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Rapa Nui (Easter Island). C. 1100-1600 C.E. Volcanic tuff figures on basalt base 
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 Easter Island is famous for its stone statues of human figures, known as moai (meaning “statue”).  

 The island is known to its inhabitants as Rapa Nui.  

 The moai were probably carved to commemorate important ancestors 

 around 887 moai 

 they stood, backs to the sea, keeping watch over the island.  . .  some of the eyes sockets were originally inlaid 

with red stone and coral and at least some of  the sculpture was painted with red and white designs 

 Around 1500 C.E. the practice of constructing moai peaked, and from around 1600 C.E. statues began to be 

toppled, sporadically. The island’s fragile ecosystem had been pushed beyond what was sustainable. Over time 

only sea birds remained, nesting on safer offshore rocks and islands. As these changes occurred, so too did the 

Rapanui religion alter—to the birdman religion. 

 Abandoned - the loss of confidence in the efficacy of the ancestors after the deforestation and ecological collapse, 

and most recently a theory concerning the introduction of rats, which may have ultimately led to famine and 

conflict. After 1838 at a time of social collapse following European intervention, the remaining standing moai 

were toppled 

 Nearly half are still at Rano Raraku, the main moai quarry, but hundreds were transported from there and set on 

stone platforms called ahu around the island's perimeter. Almost all moai have overly large heads three-eighths 

the size of the whole statue. The moai are chiefly the living faces of deified ancestors  

 The production and transportation of the 887 statues[4] are considered remarkable creative and physical feats.[5] 

The tallest moai erected, called Paro, was almost 10 metres (33 ft) high and weighed 82 tons;[6] the heaviest 

erected was a shorter but squatter moai at Ahu Tongariki, weighing 86 tons; and one unfinished sculpture, if 

completed, would have been approximately 21 metres (69 ft) tall with a weight of about 270 tons.[citation needed] The 

islanders themselves tore down the standing moai after their civilization broke down 

 Symbolism: Many archaeologists suggest that "[the] statues were thus symbols of authority and power, both 

religious and political. But they were not only symbols. To the people who erected and used them, they were 

actual repositories of sacred spirit. Carved stone and wooden objects in ancient Polynesian religions, when 

properly fashioned and ritually prepared, were believed to be charged by a magical spiritual essence called 

mana." [11] Archaeologists believe that the statues were a representation of the ancient Polynesians' ancestors. 

The moai statues face away from the ocean and towards the villages as if to watch over the people. The 

exception is the seven Ahu Akivi which face out to sea to help travelers find the island. There is a legend that 

says there were seven men who waited for their king to arrive 

 Each moai presented a status: “The larger the statue placed upon an ahu, the more mana the chief who 

commissioned it had."[13] The competition for grandest statue was ever prevalent in the culture of the Easter 

Islanders. The proof stems from the varying sizes of moai. 

 Some incomplete:  

o Some statues were rock carvings and never intended to be completed. 

o Some were incomplete because, when inclusions were encountered, the carvers would abandon a 

partial statue and start a new one[20] (tuff is a soft rock with occasional lumps of much harder rock 

included in it). 
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o Some completed statues at Rano Raraku were placed there permanently and not parked 

temporarily awaiting removal.[21] 

o Some were indeed incomplete when the statue-building era came to an end 

o  

 It is not known exactly how the moai were moved across the island, but the process almost certainly required 

human energy, ropes, and possibly wooden sledges (sleds) and/or rollers, as well as leveled tracks across the 

island (the Easter Island roads).  
o A recent study suggests the statues might have been harnessed with ropes from two sides and made to 

"walk" by tilting them from side to side while pulling forward 
o Another theory suggests that the moai were placed on top of logs and were rolled to their destinations 

 All of the statues were toppled in the 1700-1800s – classing clans (over scarce food), 

earthquakes, slave raids, and Christianity all took their toll . . . 

o Some were removed to museums around the world  

o Those that stand today have been re-erected and restored the best possible . . . 
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