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Preface

HELENE MARTINSSON-WALLIN

“E mana’o i le vao, ae, fefe i le aitu” [We want the forest,
yet fear the Spirits] is a Samoan proverb used by Malama
Meleisea (1980:21) to describe the contradiction between
the development of the society (social progress) and
traditional culture in Samoa. Since Samoa is a chiefdom and
kinship based society the oral traditions are of great
importance and intimately tied to titles/genealogies and
land. Meleisea (1980:27) indicates that when the Europeans
(see Kriamer 1994) first came to Samoa they were very
interested to find out the ‘original” or ‘most ancient’ version
of Samoan oral traditions. Interest has continued to focus
more on the ‘traditional’ Samoan society than on the modern
one, which has become heavily influenced by European
lifestyle and values. Meleisea suggests (1980:27) that this
has created a confusion between history and culture in
Samoa that has to be sorted out. He is of the opinion that
Samoans think of their ‘culture’ as something ancient
instead of something you live today, and so the ‘culture’ has
to be protected so the uniqueness is not ‘lost’. However,
culture is something that is lived and changing and cannot
be lost in our ever-changing world. Every new meeting
could be seen as a challenge where we have to negotiate and
validate our identities (Meleisea 1980:28; Goffman 1967).
This is in contradistinction to history which consists of
events and traditions from the past that actually can be lost
if not protected or documented (Meleisea 1980:28).

Archaeology deals with the investigation and
classification of the pre-historical and historical material
remains, with the aim of documenting and protecting and
preserving historical cultural values. Archaeology is a
young science in the Pacific area, developed mainly by non-
Polynesians since the 1950’s and onwards (Emory et al.
1959; Heyerdahl and Ferdon 1961; Gifford 1951; Gifford
and Shutler 1956; Kirch 2000). Archaeologists concern
themselves with the actual material expression of past
actions. This expression and its relation to the natural and
cultural landscape is described and investigated through
mapping, photographs, drawings and various analyses
usually based in the natural sciences. To preserve and
discuss the results in reports and publications or restore and
preserve the remains on the actual site is often the final goal.
The prehistoric material culture in Samoa is represented by
traces in the form of monuments, pottery, stone and bone
tools and skeletal remains found in ancient settlements.
Such remains have so far not attracted any major attention
among Samoans due to limited knowledge about the
prehistoric tangible heritage, but also because of the greater
significance of the intangible heritage.

Prior to archaeological research, traditional history
comprising genealogies, legends and mythology provided
the evidence or explanations for the origin, migration and

structure of the past and contemporary Samoan society.
Archaeology is also used to explain and investigate origins,
and social change. Archaeologists investigate and describe
past material culture and then often draw conclusions about
past living societies with the aid of analogies and
comparative methods based in traditional history, linguistic
models and ethno-historical data (Kirch and Green 2001).

Archaeological research has so far been rather limited in
Samoa and confined mainly to areas comprising of freehold
or government land (Green and Davidson 1969, 1974,
Jennings and Holmer 1980; Jennings et al. 1976, 1982;
Martinsson-Wallin et al. 2003, 2005. A mistrust of
archaeology is common and, as far as I understand it, this
fear is founded mainly in the possibility that archaeology
might prove the oral traditions wrong, which eventually
could lead to losing rights to land and titles. Considering the
colonial past, when Samoan lands were alienated and there
was constant negotiation and re-negotiation concerning
titles and land among the Samoans, this fear is
understandable. The past material cultural remains are
probably also seen as dangerous since they have been, and
therefore still are, intimately associated with pagan gods and
spirits and often situated in the forest. Thus, ancient remains
are generally regarded as unimportant and potentially
dangerous. However, the importance of material remains as
identity markers and active agents in social relations in
contemporary Samoan society is evident and can be seen for
example in the high value placed on Samoan fine mats and
orator staffs and whisks (Kriamer 1994:26).

Archaeological investigations in Samoa started with Jack
Golson and Wal Ambrose in 1957 and archaeological
programs have been carried out under the leadership of
Roger Green and Janet Davidson in 1963-66 (Green and
Davidson 1969, 1974) and by Jesse Jennings in 1974-75
(Jennings et al. 1976, 1982, Jennings and Holmer 1980).
These investigations have created a foundation for a general
outline of Samoan prehistory. The archaeological
investigations a so far have focused mainly on ‘Upolu and
American Samoa. On the island of Savai’i the
archaeological research prior to our investigations at Letolo
and the Pulemelei site was confined mainly to field surveys
and surface finds. The outline and framework for
archaeological research and understanding of Samoan
prehistory was set by the investigations in the 1960’s and
70’s, but the pre-mound phase, which roughly dates to the
first millennium AD, has been called the “dark age” by Janet
Davidson (1979:94). The mound building tradition, along
with the rise of the Polynesian chiefdom, and the Diaspora
to the East, are events still poorly understood and show us
the need for further archaeological research to be carried out
in Samoa.



The archaeological investigation of the large Pulemelei
mound, and adjacent structures at Palauli, on the Letolo
plantation situated in the south east part of Savai’i was
carried out by us to illuminate some of these issues. These
structures were subjected to archaeological excavations and
remote sensing during September 13—October 10 2002,
July17-August 15 2003, and June 7-July 16 2004. The
investigations have been carried out mainly as a
collaborative research between Drs. Helene Martinsson-
Wallin and Paul Wallin from the Kon-Tiki Museum Institute
for Pacific Archaeology and Cultural History/Gotland
University and Dr Geoffrey Clark, University of
Otago/Australian National University. The collaboration has
been a natural one considering our background and previous
research interests of monumental architecture in East
Polynesia and settlement archaeology in West Polynesia.
The archaeological investigations at Pulemelei mound were
initiated from the outside, but during the investigations the
support and interest from the local community, plantation
owners and scholars from the National University have
increased. The research has involved students, participants
from the local community and collaboration with the
plantation owners and subsequently resulted in an
educational exchange between The National University of
Samoa and Gotland University in Sweden.

Our archaeological investigation at Letolo has focused on
an extensive set of prehistoric stone and earth structures of
which the most substantial is the Pulemelei stone mound
with base dimensions of c. 65x60 m and a maximum height
of c. 12 m. Pulemelei mound is thought to be one of the
largest stone mounds in Polynesia. Prior to the investiga-
tions very little was known about the age and use of this
prominent mound, which forms a central place in the
extensive prehistoric settlement on Letolo plantation on
Savai’i. Previous surveys and general mapping of the area
has been used in a discussion concerning the prehistoric
settlement pattern in Samoa (Jennings et al. 1982:88). A
broad range of research issues including both development
of method and theoretical issues regarding the mound
building tradition and settlement sequence on Savai’i and
Samoa and their relation to West Polynesian prehistory have
been addressed. Remote sensing methods, for example the
use of georadar analyses, have been applied and refined
during the course of the excavation. A chronological
discussion has placed the Pulemelei excavation results in the
wider Samoan pre-historical context and a relational
archaeology using multivariate statistics has been applied to
the investigation of the Letolo settlement pattern.

The research issues and aims of the Pulemelei project
were to date and refine the stylistic and construction
sequence of monuments at Pulemelei and provide an
important set of data for understanding prehistoric societies
in the Central Pacific, as well as the chronological and
stylistic relationships of Samoan monuments and those in
West Polynesia. Tracking the development of monumental
architecture in West Polynesia is important because
monuments are linked with the rise of complex chiefdoms,
intensified forms of food production and an increasing

frequency of long-distance voyaging, which is coincident
with the main phase of colonisation in East Polynesia. The
specific investigations at Pulemelei mound add to research
in terms of the specific and general understanding of
prehistoric monumental architecture, the development of
complex chiefdoms, and migration processes.

The specific aims of the investigations at the Pulemelei
site have been:

1. To provide a radiocarbon chronology for the major
monuments at Letolo plantation and obtain detailed
stylistic information for field monuments through
excavation, mapping and remote sensing.

2. Determine the function of monuments through
geophysical and archaeological investigations, combined
with an analysis of traditional and historical sources
relating to past occupation in this area.

3. Compare Samoan monuments with those in Tonga and
East Polynesia to see whether the development of
monumental architecture in the Pacific was linked or
represents independent traditions of field monument
constructions.

4. To focus on developing an opportunity for education of
indigenous students and student exchange to provide a
platform to increase the interest among authorities and
local people about the prehistoric monuments. This has
been done to inspire interest in the historic cultural
heritage and cultural resource management and create or
extend a form for cultural tourism.

The majority of the specific research aims are dealt with
in different articles in this special issue of Archaeology in
Oceania. During our research at Pulemelei area we
especially came to appreciate the importance of creating a
platform for a general understanding and appreciation of the
historical cultural heritage among the Samoan community.
The need for local education in archaeology and cultural
heritage managements was obvious. The opportunity to
initiate an educational exchange between us, representing a
small island community university in Sweden, Gotland
University, and the Centre for Samoan Studies at the
National University of Samoa was made possible through a
Linnaeus—Palme exchange grant from SIDA (The Swedish
International Development Agency) in 2005. This exchange
has introduced archaeological courses at NUS within the
Samoan studies program. The exchange also includes
Samoan teachers of social anthropology and history giving
lectures at Gotland University and Samoan students
participating in field schools in Sweden. Both through the
Linnaeus-Palme exchange and the Minor Field Study
grants, also sponsored by SIDA, the Swedish students have
learnt more about cultural heritage and immaterial and
material values in Samoa. This experience has allowed the
students to reflect on western values concerning how to
view the past and our heritage. The educational exchange
introducing archaeological courses at the National
University of Samoa and programs directed towards
sustainable cultural heritage management are important



steps in the indigenous reclama-tion of Samoan prehistoric
material culture, as well as generating a general appreciation
of these issues. A documentary film project and public
seminar under the title Folauga mai anamua (The voyage to
the past) as well as a small exhibition on ‘what is
archaeology’ was prepared by the first Samoan students of
archaeology within the course HAR 101. These have raised
awareness of the need for archaeology and importance of
cultural heritage manage-ment of historical sites.

How to look upon the meaning, content and views about
culture and cultural heritage is culturally bound and should
be understood within a relevant context. When two worlds
meet there is a risk of cultural clash, but also hope for
cultural compromise that could be of common benefit.
Within an ever-changing world there is a need to negotiate
and validate identities. Identity/belonging is not a static
mono-dimensional quality but should rather be seen as
multi-dimensional and variable. To try to harmonize views
gained from traditional or oral history with views from
modern scientific method to reach at understandings of past
actions is a challenging effort. Some people contend such an
attempt is vain and see this as a threat to traditional views
and values. Others welcome such an effort as an opportunity
to widen the knowledge frame about themselves and others,
both in the past and the present society, as well as across
cultural and religious borders. To bridge over the ‘spoken’
indigenous knowledge and the °‘scientific’ archaeological
theory and method are possible ways to broaden views of
the past to be incorporated in present Samoan society.
Maybe the archaeological point of view and the traditional
history could be allowed to ‘sit together on the same
Samoan mat’. A cultural heritage concept including the
knowledge of the historical material expression could
possibly be gained and incorporated when expressing the
culture of Samoa.
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In search of Tagaloa: Pulemelei, Samoan Mythology and Science

HON. TUI ATUA TUPUA TAMASESE TAISI TUPUOLA TUFUGA EFI

Abstract

This article touches upon views gained from traditional or oral
history together with views of modern scientific method to reach at
understandings of past actions. The text presents an emic view
concerning the Pulemelei mound and a ceremony carried out at the
site in 2003. It is an edited version of papers presented at Auckland
University in 2003 (Tamasese 2003) and at the inauguration of an
exhibition at the Kon-Tiki Museum in 2004, which featured the
results of the archaeological excavations at Pulemelei mound in
2002-2004.

In search of Tagaloa: Pulemelei, Samoan
mythology and Science

I want to begin my paper on the search for Tagaloa with a
quote from Thor Heyerdahl (1998):

And both the wind and the people who continue to live
close to Nature still have much to tell us which we cannot
hear inside university halls. A scientist has to distinguish
between legend and myth and make use of both.

Thor was one of the few scientists I know that actively
engaged in an attempt to do this and to do so in a way that
afforded our peoples and our knowledge respect and dignity.

Pulemelei and the archaeological excavation

In September 2002, the first archaeological excavations at
Pulemelei began under the supervision of Drs Helene
Martinsson-Wallin and Paul Wallin (Kon-Tiki Museum) and
Dr Geoffrey Clark (ANU). The Pulemelei site is made up of
several mounds. The principal mound was excavated during
2002-2004. When the excavation reached foundation level
and the near approaches were cleared, the spectacle of what
was exposed was awesome. It invited re-assessment.

In terms of the Samoan landscape, the Pulemelei mound
seemed to me to be overwhelmingly large and high. One of
the smaller mounds on elevated ground to the North gave a
commanding view of the top level of the principal mound.
Another platform on the Southern slope and the other stone
platforms nearby each incited wonder and curiosity. Even
more curious was the pathway from the East.

The pathway or auala in Samoan, is significant in
Polynesian culture. Our funeral rituals are called auala or
the pathway, meaning the pathway to lagi (heaven) or
Pulotu (the wunderworld) (Pratt 1977; Mosel and
Hovdhaugen 1992). From the top of the mound one has a

good view to the South and it is possible to trace a
“pathway” linking Manono, Apolima and Upolu islands. In
early 2003 bush and trees hid this “pathway”. However,
today the “pathway” is clearly visible, thanks to the
clearings made by the hurricane in January 2004. Whilst at
the top of the principal mound one can not help but reflect
on the strategic and navigational value of such a view for
our ancestors.

Making connections: Polynesian mythologies,
genealogies and science

In early 2003 I invited two Maori friends, an anthropologist
Dr Pita Sharples, and Rev Morris Gray, former Head of the
Maori Dept at the University of Canterbury, to visit
Pulemelei. We climbed the path to the Pulemelei complex
and to the top of the large Pulemelei mound, where we
seated ourselves on flat slabs of stones.

Shortly after, Morris stood up, walked inwards, stopped
when he reached the middle, threw his arm out and pointed
to the ground: “Down in the bottom in the ground level is
buried an ariki” he said. He seemed like someone who was,
as we say in Samoan, ua ulu i ai le agaga, meaning
‘possessed’. “T know this place” he continued, “this is where
our people came from. My family emblem is the wheke
(octopus) and this mound is a legacy of the wheke. And,
there are in this environment definitive markings which
underline the sacred figure of eight”.

Morris’s reference to the wheke and the figure of eight
impacted on me because the river that flows through the
plantation on which Pulemelei is sited has eight waterfalls.
He did not know this at the time. “There are links between
this mound and the skies, the sun, the moon and the stars”,
he proclaimed. “There is a link between this mound and the
pathway”. The astronomy of this, he suggested, was what
enabled the Polynesia Diaspora.

He then called to the plantation manager, “Where does
the sun rise?” The plantation manager responded, “You are
facing the direction of the sunrise”. Morris was standing
directly in front of the principal pathway to the top of the
mound, suggesting that the pathway pointed to the direction
of the sunrise. He turned to me and said, “I ask for your
leave to address our forbears in chant”. When given, he
began to chant. At the bottom of the mound we saw the
Samoan people down there instinctively stand. I pondered
on this, on why they stood for a Maori chant. When the
chanting was over, he walked towards me and said, “If



there’s going to be an archaeological excavation, in all
likelihood they will come across human remains. In that
case we require a purification ritual”. In searching for why
and how we should conduct the purification ritual at
Pulemelei I became fascinated by the suggested links
between Pulemelei and Tagaloa. Thus began my search
for Tagaloa.

In search of Tagaloa: moving between mythology,
genealogy and science

In the cosmologies of most Polynesian peoples Tagaloa is
the senior anthropomorphic god. He is pre-eminent in
Samoa and Tonga and is the pre-existing Creator in Tahiti.
In East Polynesian cosmology, he is equal with other first
order gods (Marck 1996).

