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Easter Island is one of the most isolated spots in the Pacific; the eastern-most of all the Polynesian islands, it is 2300 miles west of Chile, to which it has belonged since 1888. The island is only 45 miles long; three volcanoes mark the corners of its triangular shape. The average temperature is 72F. Once lush, its plant and animal life is now sparse.

All Polynesian culture seems to have resulted from a gradual eastward expansion that began in southeast Asia.[footnoteRef:1] Easter Island was settled perhaps as early as the beginning of the Christian era, certainly before AD 690. (Mazière 51-65) Its ancient inhabitants called the island “te pito o te henva, the navel of the world”; they also referred to it as “the eye staring toward heaven” (Mazière, 13-27). [1:  Polynesians developed writing about 2000 BC; their “talking boards” (wooden tables covered with 120 symbols, each of which represents 1 idea, not one phoneme) contain prayers to gods, instructions to priests, and mythologies. Only 21 boards remain.] 


Large stone statues can be found on other Polynesian islands, but those on Easter Island are most impressive. The statues, called moai, are carved from buff-colored volcanic rock; they have disdainful expressions, elongated ears, jutting and powerful chins, arms rigidly hanging, and hands extended stiffly across their bellies. Over 1000 have been found, with an average weight of 20 tons and an average height of 12-15 feet. The largest finished statue is 90 tons and 32 feet; the largest unfinished is more than twice that size. At one locale on the island—probably the most recent area of statue development—300 statues can be found, at various stages of completion; 100 are even finished, but all lack eyes (they are called the “blind giants”). Probably eyes were added to the statues after their elevation onto altars. The plentiful volcanic rock, the scarcity of timber, the probable strong competition among kinship groups, and religious fervor seem to have led to the remarkable sculptures. (Mazière 51-65)

Most of the statues stood on altars, ahu, mainly found near the shores; more than 300 ahu exist. Each has “a narrow, elongated masonry platform with lateral wings—sometimes 200 yards long and more than 20 feet high—which varied in breadth from about 6 to 15 feet.” Paved ramps descended from the inland side of the altars toward plazas on which worshipers may have assembled. Some ahu have elevated centers, pedestals for the moai (Métraux 149-70). Some altars even pre-date 690, but the moai are a later development. Construction continued until about 1650 (“Easter Island” 492-93).

The moai were probably carved by different kinship groups (Mazière 121-31). Hundreds of finished moai were overturned by the warring kinship groups during the 1500s-1600s; all were toppled by 1850.

The cult of the Bird Man developed in the 1400s and died out in 1867. Each September, at the southernmost tip of the island, representatives of each kinship group sponsored youths to race through shark-infested waters to retrieve an egg of a manutara bird. The winner’s sponsor became “Bird Man” for the year. The cult was related to the island god, Makemake-e, who ate the souls of the deceased; priests ate children before his altar to appease him.

Easter Island was first sighted by a European by the Dutchman Jacob Roggeveen in 1722, on Easter Sunday (hence the name). He reported that the islanders were tattooed, with pierced earlobes that stretched to their shoulders. There were 3000-4000 inhabitants; by 1877, however, only 111 were left, due to smallpox, etc. The natives were divided into warring kinship groups, and they practiced cannibalism. Roggeveen could not believe that such massive statues were stone; surely, he said, they were clay with ground stone added in.
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