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Rapanui glossary
Brief glossary of Rapanui terms used in this book, following Zizka (1991),
McLaughlin (2007), and Edwards and Edwards (2013).
Name

Field

Meaning

Ao

Art

Ahu
Ariki Mau

Architecture
Sociopolitics

Ariki paka

Sociopolitics

Hare moa
Hare paenga

Architecture
Architecture

Hau hau
Here hoi
Herepo
Heriki hare

Botany
Botany
Botany
Botany

Hikukio’e

Botany

Hotu Matu’a

Tradition

Hotu Iti
Ipu kaha

Sociopolitics
Botany

Ivi atua
Kumara

Sociopolitics
Botany

Maika
Make Make

Botany
Tradition

Makoi
Mahute

Botany
Botany

Mana
Manavai

Tradition
Architecture

Ceremonial paddle that symbolizes
authority or power
Raised rectangular ceremonial platform
Paramount chief, from the lineage of Hotu
Matu’a within the Miru clan
Noble title for the chiefs of lineages or
clans who had kinship ties to the Miru
clan
Stone house for chicken
Elliptic house resembling an overturned
boat reserved for the chiefs
Triumfetta semitriloba (Tiliaceae)
Sporobolus africanus (Poaceae)
Tetragonia tetragonoides (Aizoaceae)
Axonopus paschalis (Poaceae) and Paspalum
forsterianum (Poaaceae)
Name given to several Cyperaceae species
(Cyperus cyperoides, Cyperus eragrostis,
Kyllinga brevifolia, Pycreus polystachyos)
The legendary founder of the Rapanui
culture of Easter Island
See Mata Iti
Lagenaria siceraria (Cucurbitaceae)—bottle
gourd
Shaman-like priests
Ipomoea batatas (Convolvulaceae)—sweet
potato
Musa sp. (Musaceae)—banana
The Rapanui creator god, forefather, and
protector of the Miru clan
Thespesia populnea (Malvaceae)
Broussonetia papyrifera (Moraceae)—paper
mulberry
Spiritual power
Circular stone shelter for growing plants
(Continued)
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Rapanui glossary

Name

Field

Meaning

Manutara

Zoology

Marikuru
Mata
Mata’a

Botany
Sociopolitics
Art

Mata Iti

Sociopolitics

Mata Nui

Sociopolitics

Matato’a
Mati
Moai
Moai kavakava

Sociopolitics
Botany
Art
Art

Miru

Sociopolitics

Naoho, Ngaoho
Ngaatu
Pato
Pipi horeko

Botany
Botany
Botany
Architecture

Poporo
Pua
Pua nako nako
Pukao

Botany
Botany
Botany
Art

Puringa
Rano

Botany
Geography

Rongorongo

Art

Rona
Taheta

Art
Architecture

Tangata Manu

Sociopolitics

Tanoa

Botany

Onychoprion fuscatus (Charadriiformes:
Laridae)—sooty tern
Sapindus saponaria (Sapindaceae)
Clan
Obsidian lithic flakes that have been
considered as spear points or tools for
domestic labors
Group of clans of lower status, which
inhabited the eastern part of the island
(also known as Hotu Iti)
Group of clans of higher status, which
inhabited the western part of the island
(also known as Tuu)
Distinguished warrior
Cynodon dactylon (Poaceae)
Monolithic stone statues in human form
Wooden statuettes representing emaciated
men with protruding ribs
The most important Rapanui clan,
descendant from Hotu Matu’a and
Make Make
Caesalpinia major (Fabaceae)
Scirpus californicus (Cyperaceae)
Euphorbia serpens (Euphorbiaceae)
Stone markers that often indicated places
that were prohibited or of restricted
access
Solanum forsteri (Solanaceae)
Curcuma longa (Zingiberaceae)
Lycium carolinianum (Solanaceae)
Hat-like cylindrical headdress for moai
made of red scoria
Verbena litoralis (Verbenaceae)
Volcanic crater with a lake or a swamp
inside
Wood tablets with undeciphered
hieroglyphic characters
Petroglyphs
Carved or uncarved small stone basins for
collecting rainwater
The Birdman, the representative of Make
Make on Earth and maximum authority
of Easter Island
Ipomoea pes-caprae (Convolvulaceae)
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Name