The fact that important founding ancestors attained the
status of gods is evidence that, for Polynesian peoples,
Tagaloa was a very important founding ancestor. The
correlation for Polynesians between biological origins
(Cavalli-Sforza et al. 1994) and language (Pawley 2002)
and culture is one therefore founded on genealogy and
mythology. The fact that the name and status is so
widespread suggests that he was part of Polynesian tradition
from an early stage. For Polynesian peoples Tagaloa is more
than a tradition: Tagaloa is mythology, history, culture and
heritage. In contemporary Samoa, Samoan culture, its lands
and chiefly titles are ultimately founded on mythology, a
mythology which links back to Tagaloa (Stair 1896, 1898;
Kramer 1994).

Tagaloa in Samoan/Polynesian mythology

In the Tagaloa mythology, the earth is the consequence of
the Big Bang i.e. the separation of Lagi (heaven) and papa
(rock) and human life originates from germs (ilo) (Andersen
1928). The Tagaloa thesis could be viewed as closer to the
scientific explanation of evolution than what is said in
biblical texts.

In Samoan/Polynesian mythology 7uli (Pacific Golden
Plover, Pluvialis fulva a winter migrating bird), Tagaloa’s
messenger, was sent down to earth and discovered the
Samoan islands. Here he introduced varieties of plants and
trees. After Samoa, the plovers did the same for Tonga and
Fiji. Then the plovers, by Tagaloa’s commands, designated
the figure of Man from germs and they were sent to populate
these three islands (Fraser ef al. 1891)

The Tagaloa regime is well recorded in Samoan oral
history, especially its fall. To this day, it is commemorated
by the chant at a chief’s funeral: Tulouna a le lagi ma le lagi
ma le lagi! The orator chants the honorifics (fa’alupega) of
each of the nine heavens. When the orator reaches the
honorifics of the ninth heaven, a member of the deceased
family will intervene and invite them, i.e. orator and party,
into a residence as official mourners. The chant is their
passport into residence.

In the ninth heaven, Amoa the daughter of Tagaloa
intervened on behalf of her father and offered herself in
marriage in order to spare her father and his personal

entourage from the wrath of the victor Lu Fasiaitu. This
intervention is commemorated by the Samoan proverb:
Jfaalava le Amoa (meaning ‘intervention by Amoa’).

The causus belli was the theft of Lu’s sacred chickens by
Tagaloa’s people. The discovery of the sacred chickens is
commemorated by the Samoan proverb, E ufiufi atu lava
tama’i moa ae ’io ’io mai, meaning the attempt to hide the
chickens under the kava bowl was given away by their cry.
Lu’s sacred chickens meaning Sa Moa became the name of
the islands (Kramer 1994:9; Turner 1884:10-15).

Lu became the first Tui Atua. According to the Samoan
Tui Atua and Tui Aana traditions, the Tagaloa inheritance
was divided amongst the progeny of the union between Tui
Atua Lu Fasiaitu and Amoa; this provided for the separate
inheritances of Tui Atua, Tui Aana, Tui Manu’a, Tui Tonga
and Tui Fiti.

There is no Tui regime in the Hawaiian, Tahitian,
Aotearoa or Rapanui traditions. The suggestion is that they
migrated before the fall of the Tagaloa regime. In those
traditions, there are several references to Savai’i (Hawaiki),
Manono, Upolu, Tutuila, Manu’a, Tonga and Fiti and even
To’elau and no mention of Samoa. This suggests that the
name Samoa is more recent.

Along the line of genealogical reasoning, Tui Atua, Tui
Aana, Tui Manu’a, Tui Tonga, Tui Fiti are of equal ranking.
Notably within this list there is not yet any specific
reference to a Tui Samoa of equal ranking or of
contemporaneous origin. When the missionaries arrived in
Samoa in 1830, Samoa, as a distinct political entity included
only Savai’i, Apolinia, Manono, Upolu and Tutuila — not
Manu’a. In 1900, Manu’a, by colonial design, was joined to
Tutuila (however, Manu’a only acceded after considerable
colonial pressure in 1904). The joining has no basis in
Samoan historical precedent.

In sum, within the Tagaloa mythology, Man originates
from the union between lagi (heaven) and papa (rock).
Because of this genealogy, Man shares divinity with the sun,
the moon, the stars, the sea and the land. The core symbols
of the Tagaloa religion are celebrated linguistically in words
like ’ele ’ele (earth) and palapala (mud) which are also
words for blood; and fatu meaning rock, which is also the
word for heart. To underline the links across Polynesia, the
placenta which is whenua in Maori, is also their word for
land; fanua in Samoan is used in the same way to refer to
both land and placenta. Also, the umbilical cord is similarly
named, i.e. puke in Maori and pute in Samoan, these (both
placenta and umbilical cord) are buried ritually in the earth.
Rituals are a direct link to mythology, to Tagaloa (Andersen
1928).

Mythology in Samoan rituals: Faalanu,
Liutofaga and Fono ma Aitu

Faalanu

Mythology in Samoan rituals returns us to Pulemelei. Why
did we need to do a purification or faalanu ritual? The
answer is: because whenever tapu (sacred bond) is broken,
you have to ask for pardon. Moreover, the respectful



reference to the dead is tua 'a o loo tofafa i tia which is
reference to “forbears who are sleeping in their graves”.
When you dig graves, you are disturbing the sleep of the
dead and you have to ask pardon.

I want to underline the point about asking pardon. The
word for purification in Samoan is faalanu. Literally, it
means cleansing by asking pardon (Pratt 1977). I was a
member of a Samoan party which visited Whakatane in
New Zealand in 2003 and was taken by our host Pouroto to
an old Maori pa dating from the late twelfth century. On our
way back, one of our party saw an avaava-a-aitu plant or in
Maori kawakawa, and she said “I want to pluck some
leaves”. Another of our party said, “No you shouldn’t. This
is tapu ground and you have to ask Pouroto’s permission.”
She then asked permission and so Pouroto launched into a
chant which is faalanu before we could pluck leaves. You
are breaking fapu in plucking leaves and therefore you have
to ask for pardon.

Furthermore, when you cut down a tree, the word in
Samoan is oia. The word oia is derived from the word oi
which means cry in pain presupposing that the tree suffers
pain and a tree has a life and a soul (Pratt 1977). The core of
Samoan spiritual life is the tapu relationship between Man
and his environment. The greatest threat to Man’s survival
today is the threat to the ozone layer. Sometimes one
wonders whether the solution of the ozone problem is
recognition by Man of the tapu relationship between Man
and trees, Man and rocks, Man and rivers, Man and the sea,
Man and the elements. Thus, in Polynesian belief, before
breaking fapu Man must reflect on the break to that spiritual
bonding.

Liutofaga

The next question was, if we were to find human remains,
what are we going to do with them? In other words, what are
the appropriate processes and/or methods for dealing with
the remains? We concluded that it would be the process for
a secondary burial, in Samoan liutofaga. Liutofaga means
changing the resting quarters (Pratt 1977). In Samoa, one of
the essential ingredients for performing liutofaga would be
sandalwood and sandalwood leaves. This is evidenced in the
Samoan, word for funerals falelauasi, meaning the house
that is lined with sandalwood leaves. Sandalwood, like
incense, is one of the essences of Samoan culture,
particularly Samoan spiritual culture. Fire is another core
ingredient. The ritual making of fire is a direct inheritance
from the Tagaloa mythology where Tiitiiatalaga brought fire
from the underworld for the use of Man (Hovdhaugen
1987:52; Turner 1884:209-211). The purification ritual thus
involved the ritualistic lighting of flares, bonfires and asi
wood fires — all symbolic of the Tagaloa mythology.

Fono ma Aitu

The purification ritual had associated rituals. Putting
together the purification ritual itself was as much a search as
was the sequel (Stair 1896, 1898; Turner 1884; Krimer

1994). There were three sequel rituals: the fono ma aitu
(conference with the spirits), lolo sa (making of holy oil)
and sami lolo (making of containers for the oil).

The asi or sandalwood leaves and wood which were
presented at the purification ritual, were carefully stored for
the sequel rituals. Here I will only account for the fono ma
aitu (conference with spirits) ritual.

The ritual, like most of the old religion religious rituals,
is oriented to the sunset and sunrise. In the Tagaloa
mythology, the Sun is not only a source of energy but also
one of the principal progenitors of Man (Frazer ef al. 1891).
The hours of the day are measured by what is known in
Samoan as itula the ‘side of the sun’ i.e. the line which
divides the shade and the sunlight. The setting of the sun is
welcomed by the crickets, so we say, the time when the
crickets cry, fagi alisi. Midnight is when the alii o le po, a
sweet-smelling flowering plant, opens its petals and
pervades the night air with a strong fragrant perfume.
Morning is welcomed by the chickens, thus their honorific

faailo ao, herald of the morning. Day and night are

mythological husband and wife who, like life and death, are
one and equal. The beginning of day, as is the beginning of
night, invites spiritual contemplation.

At twelve noon, the principal participants begin their fast.
The principal participants, i.e. the four conferees who take
up the four main posts in the house, the two matuatala and
the two pepe, i.e. the two main posts on the side and the two
main posts on the front and the back, break their fast at
midnight.

A little after six, just before sunset, the big wooden drum,
lali or logo, tolls eight times symbolizing the eight tentacles
of the octopus which is the earthly manifestation of divinity.
This is the signal for the people inside the house to rub
wood, si’a, which is the ritual way of making fire (Figure 1).
After making fire, sandalwood oil in burners were lit inside
the house then the blinds, pola, were put down (save one at
the back entrance). When sandalwood fires outside the
house were lit, a flare was taken to the malae i.e. the open
ground in front of the house, and bonfires were lit. This was
the signal for the procession to begin. The procession was
led by an orator dressed in tapa cloth and wearing a
pandanus necklace. He held a long speaking staff and
chanted the marriage chant which is a prayer that man’s
desires will marry God’s intentions. He was followed by the
four principal participants wearing head-dresses, necklaces
or ’ula and skirts made from sandalwood leaves. They in
turn were followed by a support group which included the
Tuaefu Methodist pastor. When they reached the house,
each of the four principal participants was given a pierced
green de-husked coconut. Each of the principal participants
took up their designated posts inside the house. The support
group dispersed except for those individuals assigned to
ensure the fires kept burning throughout the night.

At exactly midnight, the lali or logo tolls eight times
again. This is the signal for the ‘ghosts’ to then proceed from
the malae to the fale/house. Half of the ‘ghosts’ bodies are
painted black. As they walk along, they mimic the cry and
the manner of dogs, woodpigeons, the ve’a (the bird whose



cry is supposed to be the signal for death) and owls. There
is a belief that the ‘ghosts’ incarnated themselves in these
animals. When the two ‘ghosts’ reach the fale, they enter
and drink the green coconuts after which they would then
retire from whence they came.

When the ‘ghosts’ withdraw, it is time to break the fast.
Specially-prepared food known as sofesofe, which is sliced
taro or yam sprinkled with coconut cream and covered with
taro, banana and breadfruit leaves are tied with scraps of
skin from the fau tree and baked in the umu (Samoan oven).

As the sun begins to rise, emissaries are sent to the fale to
find out whether the coconuts have been drunk. When it is
found that they’ve been drunk, they return and report using
the ritual call: Ua talia le Atua le fanoga (The gods have
heeded our prayer).

A procession heads for the fale. It is headed by an orator
who is traditionally garbed and chanting marriage chants.
The procession includes the Methodist pastor. The call for
marriage acknowledges the marriage between the old
religion and the new. On reaching the house, the procession
enters single file through the opening at the back. The
Methodist pastor then says a prayer. After the prayer, the
blinds of the house go up. This is followed by a kava
ceremony. After this is the distribution of sandalwood and

sandalwood leaves (which are the essential ingredients in
making holy oil), between the four separate households.
A specially prepared breakfast marks the official end of
the ritual.

We had to search for the ritual because even though the
Jfono ma aitu was the most common ritual of prayer seeking
the gods’ blessing for an undertaking in the old religion, the
last time they were known to be performed was in the late
1890s. One of the principal participants, Joe Annandale, a
director of O.F. Nelson Properties Board said: “The
experience was awesome and one of the most spiritual in my
life”. For Polynesians, each of these rituals is directly
informed by mythology.

Juxtaposing mythology and science

How can we place our respective knowledge about
Pulemelei together to find common purpose in creating
general understandings? And, how can we do this without
questioning the integrity or legitimacy of one or the other? I
am not sure. What I am sure of is, however, that I would like
to begin to try. Allowing the excavation at Pulemelei was
one step in that direction.

Figure 1. Lighting the si’a during the ceremony at Pulemelei in 2003. Avia, Latu Ageli, Simi (bottom).
(Photo Sebra Film, Bengt Jonson)




Current readings of the Lapita evidence point to
settlement of Fiji, Tonga and Samoa c. 3000 years ago.
Similarly, settlements in the Marquesas are scientifically
dated 300-600AD; Hawaii as 650-850AD; and New
Zealand (Aotearoa) as 1000-1200AD. Clearly the origin of
the Polynesian diaspora would have to be placed in Fiji,
Tonga or Samoa and nomenclature suggests that Savai’i is
the mythological Hawai’i, Havai’i or Hawaiki. In any case
the dates make for interesting comparisons alongside the
preliminary dates received thus far from the Pulemelei
excavations. That is:

1. Between 150BC and 200AD, settlement activities
featuring earth ovens, Polynesian plainware pottery and
stone tools have been found..

2. Between 200-700AD no activities have been detected
so far.

3. A re-activation phase with settlement activities in the
form of earth ovens is seen during 700-1100AD.

4. During 1100-1300AD the Pulemelei mound was probably
constructed and used.

5. 1400-1600AD there were other significant [human]
activities in the area.

6. 1700-1800AD the Pulemelei site was abandoned and/or
lost its importance.

To me, such scientific evidence seems to echo the

mythological history I cited earlier. The question remains
thus: is it possible to connect mythological and archaeo-
logical evidence? Or was Thor Heyerdahl mistaken? If he
was not, the quest remains how we are to determine the
connection.

In searching for answers, I find that the Maoris of New
Zealand/Polynesia are making, in my view, the most
significant contribution to this quest. Their attempt to
negotiate Maori lore alongside Western legal terms I find a
wise start. Justice Eddie Durie, (former head of the Waitangi
Tribunal and current member of the NZ Law Commission)
in his paper, “Will the settlers settle?" shows how all aspects
of culture interrelate to comprise a coherent system. I
believe that the Maori initiative will in time be accorded the
highest accolades not only by the fanauga but by the world.

Early 2003, I began building at Vaialua in Samoa a
cultural research and restoration centre known as the Afeafe
o Vaetoefaga (Figure 2). In September 2003, 1 visited Te
Whare Wananga o Awanuiorangi, the Maori University at
Whakatane (New Zealand). Here I was awarded an adjunct
professorship. Awanuiorangi is the best-known Maori
research and restoration centre in New Zealand and
internationally. We, that is Awanuiorangi and Afeafe o
Vaetoefaga, are committed to mutual cooperation for
promoting common goals. One of these goals is to find ways
to collectively share in this quest. Further understanding the
juxtapositioning of mythology and science is, therefore, in
our view part of that quest.

Figure 2. Presentation of the Pulemelei project at the Afeafe o Vaetoefaga in 2004. (From left; Geoffrey Clark, Helene
Martinsson-Wallin and Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Taisi Tupuola Tufuga Efi. (Photo Helene Martinsson-Wallin)




In search of Tagaloa — the legacy

I want to conclude with a comment on the legacy of Tagaloa.
In searching for Tagaloa, I am searching for the legacy.
When I said to Morris that we needed to consult about the
purification rituals at Pulemelei, it literally meant we had to
search and research into our spiritual culture. Christianity
has effectively demonised the legacy of our Samoan
ancestors to a point where their rituals, liturgies and beliefs
have been rejected and spurned. Ironically, Christianity is
today doing an about-face. In the latter part of the twentieth
century, Christianity has acknowledged the deep spirituality
of indigenous religious culture and is strenuously trying to
find an accommodation. This seems reminiscent of the
mythological attempt by the siblings to separate and after
separation, to unify lagi (heaven) and papa (earth). The
point is that the search for Tagaloa is the search for our
human legacy.

