incorporated in oral traditions and as statements of 
legacy to various land areas. 

The dating of monuments are difficult but dating of excavated 
monuments on Rapa Nui and Samoa has been discussed extensively by 
Martinsson-Wallin 1994, 1998, Martinsson-Wallin et al 2007, 2013. 
Wallin and Solsvik (2006:4) have also developed a model that divides 
structural history into four phases of activity to be dated when 
investigating the marae structures of Central Polynesia, as follows:  

 
(1) Activity which took place prior to the building of the structure. This 
could be represented, for example, by cultural layers and clearly 
defined features located stratigraphically under a wall or courtyard.  
(2) Activity carried out during the building of the structure. This is often 
a rather complex stratigraphic problem, but useful dating samples 
consist of charcoal, bone etc., that can be tied to the building phase, for 
example fires inside ahu (Martinsson-Wallin et al. 1998:6), sacrifices 
placed under cornerstones, and possibly branch coral incorporated in 
the fill of the ahu.  
(3) Activity that occurred during the use of the structure. This can be 
represented by dating samples from sacrificial deposits or burials, for 
example, from behind ahu or in pits that can be tied to features of use, 
re-building or expansion of the structure. Scattered charcoal, coral or 
other dating material in fill has a quite limited value, since it may have 
originated in earlier activities and been incorporated in the later 
building of a feature.  
(4) Activity which took place on a site after the structure ceased being 
used for its original purpose. Dateable material in this context is often 
problematic. Samples recovered from marae surfaces or between 
courtyard stones could have been deposited at any time, including 
during archaeological restorations, etc. They generally have very 
limited value.  
 

Currently there is an intensified discussion going on in Pacific 
Archaeology about how to handle and use radiocarbon dates and the 
use of chronometric hygiene, a concept which first was coined by 
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Spriggs and Anderson (1993). At that time it was ‘anything goes’, and in 
many cases the radiocarbon dates were interpreted in all kinds of ways 
with little concern for context or assessments in terms of calibration, 
the old wood problem, or the marine reservoir effect. Several hundred 
published dates from the East and South Pacific have recently been re-
assessed by Wilmshurst et al. (2011) concerning colonisation events, 
mainly. This research has changed the dates of colonisation events for 
these areas to much more recently than previously thought. However, 
not all Pacific Archaeologists totally agree with this view, I among them, 
since too rigid use of statistics on radiocarbon dates (e.g. radiocarbon 
hygiene) means that only statistically significant samples are 
considered which in the worst case could lose the sight of highly 
significant synchronic or punctuated events which fall outside the 
acceptable frames. A way to work statistically with the radiocarbon 
dates to try to get around this is to use the Bayesian modelling but; 

In particular, however much statistical analysis we do, 14C 
dates are still reliant on the underlying assumptions on the 
14C method  - any problems with the samples, their context, 
their association with each other, or with the calibration 
curve, will have implications for the accuracy of our 
chronologies (Bonk Ramsey 2009:358). 

Dating practice and changes in monuments are, as stated above, 
difficult. Agency and actants are not usually included in the rigid 
interpretation of radiocarbon dating but a way to try to include them 
could be to say; - this is what it looks like now; this is the context that it is 
placed in now; this is the role it plays now, but it has many meanings and 
perspectives which are incorporated and added into the structure over 
time, including conscious acts of remembering, adding on, forgetting, and 
concealing. This shows complexity and a number of activities of various 
temporal statuses tied to the monuments. Discussion of initial, 
secondary etc. use is, according to me, tied to concept of agency, context 
and social and cultural interactivity and it is important to understand 
what one is trying to date. 

To investigate monument building or for that matter settlement sites 
with archaeological methods is important in its own right. This can be 
an additional way to understand the dynamics of the rise and change of 
Polynesian chiefdoms and provide another frame of interpretation as 
in, for example, the triangulation method which uses linguistics, 
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archaeology and ethnohistory (co-analysing data of various kinds often 
of various temporal status. 