Field

Meaning

Tapu
Taro
Tavari
Te Pito O Te
Henua

Tradition
Botany
Botany
Tradition

Ti
Toa
Toki

Botany
Botany
Art

Toromiro
Tuava
Tuere heu
Tuu
Umu

Botany
Botany
Botany
Sociopolitics
Architecture

Yam

Botany

Sacred, prohibited (enforced by mana)
Colocasia esculenta (Araceae)
Polygonum acuminatum (Polygonaceae)
“Navel of the World” or “Land’s End,” the
first name of Easter Island according to
the Rapanui tradition
Cordyline fruticosa (Asparagaceae)
Saccharum officinarum (Poaceae)
Stone pick or adze made of basalt used for
moai carving
Sophora toromiro (Fabaceae)
Psidium guajava (Myrtaceae)
Agrostis avenaceae (Poaceae)
See Mata Nui
Earth oven that uses hot stones for cooking
food
Dioscorea alata (Dioscoreaceae)
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Introduction
Easter Island (Rapa Nui) has been considered one of the most enigmatic
places on Earth for several reasons. First, it is the most remote inhabited island of the planet and is in an intermediate position between South America
and the easternmost Polynesian archipelagos (Fig. 1). This has led to wonder
about the time of its discovery and settlement, and about the geographical and
cultural origin of its first settlers. The present cultural traits of the island and
its aboriginal inhabitants (the Rapanui) are clearly of Polynesian origin but
hypotheses about possible ancient Amerindian (or Native American) colonization and/or cultural influence have been raised through history (Heyerdahl,
1952; Thorsby, 2016). Regarding its settlement time, a variety of hypotheses
exist ranging from about 400 CE (formerly AD) to 1300 CE (Kirch, 2010;
Wilmshurst et al., 2011).
Second, the most iconic cultural manifestations of the island are the
nearly 1000 megalithic (up to 10 m high and nearly 90 tons of weight) anthropomorphic cult statues known as moai (Fig. 2) erected by the ancient
Rapanui culture (Van Tilburg, 1994) (See also the video Rapanui 2008 at
https://youtu.be/zTbW4kb-DOU).This ancient society is thought to have
flourished well before the European contact (1722), as the Rapanui society
that encountered the first Europeans who arrived in the island was considered demographically and technologically unable to develop the moai
industry (Flenley and Bahn, 2003; Fischer, 2005).The most traditional enigmas around the moai have been the religious meaning of these statues, the
sculpting technology, and the transportation means from their quarry to
their final emplacement on special stone altars known as ahu, which are
scattered across the whole island (Hunt and Lipo, 2011).
Third, Easter Island has become famous for the assumedly self-provoked
cultural collapse of the ancient Rapanui culture that erected the moai,
owing to the overexploitation of natural resources, as manifested in total deforestation of the island in a few centuries (Mulloy, 1974; Bahn and
Flenley, 1992). This socioecological demise has been considered an ecocide (Diamond, 2005) and has been—and still is—used as a microcosmic
model for the whole Earth if current global exploitation practices continue.
Other potential deforestation agents would have been human-introduced
Polynesian rats, which actively ate fruits of palm trees, thus preventing forest
regeneration (Dransfield et al., 1984). Some authors believe that rats were
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Fig. 1 Sketch map of the Pacific archipelagos. Easter Island is highlighted by a red dot
and the distances (in km) to the nearest Polynesian and American islands are indicated,
according to Flenley and Bahn (2003).

Fig. 2 Examples of moai from different parts of Easter Island (see Fig. 1.1 for location)
and size comparison at human scale. Left: (A) Ahu Nau Nau, (B) Ahu Ko Te Riku, (C) Ahu
Tongariki, and (D) Ahu Vai Uri and Ahu Tahai. Right: (E) Moai from Ahu Tongariki, (F) Moai
from Ahu Te Pito Kura. (Photos: N. Cañellas (A and C) and V. Rull (B and D). Drawings: (E and
F) redrawn and modified from http://www.bradshawfoundation.com/easter/index.php.)
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the main deforestation force and that forest clearing was not the cause of
the Rapanui cultural collapse, which did not arrive until after European
contact and was actually a genocide (Peiser, 2005; Hunt, 2006). Finally, it
has also been discussed whether climate shifts, especially droughts, could
have influenced deforestation and/or cultural developments of the ancient
Rapanui society (McCall, 1993; Orliac and Orliac, 1998).
For the above reasons, and others, Easter Island has become famous not
only in scientific but also in the popular media, which has fostered the appearance of many books, articles, press releases, documentaries, films, and
websites with varied tendencies, including magic, obscurantism, science
fiction, and similar approaches. Scientific (and pseudoscientific) outcomes
are also numerous, especially in the form of books and articles. Therefore,
it could be asked whether a new scientific book on Easter Island is really
required. The answer is yes, provided it is more than a repetition of what is
already published in other books (which is not uncommon) and adds value
to the study of Easter Island, in the form of new data, novel interpretations,
unconventional perspectives, and/or holistic frameworks accounting for
multidisciplinary evidence.