I believe that the findings from Pulemelei will provide
useful information that will help address many questions
about the connections between traditional mythology and
contemporary society. Already the carbon-dating has
opened avenues to new insights and perspectives. It also
opens visions of soo (connection or connecting) between the
Polynesian fanauga — from Hawaii to Tahiti to Rapanui. All,
I hope, can gather one day at a connection festival at
Pulemelei to celebrate common heritage.

I want to end by reiterating the quote by Thor Heyerdahl
(1998) used at the beginning of this talk. I reiterate it for in
it, I believe, is the legacy of our collective futures.

And both the wind and the people who continue to live
close to Nature still have much to tell us which we cannot
hear inside university halls. A scientist has to distinguish
between legend and myth and make use of both.

Faafetai, Soifua.
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Samoan Archaeology: A review of research history

HELENE MARTINSSON-WALLIN

Abstract

This paper describes the history of archaeology carried out in the
Samoan islands. Two archaeological programs under the
leadership of Roger Green in the 1960s and Jesse Jennings in the
1970s have laid a firm foundation for the understanding of Samoan
prehistory from an archaeological point of view. Subsequent
research in American Samoa has also added to this knowledge.
This review describes some of the major findings of settlements,
mounds and artefacts and discusses the contributions of
archaeological research in Samoa and points towards important
theoretical and methodical issues for future research.

The setting of sights in Samoan archaeology

The Samoan Islands occupy an especially revealing place in
Pacific history. They lie at the very edge of Lapita expansion
as it is currently known, yet they have often been
considered, on both traditional and archaeological grounds,
as the locality of origin for subsequent Polynesian
expansion. Archaeological research to date in Samoa has
been rather limited. The research has focused mainly on
establishing a general framework of prehistory with efforts
directed at locating different sites and field monuments and
investigating their temporal status. During the initial
research, discussion on cultural chronology was focused on
the shift from Lapita to plainware pottery and the
abandonment of pottery altogether. The development of
monumental architecture has been discussed only briefly
(Davidson 1974a:228-30) Renewed archaeological
investigations and a further discussion of such issues from a
theoretical and comparative standpoint are seen as
important.

No robust cultural chronology was worked out for Samoa
during initial research but changes seen in the material
culture and settlement pattern were discussed in a narrative
way (Green and Davidson 1969a; 1974a). Subsequently,
Roger Green (2002) suggested a cultural chronology for
Samoa much in line with the one worked out by Burley et
al. (1995) for West Polynesia as a whole (Table 1).

A search for origins, especially of the Polynesian
‘homeland’, has been a dominant paradigm for archaeology
in the central Pacific region. The discussion has centred
largely on the early Lapita settlement and its dispersal and
the subsequent development of Ancestral Polynesian
Society in West Polynesia (Kirch and Hunt 1993). The
distribution, after initial settlement, of Samoan adzes from
Fiji to central Polynesia suggests extensive interactions,

which by late prehistory seems to have involved marriage
alliances and the exchange of sandalwood and red feathers
amongst other communities (Clark 2002, 2004:35-6).

Lapita Period: (Eastern and Western) c. 3100-2500 BP

Plainware Period (Ancestral Polynesian Society)
¢. 2500-1700 BP (Samoa) c. 2500-2000 BP (Tonga
except Niuatoputapu)

Aceramic period (Dark Ages) c. 1700-1000 BP (Samoa),
2000-1000 BP (Tonga)

Monumental Building Period c. 1000-250 BP

Historical Period c. 250 BP

Table 1. West Polynesian Cultural Chronology
(after Burley 1995).

Previous archaeological research
and the natural setting

The Samoan chain of islands is today divided into the
independent state of Samoa (formerly known as Western
Samoa) and American Samoa (a United States territory)
(Figure 1). The former consists of the large volcanic islands
"Upolu and Savai’i, the two smaller islands Manono and
Apolima between them and a few offshore islets beyond the
Southeastern point of *Upolu. The latter includes the larger
island of Tutuila with its offshore islet Anunu’u and a group
of smaller islands under the name of Manu’a, (Ofu, Olosega
and Ta’u Islands). The Samoan islands are of volcanic origin
and essentially are mountains and ridges sitting on the
Pacific plate just north of the Tonga-Kermadec trench. The
larger islands in the west are older than those to the east.
Volcanism is most recent in the east where Ta’u (American
Samoa) dates 100,000 BP. The oldest flows on *Upolo and
Savai’i are the Fagaloa and Salani respectively. Fagaloa
volcanics may be of Pliocene origin (5.3-1.8 million years
ago) and Salani are probably late Pleistocene (1.8 million-
10,000 years ago). The Mulifanua flow is presumed to be
between 10,000-40,000 years old, the Lefaga flow is post-
Pleistocene, the Puapua flow is mid-Holocene (c. 5000
years old), and the Apo flows are from the historic period
with its last eruption in the beginning of last century (Kear
and Wood 1959). Volcanic activity covered part of the north
coast of Savai’i during extensive eruptions in 1905-1911.
These were devastating to the contemporary society but the
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Figure 1. Samoa and American Samoa.

lava flow also probably destroyed or covered many
archaeological sites.

Most Samoan soils are derived from in sifru decomposed
parent rock and places with alluvial soil are few. They can
be found on *Upolu near Apia and in the Falefa district. Two
sand types are found, the Tafaamanu at 1.52 m elevation and
Nu’utele at 4.57 m elevation. These are probably dated to
the late Holocene and have previously been interpreted as
remnants of higher sea levels than at present (Jennings
1976:5). According to calculations presented by Dickinson
and Green (1998) the Samoan islands are subsiding at the
rate of 1.4 mm/year. This suggests that the oldest sites
(which are considered to have been located close to the sea
shore) in Samoa might well be located up to several meters
below their original position relative to sea level. This
agrees with the underwater find of the earliest site so far,
Mulifanua on the West side of *Upolu, the only Lapita site
known in Samoa (Jennings 1974; Green 1974b, 2002; Leach
and Green 1989). However, the tectonic conditions and
complex geology of the Samoan islands seem to vary and
are not yet fully understood (Clark 1996:446). There have
also been indications of early sites being found buried under
colluvial/alluvial deposits some distance inland (Clark
1996:449).

One of the first accounts concerning historical material
culture in Samoa was published in an article on
‘Earthmounds in Samoa’ (Thomson 1927). It mentioned that
earth mounds were probably the remains of past residences
of important chiefs and recorded two big mounds close to
the village of Vailele and two smaller ones close to
Mulifanua and Leulumoega (Thompson 1927). In 1944
Freeman featured plan drawings of the Vailele earthmounds
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in the same journal (Figure 2) (Freeman 1944b). These first
accounts of monumental architecture in Samoa described
the sites in general terms and no scientific excavations were
carried out. Freeman also described other types of cultural
remains and refers for example to a site called O le fale o le
fe’e (the house of the octopus) situated close to the Soaga
stream in the inland area above Apia on Upolu (Figure 3).
This site was mentioned and visited by the missionary Stair
in 1845 and Brown (1907) described it as an ellipse of giant
stone columns (Freeman 1944a:121). The site was
subsequently visited by Buck in 1928 and by Freeman in
1940-43, and the latter carried out a minor excavation at the
main stones (Freeman 1944a:129). The interpretation of the
ring of stone pillars is that it could have been a place of
worship of the war god Fe’e, who has been associated with
both a powerful god from Fiji and the Tagaloa myth from
Manu’a (Freeman 1944a: 129, 133, 136). Freeman also
explored caves at Falemaunga and Seuao and these were
revisited and investigated by Golson and Ambrose in 1957
(Freeman 1943, 1944c¢, Golson 1969a:19).

Buck mentions (1930: 321-2) that cairns of un-worked
stones were graves and that one other type of mound was
designated to snare pigeon (tia seu lupe), which was
mentioned as a chiefly activity. Similar types of pigeon
snaring mounds were also reported from American Samoa
but under the name of tia 'ave. Abandoned villages with
house platforms, walkways and raised rim ovens as well as
strongholds and fortifications in the inland areas were also
reported (Wright 1963:91-4; Golson 1969a:15-18).

Besides the minor excavations by Freeman in the 1940s
the first serious attempts to carry out archaeological
excavations was made by Golson and Ambrose in 1957
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Figure 2. Plan of the large mounds Tapuitea and Lapule at
Vailele (after Thompson 1928).

(Golson 1969a, 1969b). They surveyed and excavated sites
on ’Upolu. One of their excavations was made in a sea bank
at Ti’avea village, which exposed a number of layers of
human occupation. These were not dated. As mentioned
above, two cave sites (Falemaunga and Seuao) were also
visited and investigated. An occupation in the latter was
dated by a charcoal sample to 240+50 BP (Golson
1969a:19), but traditional history dates this occupation
about 19 generations ago, approximately in the 15th century.
A stone heap situated on a prehistoric settlement in the
inland area of Aleisa was also excavated, but no finds were
made and it was considered to be an agricultural clearance
heap. The most extensive excavations were carried out in
a large, partly bulldozed mound on the coast at Vailele
(SUVa-1). Here several occupation layers were uncovered,
the earliest of which featured plainware pottery (Golson
1969b:108-13).

Subsequent to Golson’s research, an archaeological
program was initiated by Roger Green and Janet Davidson
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Figure 3. Map of ‘o le fale o le fe’e’ (after Freeman 1944).

from the University of Auckland. This extensive excavation
and survey program was carried out under their leadership
between from 1963 to 1967 (Green and Davidson 1969a,
1974a). This was followed by another campaign led by Jesse
Jennings from University of Utah in 1974-1978 (Jennings
and Holmer 1980; Jennings et al. 1976, 1982). These
excavations and surveys and subsequent investigations in
American Samoa have provided a firm foundation for an
outline of Samoan prehistory from an archaeological
perspective (Davidson 1979; Green 2002; Hunt and Kirch
1988; Kirch and Hunt 1993; Clark and Herdrich 1993; Clark
and Michlovic 1996; Clark et al. 1997; Clark 1996).

Although largest in land area (1820 km?), and according
to traditional information an important political centre in the
past, relatively little is known about prehistoric Savai’i.
Archaeological knowledge of Samoa has centred so far
largely on ’Upolu and the smaller islands of American
Samoa. However, extensive surveys were carried out on
Savai’i by Buist and Scott (1964-1966) which included
mapping the large Pulemelei mound at the Letolo plantation
(Buist 1969:34-68; Scott 1969:69-90). Large parts of the
extensive prehistoric settlements at Sapapali’i and the
Letolo plantation were subsequently surveyed by Jackmond
in 1977-78. These surveys, combined with surveys and
excavation results from the prehistoric inland settlement at
Mt Olo on ’Upolu, have been used by Jennings in
discussions concerning the prehistoric settlement pattern in
Samoa (Jennings et al. 1982).

Green and Davidson’s team excavated and mapped house
platforms and terraces, fortifications and earth mounds on
"Upolu both close to the sea shore and at inland locations
(Appendix, Figure 4). They showed that most earth mounds
were house platforms and that some of the investigated
structures contained several layers of stone floors,
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Figure 4. Upolu and Savai’i with archaeological sites.

indicating several phases of house construction, while some
appeared to be the result of a single phase of construction
(Golson 1969b:108; Green 1969a, 1969b; Terrell 1969:158;
Davidson 1974a:227).

Besides excavations, Green and Davidson’s team made
extensive surveys and since investigated areas covered a
variety of natural and cultural settings a relatively good
understanding was reached of prehistoric settlement patterns
in Samoa. The major discoveries were that prehistoric
settlements were found both inland and along the coast and
that pottery was manufactured and used in the early
settlement phases. In historic and present day Samoa the
main bulk of settlement is found by the coast. A shift in the
settlement pattern is indicated during the contact phase,
probably caused by a population decline, as well as by better
opportunities for trading with Europeans (Davidson
1979:102).

An occupation layer featuring pottery was discovered
under a large earth mound close to the coast at Vailele by
Golson in 1957. Further excavation at this site by Green
confirmed occupations with pottery dated within the range
2150+100-1660+80 BP (Figure 5). Both thin fine tempered
wares and thicker coarser tempered wares were found and,
according to Green, the fine ware was replaced by the coarse
ware and the ceramic tradition ceased to exist after the
3rd—4th century AD (Green 2002:136-7). This stratigraphic
pottery sequence was demonstrated also at the inland
settlement at Sasoa’a in Falefa Valley in early occupations
dated to 1840+100-1800+80 BP. The inland area also
showed later occupation phases with curb-outlined oval
to rounded houses placed on modified earth terraces
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(McKinlay 1974:13-35). Under or in the vicinity of some of
the houses at Sasoa’a and Folasa human burials were found
in shallow pits (McKinlay 1974:23, Ishizuki 1974:26)
(Figure 6). The remains have not been dated. Excavations
by Davidson at the coastal site of Lotofaga also indicated
that humans had been buried in the vicinity of the ancient
settlement (Davidson 1969b:230).

A study of a large stone mound (c. 44x35x12 m) at
Sa’anapu was made by Epling and Kirk in 1972. No
excavations were carried out and they claimed that no
information concerning its age and use was drawn from
traditional history. When visited in 2005 and 2006 this
mound was overgrown but the large dimensions were
apparent, and according to our informants it was a tia seu
lupe (pigeon catching mound) and that another stone mound
in the vicinity was the ‘spotters’ mound (personal communi-
cation orator chief Lauvi Isaako). Walls and heaps of stones,
which probably indicate settlements, could be seen in the
area and Epling and Kirk indicate that the monument was
located at the edge of a taro plantation (1972:86). Close by
is situated the cave of Seuao, which also was visited in 2006
when traces of a paved walkway and fire places could be
seen. The cave was investigated by Golson in 1957
(1969a:19) and settlement activities were dated to
c. 240+50 BP.

Trevor Hansen in Green and Davidson’s team was the
first archaeologist who identified pottery at the Mulifanua
site (Green 1974b:170-1). This was further investigated by
Jenning’s team and associates who found a multitude of
sherds at this first, and so far the only known, Lapita site in
Samoa. They also surveyed remains of old settlement



VAILELE 1957. SECTION 5. WALL OF TRENCH.

Sg- D Sg- G

e
4

e F o
.._,__._._

S o T
Tl -+

- A AR }.'r1r 'r.

o A e A R S e
e -;% Y g e P
S A R

T

e

= i T [ o el & it = ; -\.\\ ] <
* \\ .L"‘H e e . TF‘;D "-... \\ \ S \.‘Hr
M N NN T e e B St T % . % \\k\,
Ny T o, T R, T VR, T \'\ ™ ph' h I PO, . W TH. 53
Pebble aproad Gr“ﬂ'}l‘-hrnl‘:k. aarth ikl
e Pabbi carth fill Slang
E Areos of burnt material FZE7d]  Weathering 2one ontop
ind of layer 5
o 2 4
FEET

Figure 5. Excavations at the Vailele earth mounds (after Green and Davidson 1969a fig. 48).

a¢

T Py L 1
EEAVE 4 t"“-—d‘lﬂ'rr"r.t.q al
Crania
af GRAY
. E5 1,3 {} o
SRAVE 2 |

i mandinie

oo with ferth

o 1

a0 O {jﬂ‘.‘:ﬂﬂoﬁ T hETRES

pAT

Figure 6. Plan of burials under a house at Folasa (after Green and Davidson 1974a fig. 26).

15



complexes at Mt Olo on the northwest side of *Upolu and
excavated some stone platforms, including a ‘star mound’,
and house platforms at this site (Holmer 1976:23-8). They
excavated two beach sites on Manono and carried out
surveys and mapped settlement complexes on Savai’i
(Appendix, Figure 4). The largest of the latter was in the
Letolo plantation.

The discovery of the Mulifanua Lapita site by Hanson
and the detailed study of prehistoric settlement patterns in
the investigations by Jennings (Figure 7), confirmed
Green’s and Davidson’s results about early Samoan
settlement patterns, which indicated occupations both inland
and at coastal locations and the use of pottery. Investigations
of abandoned inland settlements showed that the villages
consisted of household units (referred to as HHU) featuring
a few house platforms limited by fences, walls and/or
walkways (Figure 8). The outline of the settlements seems

to have been quite consistent over time at least in the late
prehistoric and protohistoric settlement phases.