MONUMENTS IN THE PACIFIC 
As a colonial memory from the contact era and beyond, the vast Pacific 
ocean with its Sea of Islands ( coined by Hauofa 1994) is still divided 
into three areas labelled; Polynesia, Melanesia and Micronesia (partly 
problematized by Clark 2003). These areas, and also various islands or 
island groups in the areas, have different historical trajectories and 
variable settings for the development and perception of monuments. 
When European explorers ventured into the Pacific area from around 
the 18th century onwards, attention was drawn to stone monuments 
such as marae; heiau and ahu structures in East Polynesia and langi and 
tia seu/tia seu lupe in West Poynesia. The enigmatic stone statues and 
platforms (ahu and moai) of Rapa Nui (Easter Island) (Heyerdahl 1952; 
Flenley and Bahn 2003; Van Tilburg 1995) and the monuments of Nan 
Madol and similar sites on Kosrae have attracted special attention 
(Morgan 1988; Rainbird 2004). In the Micronesian area there are also 
besides shrine monuments of stone, giant stone money in Yap and latte 
houses (Morgan 1988). In recent years, large earthworks in the Palau 
group have also attracted attention (Liston 2011, 2013).  

In the Melanesian region, monuments are ambiguous and in early 
writings and accounts a so-called megalithic culture (Riesenfeld 
1950:14), was said to belong to stone-using “fairer skin immigrants” 
(ibid: 75). In other words, the ‘otherness’ of stone monuments in the 
Melanesian area was thought to be external (ibid). These ideas have 
been contested but very little research has been carried out in relation 
to monuments as temples or shrines except in the Solomon Islands 
(Thomas 2009; Walter et al. 2004,). This subsequent research show 
that Melanesian monuments are heterogeneous and, for example, in the 
Solomon Islands the building of shrines and platforms are associated 
with topogeny, which is the projected externalisation of memories that 
can be lived in as well as thought about (see Thomas this volume). 
Other than research in the Solomons there has been very little attention 
to monuments or places with ritual connotations. The reason for this 
might be a rejection of the Western focus on large stone monuments as 
an expression of a complex society with the ‘invisible’ label, less 
complex- inferior/more complex-superior etc. (see above). A holistic 
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research which considers the contextual relationships between people, 
landscape and things would be a better foundation to understand 
monumental expressions, whether they include dominant features in 
relationship to their natural or built surroundings.  

Two sites in the Pacific which are nominated World Heritage sites 
are monumental in various ways: the Roi Mata mound in Vanuatu that 
became a World Heritage site in 2010; and the ancient extensive 
agricultural landscape of Kuk in PNG that became a World Heritage site 
in 2009 (Muke et al. 2007). The latter is a large scale modification of the 
landscape and has evidence of early horticulture using irrigation 
techniques, and this raises questions about the interpretation of 
monumentalism and if such sites really could be included into the 
terminology of a monument? It is an interesting case of a large scale 
investment of Neolithisation efforts which did not lead to the building 
of mortuary monuments or temples of durable materials in this place. 

A research focus on monuments in the Pacific islands came with the 
introduction of anthropology/ethnology and archaeology in the 1920s. 
Especially the American archaeologist Kenneth Emory devoted time to 
survey many stone remains in Polynesia, especially the Society Islands, 
the Tuamotus, the Line Islands and Nihoa and Necker in the Hawai’i 
Archipelago (Emory 1928, 1933, 1934). Here the shape, features and 
names of ceremonial sites made of stone were discussed as important 
material culture used to understand migration patterns in Polynesia. 
These ceremonial sites, named marae, ahu, heiau and me’ae were 
important study objects tied to the question of where the Polynesians 
originated from and how and when these islands were settled. Current 
research on East and Central Polynesian ceremonial sites point to the 
fact that the initial monuments on Rapa Nui are more elaborate and 
date around one century earlier than the ones in Central Polynesia, e.g. 
the area from where the people who colonised Rapa Nui came from 
(Martinsson-Wallin et al 2013; Martinsson-Wallin and Crockford 2002).  