1. Aims and scope
Ethnography, anthropology, and archaeology have dominated Easter Island’s
research since the early 20th century (Routledge, 1919; Métraux, 1940),
which is easy to understand if we consider that most enigmas mentioned
above involve human features and activities. Paleoecological research—i.e.,
the reconstruction of past ecological changes and their natural and anthropogenic drivers—has only acquired relevance on Easter Island during the
last 3–4 decades, since the first works of John Flenley and his coworkers
(Flenley and King, 1984; Flenley et al., 1991). In spite of their relatively recent inception, these studies have already provided the necessary context for
a better understanding of the relationships between environmental/ecological shifts and cultural developments or, in other words, of the complexity
of environmental-ecological-cultural systems as functional units. However,
this advantage has not been fully exploited. Such a synthetic approach is
only possible if any type of determinism, either human or environmental, is
circumvented and all the interdisciplinary evidence is considered altogether
(Rull, 2018). Due to the lack of truly multidisciplinary initiatives, paleoecological knowledge is still to be fully incorporated into Easter Island’s
research.
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Another reason for this situation may be that paleoecological knowledge on Easter Island is still dispersed across many articles, and an updated
and reasoned synthesis is not yet available. Also, a number of paleoecological publications may be too specialized for practitioners of other disciplines and, therefore, difficult to incorporate into their respective working
frameworks. Finally, some paleoecological papers have been published in
the so-called gray literature or in meeting proceedings and may not be easy
to find. This book is a first trial to synthesize and organize all the existing
paleoecological knowledge relative to Easter Island in an affordable manner,
to facilitate its use in different fields of research. To achieve this, the book
provides and analyzes in detail all paleoecological information available to
date, organized in a historical manner, to follow its evolution and to highlight the main findings.

2. Book organization
The book is organized into eight chapters. The description of the island
(Chapter 1) is succinct as the main aim is not providing a thorough characterization but to situate the reader in context and to introduce the locations, terms, and concepts that are discussed throughout the book.The main
subjects addressed are geography, geology, climate, hydrology, soils, land use,
flora, vegetation, archaeological heritage, and conservation of natural systems and cultural legacy. Emphasis is placed on the different ecological and
landscape features before and after human settlement—albeit not in the
processes and causes involved, which are discussed in further chapters—and
the handicap that this deep transformation may represent for paleoecological reconstruction. The second chapter summarizes the main prehistorical
developments of the ancient Rapanui society. The term “prehistory” has
been adopted in Easter Island to refer to the time between human settlement and European contact (Mulloy, 1974). This chapter deals mainly with
human settlement and the cultural developments of the ancient Rapanui
society. Relevant topics are: the time of arrival and the origin of the first
settlers, some hints on sociopolitical organization and demography, the timing of deforestation, the cultural revolution that represented the shift from
the moai cult to the Birdman cult, and the debate between ecocidal and
genocidal theories.
Chapter 3 is an introduction to the study of Easter Island’s paleoecology that provides the elements necessary to understand the inception
of this discipline in the study of the island’s prehistory and considers all
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p aleoecological archives available and all studies carried out in them to
date. This chapter subdivides the paleoecological study of Easter Island into
three main stages, namely the pioneering phase (1977–1992), the transitional phase (1993–2004), and the revival phase (2005–2019). This provides
the basis for the next three chapters, which are organized historically. In
Chapter 4, the pioneer work of John Flenley and his colleagues is explained
in some detail, with emphasis on deforestation and its possible incidence
on cultural change. At the end of the chapter, some insights are provided
on points that remained unsolved or were controversial and fostered further paleoecological research. The transitional phase, which represented a
paleoecological impasse, is addressed in Chapter 5. During this phase, paleoecological study did not progress significantly due to the lack of systematic fieldwork (mainly sediment coring) and the few papers published.
The revival phase (Chapter 6) began with an intense coring effort, between
2005 and 2009, with the participation of several research teams, followed
by a substantial increase in publication several years later (2012–2019). All
previous coring sites were revisited in a more systematic manner and novel
relevant information was obtained on deforestation and land use patterns,
useful to complement archaeological and ethnological research.
Chapter 7 summarizes the most relevant paleoecological knowledge
obtained during the three phases mentioned and its relevance for a better
understanding of Easter Island’s prehistory, especially in aspects such as settlement, climate change, deforestation, and cultural change. Chapter 8 presents a conceptual system called EHLFS (Environmental-Human-Landscape
Feedbacks and Synergies) able to analyze Easter Island’s prehistory from a
holistic perspective. The EHLFS system is first explained in some detail and
is then applied to Easter Island using the paleoecological evidence summarized in Chapter 7. The epilogue is a call for holistic and truly multidisciplinary study of Easter Island, as the only way of attaining the old aspiration
of understanding its prehistorical developments.

Appendix: Supplementary material
The following is the Supplementary material related to this chapter: Please
see the video Rapanui 2008 at https://youtu.be/zTbW4kb-DOU.
Rapanui 2008: Images from different sites and monuments of Easter Island taken during
the 2008 coring campaign. Photos and composition: V. Rull. Music: Vangelis.