Subsequent excavations in American Samoa uncovered
early sites with plainware pottery, for example at the To’aga
site on Ofu (Manu’a) and the ’Aoa site on Tutuila (Kirch
and Hunt 1993; Clark and Herdrich 1993), confirming the
pattern of early pottery manufacture discovered by Green
and then Jennings, and its general trend from fine to coarse
wares.

Renewed efforts concerning archaeological excavations
in independent Samoa were not made until the
investigations of the large Pulemelei mound at the Letolo
plantation on Savai’i in 2002-2004 (Wallin et al. 2002;
Martinsson-Wallin 2003, 2005; Martinsson-Wallin efr al.
2003, 2005). Detailed accounts of these excavations and
their implications are found in other articles in this
publication.
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Figure 8. An example of a Samoan household unit (HHU) from Apulu at mound Olo (after Jennings et al. 1980 fig. 34).

Field monuments and finds

The survey and investigations in the 1950’s by Golson and
Ambrose described field monuments as graves, pigeon
mounds, house platforms, villages, strongpoints, circular
pits with raised rim, walls and rows (agricultural evidences)
and roads found in Apia district, the alluvial flats around
Falevao and in the Vaigafa and Fagatoloa valleys (Golson
1969a:14-20). Further researches by Green and Davidson
and associates (1969, 1974) and Jennings and associates
(1976, 1980) have shown that the most prominent field
monuments in Samoa are mounds of stone and earth (mainly
confined to Savai’i and ’Upolu). Holmer divides this
category into platforms, star mounds and stone piles
(Holmer 1980:13-16). Other archaeological remains seen
above ground consist mainly of walls, roads, fortifications,
terraces (residence and agriculture), and raised-rim stone
ovens (umu ti). The walls and roads have been further
divided by Holmer into fences, raised walkways, walled
walkways and trenched walkways (Holmer 1980a:13-17).
Raised platforms and mounds have been interpreted as
mainly for occupation (Davidson 1974a:228-30). Larger
mounds of earth and stone were interpreted as house
foundations for distinguished chiefs, but it is also reported
that these were sometimes erected as god houses as well
(Davidson 1974a:229). According to Davidson, the mounds
were mainly rectangular in plan, and evidence from

traditional history indicated that the peak periods of
occupation of these large mounds were in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries (Davidson 1974a:232). The origin,
function and use history of large mounds in Samoa has been
examined through oral traditions, ethnohistorical accounts
and limited excavation. Oral traditions, particularly
genealogies and ceremonial salutations (fa’alupega), reveal
a link between large mounds and high-status individuals
(Freeman 1944b; Asaua 2005). Ethnohistorical accounts
written in the 19th century suggest that monumental
platforms were house foundations built with communal
labour when senior lineages were joined by marriage (Stair
1897:111-2), or were the base of god houses (fale aitu)
where the principal chiefs of a community met (Hougaard
1969b:254; Davidson 1974:229; Holmer 1976:49). Excava-
tion has shown that some earth mounds over 30 m in length
at Vailele on Upolu Island were house foundations
constructed in a single phase, while others contained a non-
residential submound, which was later expanded for
residential use (Green 1969c:151; Davidson 1974a:226).
According to Davidson (1974a:227) there were 27 star
mounds reported on *Upolu but subsequent surveys have
located over 50 such sites (Clark 1996:433). Eight star
mounds are reported on Savai’i, three on Ta’u and one on
Manono. The star mound at Manono with its large
dimensions (30,5x30 m) and twelve arms has been referred
to as the “star house” (Davidson 1974a:228). Around 80 star
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mounds (tia 'ave) have been reported on Tutuila (Clark
1996:433). These structures have been interpreted as pigeon
snaring mounds and excavations both by Green’s and
Jenning’s teams suggested this type of feature was late
(Peters 1969:221; Holmer 1976:25; Hewitt 1980a:41).
These structures are also interpreted as late features on
Tutuila and Ta’u (Herdrich 1991:390; Clark 1996:453).
Structural analyses by Herdrich have shown variety in their
shape but similar locations in the landscape. He has
interpreted star mounds in a symbolic way and suggests that
their location, on ridges or mountain tops and in the inland
bush, shows a proximity with the supernatural (1991:405).
Herdrich suggests further that variety in shape represents
association with different gods (1991:409).

Three ovens with raised rims were excavated by Green’s
team and referred to by Davidson as umu ti ovens (Green
and Davidson 1964:39). According to her these ovens were
probably community ovens for cooking ti root, which was
used as staple food (ibid:39). Subsequently several raised-
rim ovens, interpreted as wmu ti, were excavated by
Jenning’s team (Janetski 1976a, Jackmond 1980).
According to Carson the use of all raised-rim ovens as umu
ti ovens is not certain. A number of factors have to be
considered to confirm this interpretation, including the size
of the oven, the amount of burned combustible fuel, type of
wood used, heat-induced alteration of surrounding soil and
the condition of component heating stones (Carson
2002:349). The raised rim ovens are found throughout
Polynesia, but the umu ti most likely originated in Samoa or
the Fiji-Tonga-Samoa region (ibid:359). Radiocarbon dates
of umu ti ovens range from c. 1100AD up to modern times
(ibid:357). Based on ethnographic evidence the ti plant
(Cordyline fruticosa) was cooked at high temperature in
order to be caramelized, and through this metamorphosis it
may have contributed to ritual ceremonies (Carson
2002:347, Buck 1930:136 and Ehrlich 2000:371-400). The
raised-rim ovens in Samoa generally show dates that range
between the 12th to 17th centuries. It is very likely that the
larger ovens of this type with large amounts of combustible
fuel were used to cook the ti root (Green and Davidson
1974b: 214-5, Table 23; Davidson 1974b:184; Jackmond
1980:53; Jennings 1980:7, Table 2). Large mounds and large
raised-rim ovens could be interpreted as a sign of a high
status settlement and/or as community house areas. Large
mounds and large raised-rim ovens are however absent in
American Samoa (Clark 1996:452).

Amongst other field monuments, fortifications or
defensive walls are found mainly in the interior. Two types

are evident on "Upolu, the earthwork ditch and bank or
series of same across a ridge, and other walls of stone (Pa
Tonga). However, Green has recently suggested that the
latter served as demarcations of territorial divisions between
inland and coastal districts and not as defensive structures
(Roger Green pers. comm. March 2005). The fortification
structures are described as both ancient and recent (Scott
and Green 1969:209). Traces of ditches and banks and
defensive scarps found in Tutuila in connection to
settlements and star mounds on hilltops and ridges have
been interpreted as part of fortified complexes by Best
(1993). The presence of such structures might reflect large-
scale warfare and/or increasing stratification. However,
their temporal status, function and use need to be
investigated further.

Among artefacts, adzes comprise the major category.
Those collected from Samoa have been found in
excavations and as surface finds. A typology was worked
out by Green and Davidson (1969b:21-32) on the basis of
previous classifications by Buck (1930) and Suggs (1961).
The criteria are based on the finish of the adze surface, its
cross-section, different angles, and whether it is thin or thick
(Figure 9). Ten types were classified on the basis of these
criteria and the type definitions and figures are found in
Green and Davidson (1969b:21-32). Type I (Figure 10a) is
the most common and type II is also rather common (both
with quadrangular cross section). According to Green and
Davidson it was difficult to establish a firm temporal
sequence but type IV and V (Figure 10b) were rare finds in
surface collections and type IVa was present at two early
sites featuring pottery (Green and Davidson 1969b:32).
They report that all types except VIII and IX appear to be
present in early levels, but no strong conclusions could be
reached in regard to the temporal status of the various types.
Subsequent detailed studies by Green concluded that type V
plano-convex and type I trapezoidal section adzes occur in
early West and East Polynesian contexts but type I
continued to be used later. Other types that occur in later
prehistory are II, IX/X (Figure 10c) and VI (Green
1974a:253-67). The chronology of the types of adzes found
in subsequent excavations is not clear, but the most common
is type I, which occurs throughout the prehistoric sequence
(Hewitt 1980b:136-7). Subsequently a re-assessment of
Samoan adzes and a new classification has been worked out
by Helen Leach but so far unpublished. Her classification
considers additional technological aspects (Ms. and
personal communication Helen Leach November 2006).

Nearly all Samoan adzes are made from olivine basalt

Flaked and partially ground finish Fully ground finish
Quadrangular cross-section Rounded Triangular Quadrangular section
Back > front Front > back Back flat Apex up | Apex down Back > front
Thin Thick Thin Thin Thick Thin Thick
I 1 IX v Va Vb VI VI VIII I X

Figure 9. Classification system worked out by Green and Davidson 1969.
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Figure 10a. Type I adzes (after Green and Davidson
1969a fig. 3).

Figure 10b. Type V adzes (after Green and Davidson
1969a fig. 7).

(Leach and Green 1989:323). A large number of quarry sites
have been found on Tutuila (Leach and Witter 1990; Clark
1996:453). Quarry sites could possibly also be found in
Samoa but this needs further investigation. The good quality

Figure 10c. Type X adzes (after Green and Davidson
1969a fig. 12).

of basalt found in the current quarry site at Malefono
plantation in Sale’imoa ("Upolu), and the remains of an
abandoned quarry site in the area paired with finds of
grinding groves for adze polishing/sharpening and old
settlements could indicate a prehistoric use as a quarry site
(personal observations March 2006). Adzes of fine-grained,
black basalt found at the coastal site called Jane’s camp have
been subjected to chemical analysis and appear to be of
local origin (Smith 1976b:70). Subsequent geochemical
analyses including adzes and stone samples from the Tataga
Matau quarry in American Samoa, point to stone being used
to manufacture some of the Samoan adzes from c. 2200 BP
onwards (Best e al. 1992:57-8, 65). Other adzes seem to be
locally made or imported from elsewhere. Two adzes were
found from the early site at Mulifanua and one showed
hammer-dressing, which is not a common characteristic in
later Samoan adzes. This is more common in Tongan adzes
and adzes made of non-olivine basalts. Based on this and the
geochemical analysis Green suggests that the adze with
hammer-dressing from Mulifanua is more similar to the East
Lapita adze form and probably arrived by inter-island
transport (Leach and Green 1989:323). The other adze was
reported as more typical of Samoan adzes of early type V,
but both types occur within the Lapita tradition (Leach and
Green 1989:326). Geochemical analyses on adzes from the
To’aga site have demonstrated that 50% of the adzes and
other artefacts with polished surfaces originate from Tataga-
matau on Tutuila but non-polished and unground flakes
were from local stone (Weisler 1993:185). Geochemical
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analyses of Tataga-Matau, Malaeloa and the Maloata
quarries in Tutuila show that the basalt has different
composition at these sites. When compared with adzes
found on ’Upolu at least one adze was indicated to be made
from stone found in the Malaeloa quarry, but the other five
adzes from ’Upolu did not match any of the investigated
quarry sites (Winterhoff 2004:237).

Another important find category is pottery (Table 2).
Lapita pottery was found at the early Mulifanua site. The
decoration on the sherds indicates that they belong to the
eastern Lapita tradition but the pottery is considered to be
locally made (Dickinson 1974:180). However, according to
Green, one piece originated in Fiji (1996:122). Over 4000
sherds, of which c. 5-7% were decorated, were found in the
dredge tailings from the submerged site (Leach and Green
1989:321; Green and Richards 1975:312).

Three other sites on *Upolu produced an abundance of
pottery categorised as plainware (Table 2). The sites in
American Samoa are the To’aga site on Ofu (Manu’a), ’Aoa
site on Tutuila and the Alega site on the offshore islet (Hunt
and Erkelens 1993:123-149).

Locations Sherds (no.)

Coastal sites (Upolu)

Jane’s Camp SU-fl I 1642
Vailele/Suga mound SU-Va | 401
Vailele/Suga mound SU-Va 4 229

Inland sites (Upolu)

Sasoa’a SU-Sa 3 5925
Leulasi SU-Le 12 31
Leulasi SU-Le 3 2
Coastal sites (Manono)

Potusa SM17-1 155
Falemoa SM17-2 754
Coastal site (Apolima)

Apolima Site 7

Table 2. Samoan sites with pottery.

According to stratigraphic evidence, thin fine ware
preceded a coarser type of ware. Green concludes that
pottery is rare after the 2nd century and had ceased
manufacture completely by 500-600AD (Green 1974a:248).
The ceramic-bearing occupational layers on the To’aga site
at Manu’a have been dated from 1250BC to the first 200-
300 years AD (Hunt and Erkelens 1993:124). According to
Clark (1996:145), there is no uniform abandonment of
pottery on the Samoan islands and results from excavations
at the *Aoa site on Tutuila show an extended time range of
pottery use even after S00AD and maybe as late as 1350AD.
However, when assessing radiocarbon dates from West
Polynesian sites Anita Smith concludes that it “is not
possible to ascertain ...[the chronology for pottery
disappearance]... from the present available data” (Smith
2002:180).
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The Samoan pottery (based on the Sasoa’a pottery) was
categorised by Green on the basis of: 1. Colour, texture and
treatment of sherd surface. 2. Finer variations within the
three main categories of temper and 3. By sherds that fitted
together, especially using pieces of rim. Most of the vessels
were considered as belonging to rounded bowls and the
thick coarse ware vessels were divided into nine different
categories, with bowls mainly ranging between 30-40 cm in
diameter. This ware type is almost always associated with a
simple flat rim of an open bowl. The thin fine ware is
divided into ten categories ranging from 10-40 cm in
diameter. This type includes a broader variety of rim forms.
The vessels have been interpreted as drinking cups, kava
bowls and cooking jars. Quantifying analyses on pottery
were subsequently carried out by Smith (1976a) and refined
by Holmer (1980b). By undertaking a principal components
analysis using a range of variables Smith showed that the
early Lapita ware and the later plainware were generally
homogeneous in character (Smith 1976a:92). However, two
distinct types of plainware (thick and thin ware from Jane’s
camp, Falemoa and Mulifanua) were noticed in the
assemblages but no distinct pattern concerning temporal or
spatial intra- or inter- site distribution could be seen (Smith
1976a:92). The variety of vessel shapes became restricted
with time (Smith 1976a:94). Further research by Holmer
(1980b:108) derived seven statistically defined types of
Samoan ceramics (Holmer 1980b Figure 41), and showed
that Samoan pottery was developed from Lapita types. The
pottery from the To’aga site in American Samoa has been
analysed extensively and the result of the microanalyses
show that most of the sherds were manufactured from local
material, except the red-slip pottery which is exotic and
represents inter-island exchange (Hunt and Erkelens
1993:146). A relative change over time from thin ware to
thick ware is indicated, but both thick and thin ware are
represented at To’aga in the early occupation phase and the
decline of thin ware occurs over time (Hunt and Erkelens
1993:147).

Amongst other portable artefacts of interest, a few
obsidian flakes have been found in both early and later
contexts on ’Upolu at Sasoa’a, SU-Sa 3 (one core)
(McKinley 1974:33), at Vailele SU-Va 4, (74 pieces) (Terrell
1969:168-9) and at Lotofaga, Su-Lo 1 (1 piece) (Davidson
1969b:250). The obsidian was analysed and considered as
deriving from a source in Samoa, possible in the Fagaloa
valley (Ward 1974:167-169; Terrell 1969:169). Two pieces
of chert found from early contexts at SU-Sa3 and SU-Lel2,
could be imported (Green 1974a:267). Obsidian flakes
found at the To’aga site are suggested to be local as well
(Kirch 1993:165).

Basalt flakes are very numerous. According to Green the
majority seems to be waste from adze making and their
primary use as tools is not very likely (Green 1974a: 266).
However, some re-used flakes from polished adzes show
use-wear and were probably used as scrapers or cutting
tools. Ethnohistoric accounts show that tools such as
scrapers, cutters, graters, peelers and drills were made of
perishable material such as wood and bamboo (Green



1974a:268). Finds from coastal sites indicate that shell has
been used for such tools as well (Green 1974a:268; Smith
1976b:71). At the few investigated coastal sites there are
surprisingly few finds of fishhooks as well as a low
frequency of fish bone recovered and only a few files,
mainly made of sea urchin spines and coral (Davidson
1969b:245-6; Smith 1976b:73). Smith concluded that the
discovery of a shell ring along with a branch coral file,
worked bone and Conus shell scrapers in an early deposit at
the coastal Jane’s camp site, SU-F11, showed a resemblance
to the early Tongan tool kit. The To’aga site showed a
similar tool kit to the coastal sites on *Upolu and Manono,
but a larger number of Turbo shell fishhooks was recovered
there (Kirch 1993:160-1).