Thor Heyerdahl, who initiated large scale archaeological research on 
Rapa Nui in the mid-1950s, thought that the stone statues of Rapa Nui 
(moai) and the platforms they were standing on (ahu) were of pre-
Colombian origin and tied to the prehistoric complex societies of Peru, 
Ecuador and Colombia.  He considered that South-American Indians 
were the initial colonisers of the East Pacific Islands (Heyerdahl 1952, 
1999). This was in opposition to his contemporary peers and 



Martinsson-Wallin: Studies in Global Archaeology no. 20 

28 
 

subsequent research of material culture and genetics has not supported 
the idea of American Indian initial colonisation of East Polynesia, but 
instead shows evidence for a Polynesian-South American prehistoric 
contact (Martinsson-Wallin 1994; Storey et al. 2007 Ramirez and 
Matisoo-Smith 2010; Thorsby 2010 etc.).  If and how this interaction 
has influenced the culture on Rapa Nui and the East Polynesian area, 
and in what temporal frame, still needs further research efforts.  

Monuments in Hawai’i have been discussed by Kolb (1994) and 
comparisons between monumental expressions in Hawai’i and Tonga 
have been studied by Kirch (1990).  

Research on monuments has been used as a comparative tool to 
provide general theoretical ideas about migration patterns in the 
Pacific, especially the East Pacific and regional/local developments. 
Since some monuments still were in use at European contact and 
traditional history/oral traditions are tied to certain monuments, this 
can provide type defined names for structures as well as specific 
place/structure names. Thus the method of triangulation 
(archaeology/ethnohistory/linguistics) has been used in this research. 
A phylogenetic approach to explain migration patterns and internal 
development has been used in Pacific Archaeology. This theoretical 
model promotes the idea of a common Ancestral Polynesian Society 
(APS) (Kirch 2002). 

According to Kirch and Green (2001) the initial colonisers of 
Polynesia brought a ready-made cultural and social ‘package’ which 
evolved differently on various islands due to the landscape settings and 
environmental limitations. In a broad sense this view seems to be in 
agreement with current research results but when it comes to the 
building of monuments on various islands in the Pacific there is, for 
example, indications that elaborate stone and earth monument building 
is a slightly earlier phenomenon in the Oceanic rim than in the central 
parts (Martinsson-Wallin et al. 2013, Liston 2013). The social 
complexity of many Pacific island societies is in some cases likely to 
have been more elaborate just before European contact and that 
contact generated rapid social change (see Meleisea 1985; Kirch 2012 
for example). This scenario could be true in many cases but the 
evidence from Rapa Nui points to a society where the social relations 
and hierarchies oscillated over time and at least two events of social 
unrest are indicated by deliberate destruction of statues during two 
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phases (Martinsson-Wallin 2000:53). The earlier destruction of statues 
and re-building of the monuments could possibly be explained by 
external movements and contacts during the 12-13th centuries, but this 
needs further research.  The latter such phase, the so called huri moai 
phase when the toppling of the large statues occurred during the 17th-
18th   centuries was probably not triggered by external influences but a 
combination of internal social and ideological competition and over-
exploitation of the environment due to demographic stress. The 
importance and focus on the tangata manu (bird man) at the end of this 
restless period, could be interpreted as the society moving towards an 
even more complex hierarchy than previously had European contact in 
the 18th century not intervened (Wallin and Martinsson-Wallin 2010).  
 

THE CASE STUDIES – CURRENT RESEARCH ON 
MONUMENTS AND PEOPLE IN THE PACIFIC 
The case studies presented in this volume can be read as presenting 
research results on monuments tied to specific settings in various 
islands and island groups, but they can also be read as representing the 
variety of points of view and research traditions of people working on 
the archaeology of monuments in the Pacific. Thus this volume seeks to 
be holistic and explore multi-layered relationships between 
monuments and people in the Pacific region and the aim is not to 
present one theoretical standpoint or research design.  

Melanesian case studies 
The two articles on Melanesian monuments discuss the concept of 
monumentalism and describe local practices. Timothy Thomas explores 
the practice of building shrines during the past 700 years in the 
Solomon Islands (particularly New Georgia). Chris Ballard and Meredith 
Wilson use examples from two World Heritage sites, the extensive Kuk 
agricultural site in Papua New Guinea and the Roi Mata domain in 
Vanuatu to critique the concept of monumentalism in regard to place. 

