
217. Female diety 
Nukuoro, Micronesia. c. 18th to 19th century C.E. Wood 
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 Artistic choices (form): 

o All the sculptures, ranging in size from 30 cm to 217 cm, have similar proportions: an 
ovoid head tapering slightly at the chin and a columnar neck. The eyes and nose are 
either discretely shown as slits or not at all. The shoulders slope downwards and the 
chest is indicated by a simple line. Some female figures have rudimentary breasts. Some 
of the sculptures, be they male, female or of indeterminate sex, have a sketchy indication 
of hands and feet. The buttocks are always flattened and set on a flexed pair of legs 

 Function and context: 
o Each of the figurines bore the name of a specific male or female deity which was 

associated with a particular extended family group, a priest and a specific temple. They 
were placed in temples and decorated with loom-woven bands, fine mats, feathers, paint 
or headdresses. The tino aitu occupied a central place in an important religious 
ceremony that took place towards the month of Mataariki, when the Pleiades are visible 
in the west at dusk. The rituals marked the beginning of the harvesting of two kinds of 
taro, breadfruit, arrowroot, banana, sugar cane, pandanus and coconuts. During the 
festivities—which could last several weeks—the harvested fruits and food offerings 
were brought to the wooden sculptures, male and female dances were performed and 
women were tattooed. Any weathered and rotten statues were also replaced during the 
ceremony. For the period of these rituals, the sculptures were considered the resting 
place of a god or a deified ancestor’s spirit. 

o Some speculation suggest they may have been used in fertility ceremonies.  
 Influential  -  

o Alberto Giacometti, Henry Moore 
o European artists believed that the highly stylized representation of the human in the 

Nukuoro figures represented the purest form of art—an art that lay at the origins of 
mankind 



  