Green and Davidson suggest that archaeological
evidence shows that portable objects associated with early
occupation layers in Samoa originated in the Lapita tool Kkit.
This is especially obvious concerning the adzes and the
plainware pottery (Green 1974a:275). However, in her
review of non-ceramic artefact assemblages from West
Polynesia, Anita Smith concludes that the small quantity of
material studied limits interpretations concerning both
spatial and temporal intra- and inter-site comparisons
(Smith 2002:164).

Chronology and settlement pattern

Thanks to the archaeological program by Green and
Davidson, Jennings et al., and subsequent research in
American Samoa, a foundation for the understanding of
prehistory in Samoa has been established. The first Lapita
site at Mulifanua was dated to c. 2850-2700 BP (Jennings
1974:176; Leach and Green 1989:319-20; Petchey 2001:
65-6). Plainware pottery sites were found and dated to
c. 2300-1650 BP by Green and Davidson (1974b:214-6).
Green and Davidson indicate that sometime after the
eleventh century AD, mounds serving as residential
platforms occurred (1974b:224). Jennings (1980:5), also
showed that stone structures such as raised pathways, star
mound and large earth ovens probably used as umu ti
occurred from c. 600 BP.

In regard to the settlement pattern Davidson (1974a:243)
concluded that ‘throughout the known Samoan sequence,
Samoan houses have been oval in shape, with river gravel
floors and associated stone pavements’ (1974a:243).
Settlements are indicated both at the coast and inland, and
earth ovens have been used. Fortifications have been present
for at least 1500 years and re-use of habitation sites occurred
with time. House pavements on terraces have occurred
throughout the known sequence, but high stone and earth
mounds for occupation or as platforms for god houses seem
to be confined to the last millennium (Davidson 1974a:243).
Associated with the large mounds are ceremonial roads and
stone walls. Star mounds are unique to Samoa and American
Samoa and are associated with this later settlement pattern
featuring large mounds (Davidson 1974a:227, 243).
According to Jennings and Holmer, evidence from ethno-

historical and archaeological records shows that a stable
long term settlement pattern could be established, as
follows:

1. A few individual house platforms and a cooking area
made up a household unit (HHU). This unit was usually
separated from other units by walls or walkways with a
possible garden area within the enclosure (see Figure 8).

2. Several household units clustered made up a pito nu'u
(village ward) and within this area it was a larger
platform which is indicative of a chief’s dwelling.

3. These pito nu’u made up a nu’u (village) with a malae
(village green) and a fale tele (community house)
(Holmer 1980c:93; Davidson 1979:99).

Similarities between the prehistoric inland settlements at
Mt Olo on "Upolu and at Letolo and Sapapali’i on Savai’i
are indicated. These settlements have also been compared
with a modern coastal settlement of Fa’aala on Savai’i,
which showed a similar pattern. According to Jennings et al.
(1982:86) a stable social organisation can be inferred.
However, a change in the settlement pattern can be seen in
late prehistoric times when the majority of the inland
settlements were abandoned. A rapid and far reaching
change in the redistribution of the settlements to the coastal
region was probably caused both by a population decline in
connection with European contact and the introduction of
Christianity (Green 2002:148). Despite these changes,
Davidson also argues that there is no evidence for any major
changes in the social organisation (1979:102). The
prehistoric settlement pattern in American Samoa differs
from Samoa and only a few small occupations are found in
the rugged inland areas and no large mounds or raised-rim
ovens have been found (Clark 1996:452).

Theoretical framework and research issues

The theoretical framework and research issues concerning
Samoan archaeology are located primarily within a culture
historical framework that has been founded on
understanding the development of settlement patterns over
time. Initial research in Samoan prehistory did not divide it
into well defined intervals; rather it was seen as representing
an aperiodic cultural succession (Green 2002:127). Green
and Davidson’s research (1969-1974) has been mainly
descriptive and representative of a narrative approach.
Explanations of the material culture and patterns observed
have been drawn largely from ethnohistoric records with
comparisons of the material culture to that in other
Polynesian island groups. The long-term project conducted
by Green and Davidson was part of a program on
Polynesian Culture History developed at the Tenth Pacific
Science Congress in 1961. A valuable aspect of the research
is their publications (1969, 1974) of descriptive data from
the various excavations, which created and still is a
substantial knowledge base about Samoan prehistoric
material culture. Other general aims of their initial research
were, to provide an outline and summary of research in
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Samoan prehistory, to create a prehistoric sequence for the
island group, to make a typology of the principal structural
forms and their functions, and to discuss Samoa and its
position in Polynesia. Based on Golson and Ambrose’s
initial work and some general ideas concerning Polynesian
middens and fishing gear, six specific goals were outlined.
The new data obtained during their excavations caused
Green to reformulate some of the problems and projects. To
obtain a better understanding of change in the settlement
pattern over time it was considered important to find
additional pottery-bearing sites and earth mounds, as well as
to investigate fortifications, and sample beach middens. In
his retrospective view of settlement pattern studies in
Samoa, Green suggests that the changes in the settlement
should be placed in a four stage periodic framework (Green
2002:127). This is: 1. The period of the Decorated Lapita
ceramics; 2. Settlement patterns during the period of
Polynesian plainware ceramics; 3. The interval for which
settlement pattern evidence is extremely limited (“the dark
ages”); 4. Settlement patterns between 1000 and 200 years
ago (Green 2002:134-46). To understand changes in the
cultural landscape Green also looks at the changes in the
natural landscape (Green 2002:128-34).

Subsequent research by Jennings was mainly conducted
as a survey and testing program with the aim of locating
additional Lapita sites aside from Mulifanua. The theoretical
foundation for the research was not explicit. Influences from
the positivistic and functional-processual research of the
‘New Archaeology’ are indicated through the use of
statistical analyses on ceramics and settlement features.
Holmer writes the following concerning the interpretation of
the Sapapali’i settlement:

Although slight variations in terrain aided in separating
the survey area into wards, the topography of Ward A
does not differ enough from that of Ward B to explain the
differences that exist in the density of platforms and
walkways, or HHU size. The differences, therefore, are
probably attributed to factors such as differential
preferences in ward organization or possible prestige or
wealth’(Jackmond and Holmer 1980:151).

When researching the To’aga site in American Samoa a
central concern was to reconstruct Ancestral Polynesian
Culture as a dynamic and changing configuration (Kirch and
Hunt 1993:2). To understand the substructures of
technology, economy, settlement patterns, and socio-
political organisation of the society it was important to
obtain a foundation to study subsequent developments. The
objectives were to establish a temporal framework for
Manu’a, to determine the environmental changes during the
period of human occupation, to reconstruct certain aspects
of Ancestral Polynesian Culture, to find explanations for
ceramic change in Western Polynesia, and to look at the role
of inter-island exchange through portable material culture
such as ceramics and adzes. The research approach can be
described as both culture-historical and processual.

At present the main bulk of archaeological research in the
Samoan Islands has been conducted within the established
temporal framework of prehistory. The change from
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decorated Lapita pottery to plainware pottery has been
central to the discussion. The analyses of ceramics indicate
that they represent the same tradition and that they are
probably locally made. The current view of the main events
of Samoan archaeology is, in summary: 1. Initial arrival/
settlement of people to Samoa c. 2850 years before present;
2. The development of the Ancestral Polynesian Culture
¢. 2500-1800 BP; 3. The rise of the chiefdom, and develop-
ment of mounds and interactions (with Tongans, etc.)
c. 1000 BP — present; To move beyond this and discuss the
prehistoric material culture in more dynamic ways is seen as
important for future research. Issues relating to the rise of
the Polynesian chiefdoms and the origin and development of
monumental architecture are of particular importance.
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Appendix. Excavated archaeological sites in Samoa.

Island Site Type of Coast/  Comment
identification site Inland
Upolu Ti’avea Midden C Excavated in 1957 (Golson 1969b), sea bank containing post
holes and evidence of cooking and burning
Upolu Aleisa Stone wall I Excavated in 1957 (Golson 1969b), interpreted as agricultural
stone heap
Upolu Falemaunga Cave habitation I Collection of charcoal in 1957 (Golson 1969a), from midden on
caves built up stone platforms
Upolu Sa’anapu, Cave habitation I Collection of charcoal in 1957 (Golson 1969a). Date to 240+50
Seuao Cave BP
Upolu Vailele; Mound/habitation C Low earth mound excavated in 1957 (Golson 1969a), 1963-64
SU-Va 1 layer (Green 1969b). Six habitation layers. Pre-mound use with pottery
c. st century. Subsequently used as house mound.
Upolu Vailele; Mound/habitation C Low earth mound, excavated in 1964 (Green 1969c¢). Pre-mound
SU-Va 2 layer agricultural activity, house mound c. 12th century.
Upolu Vailele; Mound/habitation C Low earth mound, excavated in 1964 (Green 1969d). Single
SU-Va 3 layer phase construction. Several occupations. Initial occupation

c. 11-12th centuries.
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Island Site Type of Coast/  Comment
identification site Inland
Upolu Vailele; Mound/habitation C Low earth mound, excavated in 1964, 1965, and 1966-67 (Terrell
SU-Va 4 layer 1969). Several occupation layers. Pre-mound use with pottery
c. Ist century BC-5th century AD. Subsequently used as house
mound.
Upolu Vailele; Mound I Excavated in 1966 (Hougaard 1969a). Several occupational layers.
SU-Va 38 Pre-mound activity dated to Sth century.
Upolu Lotofaga; Midden C Excavated in 1964 (Davidson 1969b). Finds of occupations and
SU-Lol A,B,C burials. Activities dated to c. 12th-13th century.
Upolu Luatuanu’u; Fortification I Excavation in 1966-67. Boundary area between two districts.
SU-Lu 41/ Dates from c. the 5th century and the 18th century (Scott and
SU-Lu 21 Green 1969).
Upolu Luatuanu’u; Oven close to I Excavated in connection to detailed survey at Luatuanu’u in
SU Lu 21 earthen terrace 1966-67 (Davidson 1969a).
Upolu Luatuanu’u; Star mound/ I Excavated in 1967 (Peters 1969). Star mound is post-occupation
SU-Lu 53 earthen terrace but early use of the area c. 100 BC was indicated.
Upolu Moamoa; Mound I Destroyed mound excavated in 1966 (Hougaard 1969b).
SU-Mo 1
Upolu Sasoa’a; House terraces I Excavated in 1965 and 1966 (McKinlay 1974, Green 1974c).
SU-Sa 1,2,3 Long term use. Early settlement with pottery dated to c. 1st-2nd
century.
Upolu Folasa; House terrace I Excavated in 1967 (Ishizuki 1974). Activities detected from the
SU-Fo-1 6th century and up to historic times.
Upolu Puna; SU-Lam 1 House mound I Excavated in 1967 (Hansen 1974). Dates from 12th-16th century.
Upolu Leuluasi; House platform I Excavated in 1967 (Davidson and Fagan 1974). Long term use.
SU-Le-12 First occupation c. 1000 BP.
Upolu Leuluasi; House platform I Excavated in 1967 (Green and De Nave 1974a). No dating.
SU-Le-3
Upolu Te’auailoti; House platform I Excavated in 1967 (Green and De Nave 1974 b). No dating.
SU-Te-1
Upolu Sasoa’a: Oven I Excavated in 1967 (Davidson 1974c). Interpreted as an umu ti.
SU-Sa-15 No dating.
Upolu Vaimaga; Oven I Excavated in 1967 (Davidson 1974c). Interpreted as an umu ti.
SU-Va-3 Dated to c. 800-600 BP
Upolu Vaigafa; Oven I Excavated in 1963-64 (Davidson 1974b) recent dating.
SU-Vg-54
Upolu Te’auailoti; House I Excavated 1967 (Green 1974d) no dating.
SU-Te-5
locality B
Upolu Mulifanua; Submerged C Earliest site (c. 2850 BP) on Samoa found in 1973 (Green 1974b,
SU-Mf settlement Jennings 1974), featuring Lapita pottery.
Upolu Mt Olo; Star Mound/ I Excavated 1974 (Holmer 1976) and 1977 (Hewitt 1980c).
The Cog site Council platform Probably date to c. 16th-17th century.
SUMu-165
Upolu Mt Olo; House platforms/ 1 Excavated 1977 (Lohse 1980b). No dates. Human remains in one
Crocked palm;  garden plot and platform.
SU17-369, raised walkway
SuU17-370,
SU17-367,
SU17-366,
SU17-328
Upolu Mt Olo; Tausagi House platforms/ | Excavated 1976 (Holmer 1980d). No dates. A few thin pottery
complex; walkway and fence sherds found in the area. Probably a community house area
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SU17-175-180,
526, SU17-176,
SU17-179



Island  Site Type of Coast/ Comment
identification  site Inland
Upolu Mt Olo; Apulu  House platforms, 1 Excavated 1977 (Holmer 1980e). Dates indicate pre-mound/

HHU: SU17-477,
483, 486, 484,
SU17-485,
SU17-478, 482,
SU17-446

Upolu Mt Olo, Tutia
and Misi;
SU17-177

Upolu Mt Olo; Fiapito;
SU17-4, 3

Upolu Mt Olo; Ten
points; SU17-
552, SU17-548,
SU17-549

Upolu Mt Olo; Tulaga
Fale; SU17-90
SU17-91, SU17-
88, SU17-89

Upolu Mt Olo;
Ma’a Ti;
SU17-128

Upolu Mt Olo;
GreenTi;
SuMu-48

Upolu Mt Olo;
Janet’s oven;
SuMu-188

Upolu  Paradise Site;
SUVs-1

Upolu  Faleasi’u
(Jane’s camp);
Su FI-1

Manono Potusa;
SM17-1

Manono Falemoa;
SM17-2

Apolima Apolima

Savai’i  Pulemelei;
SS-Le 1,
SS-Le 2

Savai’i  Sapapali’i;
SS-Sp 15

Savai’i  Ologogo;
SS-01-B-16

Savai’i  Sapapali’i;
SS-Sp-13-91

Savai’i  Sapapali’i;
SS-Sp-13-127

rock mounds, fence
and walkway

House platform

House platforms

Star mound /walled
walkway, oval
clearing

House platforms

Oven

Oven

Oven

Settlement

Midden/settlement

Midden/settlement

Midden/settlement

Settlement

Mound/settlement/
oven

Oven

Rectangular pit

Oven

platform activity to 8th-9th century and later settlement activities
from the 11th and 16th centuries. A few pottery sherds were
found in the area.

Excavated 1977 (Holmer 1980f). No dates but different platform
technique.

Excavated 1977 (Holmer 1980g). No dates but possible a
community house.

Excavated 1977 (Hewitt 1980a). A dated sample from pre star
mound context point to a 3rd-4th century activity.

Excavated 1977. Possibly a community house. A dated sample of
pre-platform context points to an activity from the 8th-9th
centuries.

Probably excavated 1976 or 77 (Jackmond 1980). Interpreted as
an umu ti. A dated sample suggests this oven is from the 16th-
18th century.

Excavated 1974 (Janetski 1976a). Interpreted as umu ti.
A dated sample suggest this oven to be from the 17th century.

Excavated in 1974 (Janetski 1976a). Interpreted as umu ti.
A dated sample suggest this oven to be from 18th century.

Excavated 1974 (Janetski 1976b) in Apia. The site featured
pottery.

Excavated 1974 (Smith 1976b). Early sites featuring pottery.
Dated samples on shell and charcoal suggests occupations in a
range from c. 400BC-600AD.

Excavated 1974-75 (Jennings et al. 1976). A dated sample
suggest an occupation between

Excavated 1974-75 (Lohse 1980a). Dated shell and charcoal
sample suggest occupation between c. 330BC-600AD. Pottery
was found.

Excavated by 1968 (Peters 1974). No dates but a few pottery
sherds.