The Solomon Islands shrines 
Thomas poses questions about the relationship between 
platform/shrine building and head hunting and the concept of mana. 
The usual sense of monumentality as involving large dominant 
structures is challenged in the shrine structures that are the focus of his 
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investigation since many are small or at least built of stones that lack 
megalithic characteristics. But they represent important ancestral 
monuments, invested with social memory and meaning. Their presence 
intervenes in inter-human and landscape relationships and how these 
oscillate on the spatial scale through time. He writes; The variations we 
see in ritual monument construction across time and space in the New 
Georgia group involve transformations in the scale and arrangement of a 
set of components that persist in all contexts. There are regional 
differences but Thomas considers these to be transformations of a 
common ancestral practice of shrine construction.  A raised platform of 
stone and/or soil seems to be a recurring theme for ceremonial/ritual 
sites. Since these structures continued to be in use throughout the 
period of European contact and into the 20th century, there are good 
ethno-historical accounts of their use and associations. Thomas 
describes the changing significance of these sites into the post-colonial 
era, and discusses how they work as material nodes in the production 
of history. In doing so he argues for the importance of the narrating and 
the dwelling perspective. 

Monumentalism in Melanesia 
Ballard and Wilson discuss monumentalism using the Kuk agricultural 
site in Papua New Guinea, a large scale landscape modification which 
according to them could be seen as monumental, and compare it with 
the Roi Mata burial site in Vanuatu. It is interesting to note that 
domestication and intensification of agriculture at the Kuk site did not 
result in the construction of monuments of stone and soil. In their paper 
they discuss what monumentalism is and present a critical standpoint 
of this concept in relation to global and Pacific understandings. In doing 
so, they raise the issue of colonialism and question the European 
megaliths as templates for understanding complex social relationships 
in the past. They also question the long standing ideas of the 
correlations of monuments with the diffusion of people, in particular 
questioning Riesenfeld’s study of megalithic culture. Ballard and Wilson 
draw our attention to “places” that could be monumental or have 
monumental dimensions on a cognitive level. They also mean that 
agency plays a part in how society chooses to relate to the monumental, 
and wish to avoid placing value on this in terms of inferior-superior, or 
taking it for granted that monuments are tied to domestication and 
population increase and complex social relations in the Pacific 
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Melanesian setting. What is quite obvious when reading the Melanesian 
cases there are great diversity in this area.   

Micronesian case studies 
Turning to Micronesia there are four papers of which Jolie Liston’s 
paper discusses her recent archaeological work on the large 
earthworks of Palau situated in the northwestern rim of Micronesia. 
The others focus on stone monuments such as the shrines and 
mortuary structures of Nan Madol on the Island of Pohnpei and the 
temple of Menka in Kosrae both in eastern Micronesia. When it 
concerns archaeological research on the famous Nan Madol site, 
William Ayres is somewhat of a pioneer and he and Katherine Seikel 
discuss burial practice based on excavations in the small shrines. On the 
other hand César Esteban who is an astronomer, discusses the 
orientation and astronomy of monuments and landscape features in 
relation to oral traditions. Felicia Beardsley gives new insights to shrine 
like structures found in the jungle of Korsrae and their relationship to 
oral tradition, landscape features and to Nan Madol. 

Palau earthworks 
The earthworks in Palau´s archipelago are found on the larger of the 
islands, Babeldoab, and they have long since been seen as natural 
mounds by the locals. However these are built environments and the 
landscape has experienced large scale human modification. Liston has 
over the past ten years devoted her efforts to survey, excavation, dating 
as well as protection and management of these sites. In her paper she 
discusses the implication of the large scale re-modelling of the 
landscape and touches upon their ritual use as well as what these 
monuments signal in terms of social organisation and intra-island 
relationships. Her interpretation of the earthworks is that they have 
ritual and symbolic meaning as well as being important places on the 
socio-political arena. She states in her conclusion that; They 
[earthworks] became enduring symbols of spiritual and ideological 
power to sanction religious authority and the emerging elite. In this way, 
earthworks promoted social cohesion by renewing ancestral and 
traditional connections and bonding the community to the land, at the 
same time they were powerful conduits for institutionalizing belief 
systems. Over time she sees changes in the earthworks which she ties to 
changes in socio-political complexity using a dual-processual model of 



Martinsson-Wallin: Studies in Global Archaeology no. 20 

32 
 

explanation. Two points of interest are that earthworks in Palau are 
early forms of monumentality and landscape transformation in the 
western rim Pacific area and that they also lack oral traditions and are 
detached from the current inhabitants. This raises questions about acts 
of obviation and why this has occurred and the implications this has for 
contemporary cultural heritage management.  

Nan Madol site of Pohnpei 
Turning our gaze to eastern Micronesia, we come to the area that has 
been called the Venice of the Pacific, the ‘city’ of Nan Madol. Here around 
100 artificial islands have been constructed of soil with outer walls of 
basalt prisms and separated by canals situated in the lagoon on the 
coral reef rim of the southern side of the small island Temwen. This 
small island is in turn situated off the eastern coast of the island 
Pohnpei. Oral tradition and ethno-historical records state that this place 
was a ritual site and the political and ceremonial centre of the Saudeleur 
dynasty and a settlement for the nobility (Ayres 1990). Numerous 
speculations have occurred but previous archaeological investigations 
by Ayres have shown that this area was utilised from around the 8th 
century, and the megalith building was initiated around the 13th-14th 
centuries (ibid 1990).  

Ayres and Seikel’s paper explores the burial practices at Pohnpei in 
an effort to understand past cultural behaviour. Using archaeological 
methods they address what these types of remains and burial practices 
can reveal about the structure of past Pohnpeian society. Special 
attention is given to burial practices tied to so-called lolongs, which are 
elaborated tombs. To understand the full set of cultural behaviour the 
authors argue that it is important to investigate differences in the lolong 
structures on a time-space-social scale and also get evidence from other 
forms of burial practice and investigate regional variations in tomb 
construction. They present research based on archaeological survey 
and excavations to indicate the variations among lolong structures. In 
their conclusion they write that: A hypothesis addressed here is that the 
link between burial and lolong architecture as graves provides a basis for 
archaeologically differentiating the social status of the highest status 
elements of political communities. 

The other paper in relation to Nan Madol is the one by Esteban and 
he discusses the orientation and astronomical alignment of the built 
and natural environment at the site. Here he touches on an issue that is 
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of a more phenomenological nature even if the methodology relates to 
the natural sciences. Archaeo-astronomy is a branch that is especially 
tied to research on stone monuments such as temple grounds, stone 
circles and mortuary monuments. On the one hand this research is 
based on the knowledge that in many traditional societies cardinal 
points, pronounced landscape features, the sun, the moon and stars 
have been very important in the practice and mindscape of people. On 
the other hand this type of research can be seen as on the ‘fringe’ of 
archaeological research depending on its use and there is a danger of 
over-interpretation and fanciful explanations. Esteban who is an 
astronomer presents a method of measurement analysis and he 
discusses probabilities of the importance of cardinal points and 
alignments to, the sun, moon and certain star constellations in regard to 
the building of Nan Madol and especially certain important parts of it as 
burial sites. Esteban bases his study on field work where he has taken 
measurements of the alignments of walls and mortuary structures. In 
the interpretation he uses comparative studies including oral traditions 
and archaeological research on the specific setting of Micronesia – 
referring, for example, to the intricate sidereal compass of Micronesia 
which has been vital to the cultures in this area. In his conclusion he 
states that; The results indicate that a central structure of Nan Madol, 
Nan Douwas, is fairly well oriented with respect to the cardinal points. 
We argue that this arrangement has a singular meaning in the 
framework of the traditional Pohnpeian cosmology. Esteban also 
suggests that Nan Madol and other landscape features align with the 
rising of Orion’s belt which is an important star constellation in regard 
to the sidereal compass of Micronesian societies. The phenomenological 
aspect of monuments and their relationship with people’s mindscape 
and the natural and built landscape is part of archaeological research 
which for example has been discussed extensively by Bradley (1998) 
and Tilley (1994). This approach is important in the interpretative 
process but it also has issues. In my opinion this type of interpretative 
research model requires a milieu approach, which Esteban has tried to 
aim for. Further studies which incorporate the full set of nature, 
seascape, skyscape and landscape in relation to people and monuments 
might be productive in regard to archaeo-astronomy but we should 
avoid indulging in the mystical and magical realm.  
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Menka temple structures at Korsrae 
In the paper by Beardsley, she also investigates sites with ritual 
connotations but on the nearby island of Kosrae. Here she highlights the 
temple structure of Menka, which could be seen as the antithesis of 
monumental in relationship to Nan Madol and the monumental site of 
Lelhu on Kosrae. Beardsley suggests that upon closer inspection the 
Menka site is tied to monumental expressions and it has specific 
relationships to the surrounding landscape. She stresses the 
importance of understanding the temple remains at Menka in its full 
context and by doing so she states that this gives a … powerful message 
that Menka was a site where the production of a religious narrative and 
ideological behaviour imposed by an ancient belief system were 
orchestrated. If, however, one were to view the single compound in the 
upper temple complex by itself, without the benefit of its surrounding 
features, it could easily be dismissed as just another simple, small and 
insignificant site. Here, Beardsley points to the fact that it is important 
to restrain our own value-loaded ideas that larger stone complexes 
with ritual connotations were more interesting or significant than 
smaller ritual stone complexes and the importance of contextual 
approaches in the research. 