Excavated 2002-2004 (Wallin et al. 2002 Martinsson-Wallin et
al. 2003, 2005). Early settlement 1st century. Early mound phase
11th century, Oven interpreted as umu ti.

Excavated in 1965-66 (Buist 1969). A sample dated to 750+-80.
Interpreted as umu ti.

Excavated 1965-66 (Buist 1969). A dated sample to 210+100.

Excavated in 1976-77 (Jackmond and Holmer 1980). A dated
sample c. 500 BP interpreted as umu ti.

Excavated in 1976-77 (Jackmond and Holmer 1980). A dated
sample c. 545 BP.
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Monumental architecture in West Polynesia: origins, chiefs
and archaeological approaches

GEOFFREY CLARK and HELENE MARTINSSON-WALLIN

Abstract

In West Polynesia, monumental structures with a volume = 2500
m? include mounds of earth or stone that in traditional history were
used to house or bury chiefs, as well as being the focus of
ceremonial and religious activity. We review archaeological theory
about the initiation of monumental architecture and examines how
chiefly and high-status activity might be identified. Large
structures with monumental dimensions often have a complicated
construction history that spanned several centuries indicating
change to the social structure, particularly the power of elites. As a
result archaeologists need to develop ideas that relate episodes of
architectonic change to alterations in the prehistoric socio-political
system.

Complex societies are associated worldwide with
monumental architecture, making the examination of
massive structures integral to the study of the origins and
development of socio-political complexity (Childe 1949;
Peebles and Kus 1977; Trigger 1990). In Polynesia the
hierarchically organized chiefdoms encountered by early
European visitors displayed substantial variation in their
size, organization and degree of stratification, as well as

sharing fundamental features denoting a common origin
(Sahlins 1957; Kirch and Green 1987). Such socio-political
similarities and differences were manifested in the
settlement landscapes of island groups, which often
contained examples of monumental architecture made in
earth, stone or a combination of the two (Kirch 1990;
Graves and Green 1993).

This paper examines the origins of monumental
structures in West Polynesia (Figure 1), and reviews
archaeological approaches to the study of massive
structures. These include methods for assessing chiefly
power from the evidence offered by large constructions, and
how the study of monumental architecture might inform us
about the development of late-prehistoric societies in the
Central Pacific. Our approach draws on literature from
Polynesia and other parts of the world, and illustrates
conceptual perspectives on the study of monumental
architecture, using examples from Samoa, particularly the
Pulemelei mound, and Tonga, with which we are familiar.
The review demonstrates the way in which different
readings of monumental architecture, each containing a

Figure 1.
Fiji-West Polynesia.
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range of inbuilt assumptions, can be created for complex
structures like the Pulemelei mound, and the importance of
archaeological data to examine their validity.

Several factors have been used to explore variability in
Polynesian socio-political institutions and they provide a
context for understanding the development of monumental
architecture. They include the productivity of island
environments (Anderson and Walter 2002; Ladefoged
1992), the population growth cycle (Kirch 1984), and the
nature of the ancestral political system (Kirch and Green
2001).

The nature of island environments clearly sets limits on
the level of social complexity able to be supported by a
Neolithic technology. Sahlins (1958) and Goldman (1970),
for example, noted in their synchronic analyses of
Polynesian chiefdoms that the least stratified societies came
from resource-poor coral atolls that were unable to support
large populations and where large-scale architecture was
absent (see also Adler and Wilshusen 1990).

The attainment of large, high-density populations in
much of Polynesia has been argued by Kirch (2000:307-11)
to follow some form of logistic pattern, in which high rates
of initial growth eventually slowed as human numbers
began to exert various kinds of pressure. In island
ecosystems with plentiful productive resources, particularly
arable land, population size and density could reach levels
where intensification of the political, economic and social
systems comprising a chiefdom were expressed in
monumental construction.

In addition to the demographic trajectory, political
development was shaped by the social divisions and
architectonic features of an Ancestral Polynesian Society
(APS), hypothesized to be located in West Polynesia about
2200-1900 BP, and transported by colonists to East
Polynesia (Kirch and Green 2001:79). The basic principle of
ranking or status rivalry between junior and senior members
of a group, and between junior and senior branches of a
lineage in APS has been described as: “the structural germ
that could give rise to hierarchy again and again once
societies increased in size” (Kirch 2000:322).

These factors provide a historical framework for
understanding pathways to socio-political complexity in
Polynesia, but are less compelling when considering the
emergence of monumental architecture. This is illustrated
particularly by different timescales for the origins of monu-
mental structures in West Polynesia and East Polynesia.

The islands of Tonga in West Polynesia have a combined
land area of only 700 km?, and were colonized at 2900 BP
by Lapita groups (Burley and Dickinson 2001). The
population size relative to the amount of arable land (the
‘full-land’ situation, see Kirch 1984: 222) was probably
reached at 2300-1700 BP (Green 1973; Kirch 1984:222-3),
yet monumental architecture emerged on Tonga, and on the
nearby but much larger archipelago of Samoa, only after
some 2000 years of prehistoric occupation at 1000-800 BP
(Burley 1998; Green 2002). By comparison, East Polynesia
was probably colonised by 1200-700 BP (Anderson and
Sinoto 2002; Anderson 2005), with monumental structures

constructed within 200-500 years of initial settlement on
several islands, including Rapa Nui/Easter Island
(Martinsson-Wallin and Crockford 2002), Hawaii (Kolb
1994) and New Zealand (Sutton et al. 2003). The
coincidence in the timing of human arrival in East Polynesia
and emergence of monumental architecture in West
Polynesia suggests that the ‘structural germ’ of social
complexity taken to East Polynesia came from the already
stratified chiefdoms of West Polynesia (Smith 2004; cf.
Kirch 1990:207). The rapid development of monumental
architecture and other forms of social intensification in East
Polynesia may result, therefore, from the political systems
present in West Polynesian society 1000 years ago. If that is
the case, the archaeological manifestation of early complex
societies in West Polynesia — their community patterning
and monumental architecture — is crucial for understanding
the nature of chiefly power and authority taken by colonists
to East Polynesia. Our focus on monumental architecture is
also based on a common finding that massive structures
frequently had complicated life-histories, involving change
in their size, shape and function (Stevenson 2002; Graves
and Sweeny 1993). This implies that the cultural meaning of
monumental architecture was not invariant in the past — nor
is it in contemporary settings (Holtorf 1999; Martinsson-
Wallin 2004; Wallin 2004) — and such changes may indicate
socio-political perturbation in the development of
Polynesian chiefdoms that is not evident in linguistic
reconstructions or recorded in ethnohistorical accounts.
Archaeological approaches to examining the historical
complexity of chiefdoms from their architecture are
required, therefore, since it is clear that social organization
has not remained static in West Polynesia during the last
1000 years (Kirch 1984:286; Herdrich and J. Clark 1993:60;
Kolb 1994).

Background

The area usually referred to as West Polynesia includes
Samoa, American Samoa, Tonga, *Uvea and Futuna, which
were all colonized by Lapita people some 2900-2800 years
ago. Rotuma and Niue can also been included, although
archaeological evidence suggests they may have been
settled later at 2000-1000 BP (Figure 1). ‘Monumental
architecture’ is a term that can potentially include all
substantial built structures and features in a landscape, but is
preferable to ‘monument’, which implies a structure that has
a purpose to evoke memory (Elliott 1964). In Polynesia the
distinction between ‘monument’ and ‘monumental
architecture’ has significance for understanding the spatial
structure of chiefly societies, with the distribution of
monuments demarcating a territorial boundary, whereas
monumental architecture can mark the central place of a
descent group (Kirch 1990; Burley 1996; Shepardson 2005).
There is no agreed method for gauging whether a prehistoric
structure has ‘monumental’ proportions, and scale is often
assigned relatively, by comparison of area or volume (Buist
1969; Davidson 1974; Kirch 1988; Spennemann 1989;
Anderson and Walter 2002, see below).
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A functional division can be made between types of
monumental architecture linked to production (field
systems, terraces, fish ponds, quarries), infrastructure
(roads, wall, canals, docks), and defence (fortifications,
defensive walls and ditches), and special-function
monumental structures, such as temples, elite habitations
and burial places (Trigger 1990) — the focus of this paper. In
post-processual conceptions of landscape, infrastructure,
production and defence structures have symbolic
significance, yet special-function monumental sites were
frequently the locus of intense socio-political activity,
particularly when located within a ceremonial precinct or
community settlement.

There have been relatively few in-depth archaeological
studies of special-function monumental architecture (as
defined above) in West Polynesia, although a number of
structures have been surveyed and interpreted in the light of
ethnohistorical and subsequent ethnographic information
(Burley and J. Clark 2003). The following is a necessarily
brief overview of special-function monumental structures,
particularly large platforms/mounds, in West Polynesia.

Tonga and Samoa

In Tonga, large mounds associated with burial (langi,
faitoka, malae), pigeon snaring (sia heu lupe) and
sitting/resting/public audience (’esi) have been examined by
McKern (1929), Kirch (1980, 1988), Spennemann (1989)
and Burley (1996). All large mound structures are linked to
the traditional chiefly system (Burley 1998), and: “display
hierarchical distributions that correspond to the political
hierarchy itself” (Kirch 1990:218).

Large house mounds are rare in Tonga, and the largest
earth mound in Samoa, and probably West Polynesia,
known as Lapule, was according to traditional history
associated with the despot Tupuivao (ca. 1615-1640AD),
who is said to have built his house on the mound (Freeman
1944; Green1969a:102). Lapule and other nearby earth
mounds have not been excavated, but several large mounds
investigated at Vailele revealed they were built in several
phases, with a change from non-residential to residential use
(Davidson 1974:226). Other large mounds of stone and
earth have been reported on Upolu at the Mulifanua
Plantation, Leulumoega and Sa’anapu’u (Epling and Kirk
1972), and on Savai’i (Buist 1969). The mound at
Mulifanua is connected with the chief Tuifa’asisina (ca.
1625AD), and the Leulumoega mound is thought to be the
house foundation of the chief Tuia’ana Tamalelegi used ca.
1550AD (Kriamer 1994:646). The Pulemelei mound on
Savai’i has also been identified as the house platform of the
high chief Lilomaiave Nailevaiiliili (Asaua 2005:85) at ca.
1670AD.

Pigeon mounds were constructed in Samoa as well as
Tonga and *Uvea, but have a distinct ‘star’ or ‘cog’ shape in
plan view, unlike the rounded forms of Tonga and ’Uvea
(Herdrich and Clark 1993; Sand 1998; Burley and J. Clark
2003). However, a sub-mound in the SU-Va-1 mound at
Vailele contained a large central depression suggestive of
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some Tongan pigeon snaring mounds (McKern 1929:21;
Green 1969b:126). Unique monumental structures are the
O le fale o le fe’e (the house of the octopus) in Samoa,
described by Macmillan Brown (1907) as an ellipse-shaped
structure of massive stone columns for the worship of the
war god Fe’e (Freeman 1944:121), and the Ha’amonga-"a-
Maui trilithon in Tonga, said to have been built by the 11th
Tui Tonga, Tuitatui (McKern 1929).

Beyond the main archipelagos of Tonga and Samoa there
are substantial stone foundations recorded on 'Uvea and
Rotuma. On Futuna and Alofi monumental architecture
consists of recent defensive structures, including hilltop
forts with stone enclosures and ditch and bank features
(Kirch 1976:49).

"Uvea

The largest monumental structure on ’Uvea is made of
basalt stones and is associated with the Kalafilia title of
Tongan origin. The Kalafilia mound at Utuleve has an
estimated volume of ca. 30,000 m? (Sand 1993). Inside the
Tongan fort of Kolonui is the basalt stone foundation mound
of Talietumu (7000-9000 m?3), which has an access ramp
flanked by watch positions and remains of a ceremonial
house platform at one end of the central mound. (Sand 1993,
1998). Burial mounds up to 30 m in length and 3 m high,
containing burial vaults made with large slabs of basalt or
beach rock, are recorded mainly in the south of *Uvea, and
in oral traditions these are attributed to be the burial places
of Tongan title holders (Sand 1993, 1999).

Rotuma

Large stone house foundations (Fuag Ri) have been
recorded in the Noatau district of Rotuma by Parke (1969).
The two biggest have an estimated volume of 1000-1150 m?.
The largest mound known as Kine He’e (sepia of the
cuttlefish) was built of volcanic boulders and is around 3 m
high, with an estimated volume of some 6000-9000 m?. The
mound has four entrance ways aligned to the cardinal points,
and according to tradition was the house of a giant chief.
Ladefoged (1993:245-251) surveyed and excavated the
mound and obtained a radiocarbon determination of 120 +
60 BP on charcoal found in association with secondary
burials. An earlier visit to the mound by Parke (1969)
reported house foundations outlined with coral sand. Huge
cemetery mounds constructed of beach sand also exist, and
a radiocarbon date on human bone excavated from the
Risunu mound (Rot 2-9) had an age of 1000 + 100 BP
(Shutler 1998). In tradition, this area was the first to be
settled by Tongans and beach rock slabs were used in
funerary construction on Rotuma as well as Tonga and
"Uvea (Parke 1969; Shutler 1998).

Niue

On Niue earthen enclosures up to 1.5 m high and 10-60 m in
length are of uncertain function. Most stone platforms/
mounds are relatively small, but a mound called Falepipi has
an approximate volume of 1800 m? (Trotter 1979). Investi-



gations suggest that most stone/earth filled mounds were
built late in prehistory, and possibly as a result of Tongan
influence. However, pigeon-snaring platforms of dry laid
stone may have been introduced from Samoa (Anderson and
Walter 2002:161).

To summarise, special-function monumental architecture
in West Polynesia is a late development, dating to the last
800-1000 years, that has its strongest expression in Tonga
and Samoa. Ethnohistorical and traditional testimony has
been important for understanding the function of substantial
structures in relation to chiefly activities, but given a
tendency for such structures to achieve their final
dimensions from multiple construction events, and the
extensive rearrangement of indigenous societies due to
warfare, the impact of introduced disease, and changes to
native belief systems from missionary and colonial
influence (Green 2002; Sand 2002), neither the origin nor
the function(s) of monumental architecture should be
expected to be fully documented in oral and textual accounts
(Graves and Sweeny 1993:108).

Origins of monumental architecture

Unintended beginnings

The impressive dimensions of monumental architecture,
whether measured by size, weight, volume or labour,
suggest social organization and planning for a specific
purpose. An intriguing possibility, however, is that
monumental architecture was an unintended outcome of
constructing relatively modest but permanent structures that
became points of reference for future action, resulting in the
reorganization and stratification of social space. Joyce
(2004) has argued that in Formative Mesoamerica a change
to building in less-perishable materials gave rise to
structures with improved architectural durability, allowing
societal differences to be manifested in mound construction,
reconstruction and elaboration. In other words, monumental
structures that we perceive today as having been
purposefully designed for a special function associated with
the power of elites could be an unforeseen outcome of a
simple innovation of building in durable materials by non-
elites.

In West Polynesia, and adjacent archipelagos including
Fiji and New Caledonia, relatively permanent foundations
for domestic and non-residential structures were mainly
constructed during the last 1000 years, representing an
obvious socio-political ‘footprint’. Whether this marks a
significant shift in community settlement patterns, as is
commonly asserted (Sand 1993; Smith 2004), has been
difficult to address because evidence for prehistoric
structures that were presumably made in perishable
materials will naturally be harder to detect archaeologically.
Nonetheless, Joyce’s (2004:8) point that: “it is difficult to be
comfortable with the assumption that from the beginning ...
monumental architecture was fully realized”, is appropriate
to keep in mind when investigations of monumental
architecture record accretionary development.