Polynesian case studies  
Many of the islands in Polynesia, especially in the eastern and southern 
rim, are among the last settled places in the world. On the other hand 
the islands in western Polynesia such as Tonga and Samoa are among 
the earliest populated islands in the Polynesian area where the distinct 
Polynesian culture evolved and probably the core of the Polynesian 
diaspora. Even if there are strong relationships in culture and language 
among all Polynesian islands there are also differences especially in 
monuments with ritual connotations. There are stronger similarities 
among monuments in the central and eastern Pacific (the so called ahu-
marae complex) than with west Polynesian monuments. So far, the 
chronology of ahu-marae style monuments shows that the eastern rim 
islands, especially Rapa Nui (Easter Island) have the earliest and most 
elaborate monuments (Martinsson-Wallin et al 2013). However, a lot of 
attention has also been placed on research on monuments with 
ritual/ceremonial connotations especially on Rapa Nui (Easter Island) 
featuring giant stone statues and megalithic temple platforms.  
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There are six papers that discuss monuments in Polynesia. Two papers 
by Helene Martinsson-Wallin and Geoffrey Clark, respectively, discuss 
monuments of earth and stone in relation to oral tradition, 
archaeological excavation, dating and social memory in West Polynesia. 
Paul Wallin’s paper investigates the changes in ceremonial marae 
monuments and their relationship to the rise of the war god ‘Oro in the 
proto-historic Society Islands. Monumentality and ritual behaviour in 
the South Pacific and the lack of stone monuments there are discussed 
by Atholl Anderson.  In a joint paper by Helene Martinsson-Wallin and 
Paul Wallin they test the traditional land divisions on Rapa Nui (Easter 
Island) to provide spatial perspectives on ceremonial complexes. Yet 
another paper on Rapa Nui monuments by William Ayres, Joan Wozniac 
and José-Miguel Ramírez discusses the dating of statues, the moai, and 
the relationship between the statues and ahu monuments and the 
deliberate destruction of these sites in late prehistory. 

West Polynesia 
The Tongan langi structures, featuring chiefly burials, are discussed in 
relation to social memory by Clark. He bases his discussion on long 
standing engagement in survey and archaeological research on ancient 
royal tombs of the Tu'i Tonga dynasty at the central place of Lapaha on 
Tongatapu Island, and explores this in relation to the recorded names 
of the structures and knowledge about who is buried in the structures. 
This is done in an effort to understand political change in the Tongan 
maritime chiefdom. Here he discusses inscribed memory which relates 
to the structures and how they are built to display a certain political 
and social agenda and incorporated memory or cultural knowledge that 
is transmitted by everyday routine.  A decline of knowledge of names of 
the structures and who has been buried in them is seen as synonymous 
with the decline in tomb construction indicated by archaeological 
research. 

In my paper on the Samoan mound building tradition I explore 
results from archaeology compared with oral traditions. The focus is on 
two large mounds; the Pulemelei mound in Savai’i that was investigated 
in 2002-2004, and minor excavations in relation to the large Laupule 
mound in Apia excavated in 2010. In the paper it is discussed that these 
mounds could have a connection to the Tongan expansion in the 12-13th 
centuries and that Samoan society was probably more hierarchical in 
prehistory than after European contact. This is also indicated by the 
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oral traditions. The paper touches on the lack of management and legal 
protection of built material culture. In this context I discuss the cultural 
practice called fa Samoa, and that extended family affairs are more 
important in people’s lives than the affairs of the state. Here it is 
suggested that the prehistoric and historic built environment is 
stigmatised as pagan in current Samoa and thereby subjected to 
oblivion and hidden away and destroyed in favour for building large 
shiny churches. 

South Polynesia 
In the paper by Anderson he discusses why monuments with ritual 
connotations did not evolve in South Polynesia. Results from 
archaeological excavations, oral traditions and ethno-historical records 
are used. Various explanations for why ritual monuments did not occur 
are explored but Anderson favours; the widely-accepted proposition that 
monumentality in various forms, including defensive structures and ritual 
sites, was a consequence of continuing population growth. Anderson 
suggests that the consequence is a weak political integration in South 
Polynesian societies and this did not support the building of large ritual 
structures, at least not of durable materials such as stone.  

East Polynesia 
Three papers discuss monuments in the central area of the ahu-marae 
complex, placing their work within longstanding research traditions. 
The authors argue for new approaches to provide alternative 
perspectives on social practice and change based on archaeological 
research and oral traditions.  

In Wallin’s study he discusses the changes in building tradition of 
the marae complex in the Society Islands in the light of fashion and 
zeitgeist tied to the rise of the importance of the war god ‘Oro in late 
prehistoric times. He discusses how and why practices changed as well 
as how some practices were upheld, and how this is tied to the socio-
cultural sphere where high chiefs played an important part. To invent 
and control, include or exclude others, through exotic and new fashion 
is, according to Wallin, a way to exercise power. This power is 
materialised in large new monuments to honour and worship this 
strong god. 

One of the most enigmatic expressions of materialised ritual activity 
in the Pacific realm is found on Rapa Nui (Easter Island). The giant 
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stone statues, the moai, and large scale stone platforms, ahu, have been 
discussed since European discovery in the 18th century. Martinsson-
Wallin and Wallin discuss monuments and ethno-historical clan 
territories on Rapa Nui to explore if the general Polynesian 
senior/junior competition concept can be traced in the monumental 
architecture of Rapa Nui. They use archaeological data on monuments 
and also landscape variables in a multivariate statistical 
correspondence analysis. This shows that status is expressed 
differently among the prestige monuments in the two main clan 
districts Ko-tu’u and Hotu-Iti. They suggest that the distinctions around 
large ahu structures express the tensions within local groups and their 
belonging to the larger clan group. A detailed analysis based on 
archaeological research is also done at the local level on the ahu 
structures of Heki’i and Ra’ai in the La Peruous area. Here they also find 
that senior/junior competition is indicated, and it is on the local level 
that powerful chiefs could exert their power and express themselves 
through commanding the labour of the bulk of the population.  

The other paper on Rapa Nui by Ayres, Wozniac and Ramírez 
discusses moai at the ahu site Uri a urenga te mahina on the south 
coast. The team have conducted detailed archaeological excavations 
and restoration work at the structure. They suggest that the context of 
the statues at ahu sites tells us about the logistics of using stone images, 
the specific functions of statuary and their meaning systems. The 
meaning attached to moai images is thought to be closely associated 
with the concept of mana, which is embodied in the statuary that 
represented the ancestors of the community, in this case, with the 
chiefs and religious leaders of the community. Even after the deliberate 
destruction and toppling of the statues in late prehistory, the statues 
and statue parts remained active sacred agents. It is apparent that the 
statues reflect a burial concept parallel to how humans were treated, 
that is, burial at an ahu. 
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