Materialized ideology

Earle and colleagues take a different approach and argue
that the construction of monumental structures and other
major human alterations of the landscape was, and is, an
effective non-literate means of materializing the ideology of
a dominant group by expressing relatively non-ambiguous
messages of power (Earle 1997; DeMarrais et al. 1996:17).
Social power is derived from materialization by promoting
the objectives and ideas of elites at the expense of
competing groups who lack the labour and/or materials to
construct large-scale structures. By controlling the
transformation of a society’s abstract ideas into concrete
forms that are politically exploitable, materialized ideology
can be used to acquire traditionally recognized forms of
power — economic control and military force (Talley 2004).
Monumental architecture is a structured venue for the
production and transmission of ideas, traditions and belief
systems, which Earle (1997:4-5) refers to as ‘routines of
compliance’ as they emphasise and legitimise the power of
leaders. As ceremonial and political centres, monumental
architecture provides a venue for practising other forms of
materialized ideology like integrative, and exclusionary,
social events (feasts, dances, funerals, key points in the
agricultural calendar, chiefly induction, etc.), and the
display of exotic objects and icons that express vertical
power relations. Implicit in the idea that a key role of
monumental architecture is to unambiguously signal
political power and authority is that social messaging by
architectonic symbols becomes effective when population
size and density reach a level where direct communication
between leaders and a population is no longer effective.
Thus, materialized ideology shares with ‘thermodynamic’
explanations the idea that monumental architecture
represents the control of human energy by, and for, political
leaders (Peebles and Kus 1977; Trigger 1990).

Differences in scale, social complexity and the
institutional form of power relations can account for
variation in the materialization of monumental architecture
and other expressions of ideology, which can be examined
archaeologically (DeMarrais et al. 1996:20). Monumental
architecture in West Polynesia manifests a noticeable
difference in structure clustering that indicates the scale and
extent of political centralisation. The clearest example is the
concentration of large burial mounds linked to the Tui Tonga
title at Lapaha and associated structures (canoe dock,
fortifications). Within a 30 hectare area, there are ten
monumental structures that have a construction volume of
2500 m? or more, along with a ceremonial plaza (malae),
and about a third of the chiefly centre area appears to have
been reclaimed, representing a huge labour investment on
top of that put into monumental structures (Clark et al.
2006). At Lapaha political evolution was materialized by
separate burial mounds of paramount lineages, showing the
tendency for power in Tonga to follow a dynastic pathway,
with large-scale ceremonies conducted in front of the
sepulchres of paramount chiefs (Kirch 1990).

Some grouping of monumental architecture is also
evident in Samoa, where there are three large earth mounds,
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at Lupule and Tapuitea on Upolu, which each have a volume
>2500 m?, whereas at Letolo the Pulemelei mound is
surrounded by mounds/platforms and other structures with
significantly smaller volumes (Jennings et al. 1982: Figure
2; Asaua 2005). From a materialized ideology perspective,
the reduced clustering of monumental architecture in Samoa
and the absence of significant massive burial structures
point to a very different political structure to that in Tonga,
suggesting that power in Samoa was less centralised and
was dedicated towards local or regional control, rather than
inter-archipelago or archipelago expansion, as in Tonga.
Under these conditions, the relative instability and poor
cohesion of large socio-political formations in Samoa
precluded establishment of a dynastic political system.

Environmental productivity

Variation in environmental productivity and resource
diversity is a common feature of insular landscapes, which,
in tandem with population growth, has been frequently
implicated in the generation of monumental architecture
(e.g. Sahlins 1955; Peebles and Kus 1977; Sanders and
Webster 1978).

In cultural evolution models, highly productive
environments support larger populations, which can be
marshalled to construct large visual symbols of chiefly
dominance and community land rights. A correlation
between monumental architecture and highly productive
environmental zones (anthropic and/or natural) has been
suggested in Hawaii from the distribution of luakina heiau
on Molokai and heiau on Maui (Kirch 1990:217; Kolb
1994), but is less convincing for some Maori pa (Irwin
1978: Figures 4 and 10). However, the overall distribution
of pa in New Zealand matches with the horticultural land
suitable for sweet potato cultivation (Sutton ef al. 2003), and
the modest prehistoric monuments of Niue were also located
in areas with fertile agricultural soils (Walter and Anderson
2002:50). On Rapa Nui, Stevenson (2002) examined the
distribution of ceremonial monumental architecture (ahu)
and argued, however, that social/religious considerations
may have influenced the construction and location of ahu
more than environmental or resource factors. This view
supports previous research results on the Rapa Nui cere-
monial sites by Martinsson-Wallin (1994). Social/ religious
considerations regarding monumental architecture in the
Society Islands have also been suggested by Wallin (1993).

In West Polynesia the Vailele earth mounds and the
Pulemelei mound of Samoa were constructed in pockets of
agriculturally productive land (Ward and Ashcroft 1998).
The chiefly centre of Lapaha in central Tongatapu contains
a spectacular concentration of monumental burial mounds
(McKern 1929). The prehistoric productivity of central
Tongatapu is difficult to assess, although more than
adequate food production is suggested by population
densities 3-4 times higher than elsewhere in historic, and
probably also in late-prehistoric, times (Roscoe 1993:121).
On ’Uvea the Kalafilia mound was built in a horticultural
area which had evidence for having been intensively
gardened in prehistory (Sand 1993).
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This equation links the origins of monumental
architecture with the need of growing populations to assert
territorial ownership of highly productive areas. Alternative
explanations lie in evolutionary ecology and superfluous
behaviour.

In evolutionary ecology, intergroup aggression is more
likely to occur when the distribution of food resources is
relatively stable and predictable, since a group may be able
to gain the food resources of its neighbours at a potentially
lower cost than would be needed to increase the local
production base. This might occur in areas where the most
productive resource patches were reaching their actual or
perceived capacity, and where the labour investment needed
to bring secondary or peripheral zones into production is
disproportionate to anticipated food yields. On Rotuma
Ladefoged (1993) found that the sau, a chiefly position that
had influence over the whole island, was dominated by
eastern chiefs from districts with the lowest terrestrial
productivity for growing taro, yams and tree crops. It was
hypothesised that on Rotuma successful aggression
followed by supra-district integration benefited elites, who
instigated intergroup hostility by gaining access to more
productive environments (Ladefoged 1993). Monumental
architecture thus served to symbolise the hegemonic
dominance of one district over others, and the densest
concentration of monumental architecture should be
associated, therefore, with less productive districts whose
chiefs profited from integration, rather than with areas
of high resource productivity. Cherry (1978) also proposed
that monumental structures are the result of integration,
and are more likely to be built during a period of initial
social change and the establishment of a common
ideology.

Graves and Sweeney (1993) outline the concept of
superfluous behaviour, which they suspect is involved in the
origin of monumental religious architecture in Polynesia. In
evolutionary archaeology, superfluous activity can be
defined as human energy expended on acts that do not
immediately contribute to food supply, reproduction or
storage, and which persist because they reduce risk under
conditions of resource uncertainty. For agricultural groups
in fixed territories of wuncertain productivity, the
construction of religious architecture directed energy that
would otherwise be employed in intensifying economic
production and population expansion (cf. Sahlins 1955). By
building monumental structures, the potential ‘risks’ of
expansion — the potential loss of resource rights and
increased likelihood of inter-group aggression — can be
avoided. Under the superfluous behaviour model, the
earliest types of monumental architecture should occur in
localities experiencing the greatest environmental
perturbation, and persist in areas experiencing moderate
variation in average food production (Graves and Sweeney
1993).

The association between environmental productivity and
monumental architecture in West Polynesia requires the
historical ecology of late-prehistoric environments to be
measured, and anthropogenic outputs distinguished from
natural yields.



Migration and diffusion

An enduring theme in Polynesia is that the movement of
people and ideas is responsible for the origins of
monumental architecture (Spriggs 1988). Smith (2004) has
recently expanded on this theme, asking whether the earliest
field monuments in the Pacific result from widespread
interaction between eastern Melanesia and Polynesia at
1000 BP. It is difficult to evaluate the effects of unspecified
interaction and culture contact in relation to the spread of
monumental architecture, and there is little information
about the uptake of different types of monumental structure
by prehistoric societies. For instance, which types of
monumental architecture (production, infrastructure,
defence, special function) are more likely to be adopted by
a society than others, and in what circumstances?

Significant episodes of culture contact involving the
substantial transfer of people and ideas, however, could
clearly be influential in the establishment of monumental
architecture, as attested historically in Polynesia by the
construction of churches and cathedrals after missionary
endeavours changed indigenous belief systems (e.g. Watters
1958:15). In West Polynesia the expansion of Tonga in late
prehistory under, according to tradition, a relatively
centralised political system, was accompanied by
monumental structures — more in line with a view of
massive architecture supplying a concrete statement of
colonial power relations (Kirch 1990). Monumental
architecture was made in distinctive Tongan forms on
Rotuma, ’Uvea and several parts of east Fiji, including
Lakeba and Kabara (Smart 1965; Best 1984), with materials
such as quarried beach rock for mound facings and burial
vaults. Not only did Tongans construct ‘traditional’
structures, such as burial mounds and pigeon snaring
mounds, but on 'Uvea Tongans built new types of
monumental structure, including fortifications and large
house foundations, using the locally available basalt (Sand
1993). For instance, the largest earth mounds recorded by
McKern (1929:97,100) at the chiefly centre of Lapaha on
Tongatapu had an area of only 500-1000 m?, whereas the
Kalafilia mound on ’Uvea, made of basalt stones, has an
area almost four times larger.

While migration and colony emplacement can lead to the
transmission of monumental architecture to new environ-
ments, it is necessary to keep in mind that the new social and
environmental circumstances at destination can stimulate
change in the size, form, material and function of
monumental structures.

Measuring chiefly power

The scale and distribution of monumental architecture has
been used to reveal vertical relations within past societies,
and the prehistoric settlement pattern to identify the type of
chiefly organization (Renfrew 1974; Bradley 1984; Kirch
1988, 1990). Integral to such approaches is an assumption
that the dimensions of domestic and monumental structures
result, at least in part, from the relative rank of users/

occupants (but see Kirch 1980), and the spatial arrangement
of settlement structures reflects the relationship between
different socio-political groups. It can be employed to
reconstruct the settlement hierarchy, at times employing
emic social categories (Kirch 1988; Green 2002; Asaua
2005).

In West Polynesia extensive mapping of prehistoric
settlements in Samoa has recorded the dimensions of
numerous mounds/platforms. Several measurements have
been used to identify large-scale structures. Buist (1969)
reported ‘large’ mounds with maximum base dimensions of
30.5 m to 61.0 m and a height of 2.4-3.0 m, while Jennings
et al. (1982) used a basal area of 750-1000 m? to distinguish
‘large’ mounds from small-to-medium sized mounds. Using
a sample of measured platforms/mounds from Letolo on
Savai’i’, Asaua (2005:45) increased the basal area of the
‘large’ category to a size of >1300 m? and a structure volume
of 4500 m?. However, many of the volume calculations
reported by Asaua (2005:62) — including that of Pulemelei,
given as 37,433 m? — are inflated, as they do not account for
the reducing effects of slope (land and structure walls), nor
for the smaller size of the top platform in multi-level
structures. Revised volume estimates taking into account
these factors suggest the largest mounds in Samoa are
Lapule (earth), with a volume of ca. 45,000 m?, followed by
Tapuitea (earth), at ca. 20,000 m?, and Pulemelei (stone), at
ca. 17,000 m3.

In Tonga Spennemann (1989) calculated fill volumes for
langi burial mounds at Lapaha on Tongatapu, with the
largest having basal areas greater than 2500 m?, and a
volume of up to ca. 16,000 m?. In contrast, Kirch (1988)
measured monumental architecture on the small Tongan
island of Niuatoputapu and found the largest mounds
(unfaced) had basal areas of only 1000-1300 m?, with the
volume of the largest mound estimated at 2500 m?. In
relative terms, structures with a volume of 2000-2500 m3 are
considered here to have monumental proportions in
West Polynesia, with a few much larger examples in
Samoa, Tonga, 'Uvea and Rotuma in the range of ca.
10,000-45,000 m?3.

Volume and basal area estimates can be transformed to
provide a proxy measure of the mass and energy required to
build monumental architecture, and of the power of chiefs to
command labour (Kolb 1994). The relationship between
mass-energy calculations for monumental architecture and
chiefly power is complicated, however, by several factors.

First, when monumental structures were built in several
phases an equation transforming structure volume into the
number of labour days required for construction, and from
this the ability of a chief to maintain and command a sizable
workforce, is no longer valid. In the case of Mississippian
mounds, for instance, researchers had assumed that mound
volume represented either the duration of mound use or the
size of the labour force recruited by chiefs. Analysis showed
that 10-40% of Mississippian mound volume could be
explained by duration alone (Blitz and Livingood 2004). If
a component of large mound size/volume is a consequence
of duration-of-use, then it may be misleading to use
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monumental architecture to infer political relations and the
relative power of leaders, as in the settlement hierarchy
approach. Changes and additions to ceremonial monumental
architecture is evident on Rapa Nui and the Society Islands
(Wallin 1993; Martinsson-Wallin 1994). It is probable that
each phase of structure change, use and re-use is tied to a
specific historical context.

Second, in West Polynesia measurements of monumental
architecture can generally only estimate the mass/energy/
labour needed to construct the foundation of a structure and
not that which has gone into an edifice built of perishable
materials erected on the foundation. Reconstruction of the
roof structure of the great kiva at Grass Mesa village in
Mexico, indicate it weighed 227 metric tons and was a more
‘monumental’ structure than the surviving pit foundation
(Adler and Wilshusen 1990:138). The Samoan guest house
(fale tele) was the most elaborate village building and was
constructed on a foundation volume of under 1000 m3
(Watters 1958:12). Relatively modest foundations in terms
of their basal area and volume might have had built on them
structures which in their size, materials and degree of artistic
elaboration (for example intricate lashings) exceeded the
energy/labour output expended on prosaic earth and stone
foundations which have monumental proportions.

Third, while ethnohistorical and traditional sources
explicitly link the most recent use of monumental structures
to leaders and chiefs, including Tongan langi, Hawaiian
heiau and Society Island marae, there have been few
attempts to distinguish archaeologically the function of
large mounds, and whether they were public buildings,
burial sites, high status residences or had some other
function. Green (1969b) identified debris (post holes, ovens,
charcoal, stone tools) in the most recent levels of several
mounds at Vailele in Samoa to infer a final residential
function, but the function of non-residential submounds in
several medium-sized mounds (Va-1, Va-2, Va-38) could not
be determined, nor was it possible to distinguish whether the
residential debris from larger-than-average mounds differed
from that of smaller mounds, which could provide an
independent means of associating high-status individuals
with monumental architecture (e.g. Kolb 1994).

Identifying chiefs

The absence of domestic remains at monumental
architecture indicating preparation, consumption and
storage of food is one indication of a non-residential
function, but it does not by itself specify chiefly/elite
activity. In Hawaii Kirch (2004) found the orientation of
temples (heiau) was not random and was keyed to
astronomical and landscape phenomena, which in turn
suggested a connection between temples and particular
deities. The specialised religious-astronomical function
implied by building orientation indicates use by high status
priest-chiefs (see Peebles and Kus (1977:443) and Trubitt
(2000:680) for a linkage between monumental architecture,
calendrics and high status individuals).

The orientation of monumental architecture is a useful
extension of mass-energy measurements and it highlights
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the architectonic qualities of structures built primarily for a
formal versus a residential purpose. The orientation of
monumental architecture in West Polynesia has not been
examined in depth, but in Samoa several of the largest
mounds, including Pulemelei, have their longest axis
oriented east-west, and the Kine He’e mound on Rotuma is
also aligned to cardinal points. Formalized activity
associated with chiefs and leaders emphasizes the cultural
gap between upper and lower classes, and can be recognised
by the spatial patterning of architecture, which separates and
constrains different sorts of activities (Kolb 1994:530;
Lesure 1999).

Employing this perspective, the Pulemelei mound has
sunken entrance passages that constrain access to and from
the mound, while the height of the top platform restricts the
activities able to be observed from the ground. Surrounding
features also point to the segregation of specific behaviours,
including large pavements arrayed on the south, east and
west entrance sides of the mound (but not on the ‘high’ north
side), a large ceremonial 77 oven, and the physical and
visual connection between the North mound and Pulemelei.
These structures appear to have a specialised ancillary role
in activities taking place on the top platform (Martinsson-
Wallin, Wallin and Clark, this volume).

Monumental architecture and sociocultural
transformation

An inescapable issue in the archaeological examination of
monumental architecture is how to relate the often
complicated history of structure development to an equally
dynamic prehistory of socio-political change. Unilinear
explanations tend to view monumental architecture as an
outcome of elite power during the progression toward socio-
political complexity. The development of a monumental
structure represents, in these analyses, the increasing
concentration of power by leaders (Trigger 1990:127). For
example, Kolb’s (1994) nuanced study of Hawaiian heiau
identified a two-stage process where the struggle for
territory led to the construction of large public monuments,
an activity which bound elites and commoners together in a
common ideology. As the process of political centralization
continued, elites shifted their political strategy from the
control of corvée labour used in temple building to the
production of food and material items used in the chiefly
religious economy, centered on increasingly complex
temple structures.

If the rise of complex societies is figured in the
construction and social use of monumental architecture by
chiefs/elites, then the abandonment of massive structures, in
unilinear models, suggests simplification of prehistoric
social structures or even socio-political collapse.

Consistent with this view is that the toppling and
abandonment of the colossal moai statues on Rapa Nui has
been seen as a catastrophic change to the social order. This
interpretation also has some support from indigenous
traditions (Kirch 1984, 2000). However, archaeological
research and ethnohistorical records indicate that destruc-



tion should be viewed as a continuous process with several
huri moai (statue toppling) phases, the last of which was the
most pronounced and is identified with ideological change
(Martinsson-Wallin 2000:53). Rather than society-wide
collapse, the purposeful destruction of monumental
architecture in termination rituals is relatively common, and
can signal a shift in the location of political power within a
society, as well as a change in the religious-ideological basis
of authority (Mock 1998; Stross 1998).

The demise of the Cahokia chiefdom of the Mississippi
River Valley at 1250AD is also inferred from a decline in
mound construction, and the end of temple building on
Malta at 2500BC has been seen as a calamitous socio-
political break. In both instances, archaeologists have subse-
quently found evidence for the continuity of these complex
societies, despite a shift away from the construction of
monumental architecture (Bonanno et al. 1990; Trubitt
2000). Kolb (1994) also found that the amount of labour
expended on Hawaiian temples was greatest early on, and
then declined, despite the subsequent increase in the power
of chiefs and the larger size of socio-political formations
in Hawaii.

The existence of socio-political complexity that is
independent, to some extent, of the construction and use of
monumental architecture suggests a significant change in
the expression of political power. Binary or dual-processual
models of political development have monumental architec-
ture not as the sole product of chiefs and elites, but rather as
the materialization of a communal political strategy, which
can alternate with the monopolization of power by elites.

Dual political strategies

Renfrew (1974) attributed monumental architecture to a
particular form of political strategy, distinguishing between
‘group-orientated’ and ‘individualizing’ societies to explain
differences in the archaeological remains of the chiefdoms
of prehistoric Europe. Group-orientated chiefdoms were
marked by kinship affiliation, impressive public works,
large architectural spaces for communal ritual, no evidence
in either the mortuary practice or the settlement pattern for
social domination by particularly powerful individuals, and
suppressed economic differentiation. In individualizing
chiefdoms, power was achieved by the accumulation of
personal wealth, the consumption of elaborate prestige
goods made by attached specialists, and frequent warfare
(see also Feinman 1995:268). Monumental architecture in
group-oriented chiefdoms took the form of relatively open
public structures and spaces, whereas elite residences and
elaborate burial structures were symptomatic of the high
status of leaders in individualizing chiefdoms.

Trigger (1990) also briefly considered the possibility that
types of monumental building might indicate differences in
the form of political power. He suggested that in terms of
energy expenditure, a focus on temple building might
represent the need for an upper class to consolidate a
hierarchical political order. Palaces equate with the growing
concentration of power in the hands of a paramount lineage
headed by a high chief or king, and large amounts of energy

spent on royal burials represented the highest form of
centralized power (ibid:128).

Dual-processual theory focuses on the different strategies
of leadership in complex societies, and contrasts ‘corporate’
with ‘network’ strategies (Blanton et al. 1996), which share
similarities with Renfrew’s group-orientated, and individ-
ualizing, chiefdoms. In the corporate strategy political
power is controlled by clans or lineages, and leaders stress
group cohesion and interdependence through construction
of monumental public structures and large-scale public
ceremony, which create and emphasize a cognitive model of
social solidarity. The political economy is based on the
intra-group collection and redistribution of staple foods, and
for this reason the corporate political economy is frequently
associated with productive agricultural areas.

In the network model, individual leaders attempt to
consolidate and increase their power by controlling the
production and exchange of prestige goods, which are used
to assemble local and non-local networks of followers.
Control of prestige items is fundamental to the manipulation
of personal connections in the network strategy. Complex
social systems can develop, therefore, in marginal
environments, where the potential for agricultural intensifi-
cation is limited. Ancestral ritual legitimates the control of
society by a small number of highly ranked individuals, and
monumental architecture, such as statuary, sumptuous
mortuary structures and elite residences, promotes the
power of individual leaders.

West Polynesia’s archaeological record has not yet
reached a point where the signature of network versus
corporate political strategies can be extracted, but there is
growing evidence for substantial interaction in the Central
Pacific in the last 1000 years. Archaeologists have examined
the long-distance transfer of prestige goods (Best et al.
1992; Clark 2002), while anthropologists and historians
have examined the inter-archipelago movement of high-
status marriage partners (Kaeppler 1978; Gunson 1997).

Such selective approaches, although useful in recon-
structing facets of late prehistoric social interaction, tend to
mask the overall nature of socio-political complexity in
West Polynesia. This is evident when considering relations
between the two-best documented archipelagoes of Tonga
and Fiji.

In Table 1, the extent of late-prehistoric contact is
outlined using ethnohistoric, ethnographic and archaeo-
logical information. By category, most material culture
items, plants and animals and skilled/high status individuals
were taken from Fiji for use in Tonga, whereas built
structures were transferred or instituted by Tongan arrivals
to east Fiji. The pattern is evidence for a strong Tongan
presence in the region that would be difficult to reconstruct
from the archaeological record alone, as most of the material
items would not have survived or be identifiable as imports,
and the relatively small number of Tongan structures in east
Fiji could result from the relocation or exile of Tongan
groups, rather than from economic interaction sanctioned
and commissioned by a central authority in Tonga as
asserted in tradition (e.g. Gifford 1929).

35



Item Direction Source Estimated Date Reference
(AD)

People
Marriage partners Fiji to Tonga & Tonga Ethnographic 1640- Gifford 1929:34; Reid 1977:7-8

to Fiji
Carpenters Tonga to east Fiji Ethnographic 1640- Young 1982:35
Warriors Fiji to Tonga Ethnohistoric 1790-1840 Derrick 1950:293
Ceremonial attendants  Fiji to Tonga Ethnographic 1300, 1600 Gifford 1929:65
Structures
Fortifications Tonga to east Fiji Archaeology 1100- Best 1984:658
Beach rock quarrys Tonga to east Fiji Archaeology 1750- Smart 1965; Best 1984:46
Faced burial mounds  Tonga to east Fiji Archaeology 1650-1750 Smart 1965
Canoe building ‘village’ Tonga to east Fiji Archaeology 1650-1800 Smart 1965
Plants and Animals
Dog Fiji to Tonga Ethnohistoric 1770-1780 Beaglehole 1967b:144-145
Pig Tonga to Fiji Ethnohistoric 1770-1780 Beaglehole 1967a: 958-959
Parrot Fiji to Tonga Ethnohistoric 1790-1800 D’Entrecasteaux 2001:189
Sandalwood tree Fiji to Tonga Ethnohistoric 1790-1800 Labillardiere 1800: 177
Material Culture
Stone adzes Fiji to Tonga Ethnohistoric 1790-1800 D’Entrecasteaux 2001:189
Canoes Fiji to Tonga Ethnohistoric ~ 1790-1800 Labillardiere 1800:138
Sail mats Fiji to Tonga & Tonga Ethnohistoric 1800-1810 Martin 1981:190;

to Fiji &1840-1850 Williams 1982:94
Sandalwood Fiji to Tonga Ethnohistoric 1790-1810 Labillardiere 1800:177;

Martin 1981:351

Red feathers Fiji to Tonga Ethnohistoric 1770-1780 Cook and King 1784:375
Pottery Fiji to Tonga Ethnohistoric 1770-1780 Beaglehole 1967a:958-959
Beaded baskets Fiji to Tonga Ethnohistoric 1770-1780 Bayley in Kirch 1984:239
Decorated bark cloth  Fiji to Tonga & Tonga Ethnohistoric 1770-1780 Beaglehole 1967a:164;

to Fiji & 1800-1810 Martin 1981:190
Spears and clubs Fiji to Tonga Ethnohistoric 1770-1780 Beaglehole 1967a:958-959
Mats Fiji to Tonga & Tonga Ethnohistoric ~ 1770-1780 Bayley in Kirch 1984

to Fiji & 1840-1850
Sinnet Fiji to Tonga & Tonga Ethnohistoric 1800-1810 Martin 1981:190;

to Fiji & 1840-1850 Williams 1982:94
War bows and arrows  Fiji to Tonga Ethnohistoric 1800-1810 Martin 1981:68-69
Whale tooth ornaments Tonga to Fiji Ethnohistoric 1800-1810 Martin 1981:359
Stingray spear points ~ Tonga to Fiji Ethnohistoric 1800-1810 Martin 1981:190
Inlaid clubs Tonga to Fiji Ethnohistoric 1840-1850 Williams 1982:94
White cowrie shells Tonga to Fiji Ethnohistoric 1840-1850 Williams 1982:94

Table 1. Interaction between Fiji and Tonga from archaeological, traditional and ethnohistorical sources.

The import of prestige goods and weapons from east Fiji
to Tonga, evidence for strategic marriages among chiefly
families, and frequent recourse to warfare appears to fit a
network strategy (Blanton et al. 1996). It is still uncertain
whether early political development in Tonga was different
to that recorded by Europeans in the 18th century as seems
likely, or whether corporate and network strategies
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alternated through time. The earliest Tongan involvement in
east Fiji, for instance, might have involved construction of a
massive fortification on Lakeba Island at 1100AD (Table 1),
substantially predating the extraction of products and people
from Fiji in the proto-historic era.

At the Pulemelei mound (Clark and de Biran, this
volume), a geophysical study suggested a hiatus between



the building of a large unelaborated base platform and the
addition of the paved top platform and the construction of
features such as entrance pavements and sunken access
ways. The base platform has an approximate area of 3000
m?, compared with the substantially smaller top platform
area of 1300 m?2. The reduction in area and the increased
elevation of the top platform appears to have emphasized
exclusionary, rather than corporate, power. Traditional
records, although meagre, link the final use of Pulemelei to
the high chief Lilomaiava Nailevaiiliili, but archaeological
evidence does not yet indicate a final residential use for
Pulemelei, as Green (1969b) observed about several earth
mounds on Upolu. Further investigation of the buried
surface of the base platform is required to show whether it
was used for communal events, consistent with a corporate
political structure.

Conclusion

Monumental structures are important archaeological sites
because they can contain in compressed form details of a
culture’s socio-political development. As the above review
illustrates, there are diverse opinions about the origin of
monumental architecture, how chiefly power is represented
by large constructions, and whether change in the
production and use of massive structures reflects
perturbation in the prehistoric socio-political system. These
are major issues in Pacific prehistory, as the archaeological
record of the past 1000 years shows the existence of
complex societies in Polynesia as well as in islands outside
Polynesia (e.g. Fiji, New Caledonia, Kosrae, Pohnpei), and
their emergence has implications for understanding the
development of chiefdoms and states in other parts of the
world (Kirch 1990).

In Polynesia a rich ethnographic and ethnohistoric corpus
has informed understanding of monumental architecture
(Kirch 1990; Wallin 1993; Martinsson-Wallin 1994,
Stevenson 2002; Graves and Sweeney 1993). When
subjected to archaeological investigation, however, large
mounds and structures have frequently been shown to be
multiphase constructions which contain evidence for change
in the type and intensity of social use over several centuries
or more (Wallin 1993; Martinsson-Wallin 1994; Trubitt
2000; Joyce 2004). For these reasons, the relatively narrow
time depth of proto-historic sources may not accurately
describe why a monumental structure was built, nor the full
set of activities associated with it during prehistory.

Archaeological survey in Samoa, for instance has shown
that the late-prehistoric settlement pattern was transformed
following European arrival and a major population decline
from introduced diseases (Green 2002). Prehistoric villages
had a dispersed form, with habitations distributed from the
coast several kilometres inland. Settlements also contained
chiefly structures such as rare ‘monumental’ earth and stone
mounds, star mounds, and ceremonial ovens (Herdrich and
J. Clark 1993; Carson 2002). These structures were not
present, or else were uncommon, in the nucleated coastal

villages recorded from the 1830s on (Watters 1958), which
were organized around a community space (malae) up to
several acres in extent, itself difficult to identify in
prehistoric settlements (Jennings et al. 1982).

Substantial change to the prehistoric Samoan settlement
pattern, as manifested by the loss of chiefly architecture,
suggests the presence of a political system which operated
differently to that recorded in the 19th century. Previous
analyses of social space identified continuity in the
organization of Samoan households and in the structure of
the community from the late prehistoric to the historic, but
there is little reason to propose that shifts in political power
would result in substantial change to household dimensions
or the domestic division of social space (cf. Davidson
1974:236). For example, Jennings et al. (1982) analysed
recent and prehistoric settlements on ‘Upolu and Savai’i and
concluded that social organization was stable during the past
500-600 years, but acknowledged that large mounds
probably dating to the 16th and 17th century marked the
“acquisition of considerable political power by a few
individuals” (ibid:92), an opinion also formed by Green
(2002:145).

In our view, the archaeological study of monumental
architecture is an indispensable tool for identifying
prehistoric political developments, such as the hypothesized
accumulation of power by individuals in Samoa. Monu-
mental structures are frequently seen as an outcome of
particular environmental and demographic conditions, or as
a statement of power made by leaders on their own behalf.
In West Polynesia there is also substantial evidence for the
spread of monumental architecture by migration and culture
contact. A Samoan tradition, for example, records that when
Langi, the daughter of the Tui Manu’a, Tonga Fusifonua,
asked how she was to be known in Tonga her father replied
that in order to establish her status and spiritual authority
she should: © “Make a mound and sit and face the Tongan
people” that the Tongan people may know she sits from high
above’ (Gunson 1997:145).

Diachronic perspectives, such as dual-processual theory,
that consider the development of monumental architecture
over centuries in terms of socio-political process are still
few in number, and detailed palaeoecological records to
evaluate the correlation between environmental productivity
and monumental architecture have yet to be established.

Our investigations at the Pulemelei mound have begun to
gather archaeological data to understand a single example of
Samoan monumental architecture, and we stress that it is
premature to evaluate current evidence solely in terms of
dual-processual theory, or as the expression of materialized
ideology.

It is reasonable to argue, for instance, that mound
building materializes chiefly power in West Polynesia, but
we must then also ask how chiefly power was expressed in
the previous two millennia before the emergence of a
cultural tradition in which power and rank were manifested
by earth and stone structures? Was it through the
construction of larger-than-average structures that because
they were made entirely in perishable materials have, to
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date, remained archaeologically invisible? Or, was early
chiefly power largely expressed by portable material
culture, particularly prestige products, consistent with
elements of Renfrew’s (1974) individualizing chiefdoms
and the network strategy proposed by Blanton et al. (1996)?

Whatever the answer, monumental architecture is a non-
portable, relatively permanent, and highly visible type of
archaeological ‘artefact’ that continues to attract a cultural
response well after the demise or transformation of the
individuals and society that constructed and used it. Unlike
most utilitarian and domestic archaeological remains,
monumental architecture has embedded in its structure
information about the nature of prehistoric socio-political
organization. Archaeological approaches to extract such
details require not only the accumulation of large amounts
of data, but also an appreciation of the alternative theories
by which monumental architecture can be interpreted.
Testing the alternative with multidisciplinary evidence,
particularly that from archaeology, palaeoecology and
palacodemography is now needed to refine our under-
standing of socio-political development in West Polynesia.
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