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Peut-on imaginer un monde sans oiseaux ?
Pour ma petite Kraken de Kowhai...

Who has inspired me more than she will ever know






Abstract

In all traditional Polynesian societies, birds engaged humans’ imagination with their songs,
their colours and their power of flight, especially because of the absence of large land mam-
mals in Polynesia. Manu (‘birds’ in most Polynesian languages) were also very powerful
symbols. This thesis aims to offer a comparative study of the role of birds in traditional Poly-
nesian narratives and to find commonalities between stories from different Polynesian island
groups, in order to provide, through textual analysis, a picture of the spiritual, material and
emotional relationship of Polynesian peoples with birds in pre-European times.

A corpus of 300 bird-related Polynesian narratives has been assembled. Those were, for
the most part, collected and published in the 19" and 20" centuries by travellers, government
officials, ethnographers, missionaries, anthropologists and linguists. The texts have all been
summarised, and the recurrent themes and motifs involving the birds have been analysed in
depth. Though ‘Polynesia’ is understood as comprising all the island groups within the Poly-
nesian Triangle as well as the Polynesian Outliers, references have also been made to stories

originating from other parts of Oceania.

The analysis of the texts suggests that birds appear in the stories in a variety of roles.
Some narratives are purely ‘animal stories’ without human characters. These account for
and give meaning to the physical, vocal and behavioural characteristics of a given species,
Polynesian peoples having developed their own bodies of belief to explain a bird’s behaviour
and appearance. However, birds also play a part in stories about the origin of the world and
of humankind, and they appear in many traditions as message-bearers sent by a deity to warn
or advise humans, as guardians and protectors, as cherished pets, but also as giant man-

eating birds.

These findings demonstrate that birds are far from being restricted to the ‘animal story’
genre: any type of Polynesian narrative may involve manu. Birds engaged Polynesian peo-
ples’ imaginations in such a way that all their narratives could lend themselves to featuring

feathered creatures as dramatis personae.



Résumé

Dans les sociétés polynésiennes traditionnelles, les oiseaux séduisaient 1’imagination. Ils
inspiraient I’homme par leurs chants, leurs couleurs et leur vol, notamment du fait de I’ab-
sence de grands mammiféres en Polynésie. Les manu (« oiseaux » dans la plupart des lan-
gues polynésiennes) remplissaient aussi une fonction symbolique trés forte. Cette these pro-
pose une étude comparative du role des oiseaux dans les récits traditionnels polynésiens, et
cherche a établir des similitudes entre des histoires appartenant a des régions différentes de
Polynésie. Elle vise a montrer, par 1’analyse de ces textes, la richesse du rapport spirituel,
matériel et émotionnel entre I’homme et 1’oiseau dans les sociétés polynésiennes tradition-

nelles.

Cette these rassemble un corpus de 300 recits polynésiens comportant des oiseaux.
Ceux-ci ont été pour la plupart recueillis et publiés aux X1x¢ et XX° siecles par des voyageurs,
des fonctionnaires, des ethnologues, des missionnaires, des anthropologues et des linguistes.
Tous ces textes ont été résumés, et sont accompagnés d’une analyse de leurs themes et mo-
tifs. Le cadre géographique de cette étude est la grande Polynésie, ¢’est-a-dire 1’ensemble
des Tles du « Triangle polynésien » et les « Exclaves polynésiennes ». Néanmoins, quelques

récits provenant d’autres régions d’Océanie ont également été inclus.

Comme le révele I’analyse des textes, les oiseaux jouent dans les récits polynésiens des
roles trés différents. Ainsi, certains récits sont purement et simplement des « fables anima-
lieres », sans personnages humains, qui expliquent 1’origine des caractéristiques physiques,
vocales et comportementales d’une espece d’oiseau donnée. Mais les oiseaux figurent aussi
dans certaines histoires relatives a 1’origine du monde et de ’humanité, et ils apparaissent
dans une multitude de traditions comme porteurs de messages envoyés par une divinité pour
avertir ou conseiller les hommes. Dans de nombreux récits, ils font aussi fonction de gar-
diens et de protecteurs, ou sont des animaux de compagnie trés chers a leurs maitres, ou

bien, au contraire, des monstres géants mangeurs d’homme.

En conclusion, les oiseaux ne sont pas confinés aux fables animalieres : ils peuvent figu-
rer dans tout type de récit polynésien. Les manu stimulaient 1’imagination des Polynésiens
d’une telle maniére que toutes leurs traditions pouvaient inclure des créatures ailées comme

acteurs du récit.
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Introduction

Maku e whakarongo ki te manu

E korihi i te takiritanga o te ata’

A flock of black-backed gulls hovers majestically just outside the windows of my 10"-floor
office. A pair of ducks laze around on the grass at the Otago Museum Reserve as | make my
way home. A diminutive fantail flits about restlessly outside my kitchen window. On my
uphill walk to the swimming pool, a plump kereri perches quietly on the telephone lines
overhead. On my run through the Town Belt, an elegant taz flying above my head makes
whirring noises. Everywhere | go, the birds of Dunedin continually remind me of the task

that | have set out to do: write a humanities thesis about them.

The idea of this thesis stemmed from the felicitous encounter of two of my interests:
birds and traditional stories. My interest in feathered creatures comes in particular from
watching Jacques Perrin’s spellbinding documentary film Le Peuple migrateur/Travelling
Birds (Winged Migration), and from reading Margaret Orbell’s fascinating study, Birds of
Aotearoa: A Natural and Cultural History. This book made me realise the cultural impor-
tance of many bird species of which | was unaware, even though | had been living in New
Zealand for more than ten years. It opened my eyes to a world that | had until then ignored:
the avifauna inhabiting the islands where 1 am privileged to live. My interest in traditional
stories derived mostly from reading about Greek and Roman mythology in my childhood
years, and, much later, from attending Professor Michael Reilly’s lectures on Maori oral tra-
ditions, which introduced me to the depth and wealth of meaning of the traditional narratives
of the Maori people, particularly their cosmogonic stories, their accounts of the canoe voy-
ages of their ancestors from their homeland (Hawaiki) to New Zealand, and their traditions

relating their first settlement on these islands.

I thus set out to combine those two interests of mine in a thesis that will, it is hoped,

appeal as much to those who are fond of birds as to those who have a liking for Polynesian

! “Let me now here listen to the birds / Singing their song at the break of day’. These lines are from a tangi
(lament) for Tonga-awhikau (Ngati Ruanui, Taranaki) (Ngata & Jones 2004-2007:111,596-597).
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stories. My primary intention was to gather in one place narratives from throughout Poly-
nesia that featured birds, or manu, as characters, because this task had never been under-
taken: most of the published research on Polynesian oral traditions focuses on one island (or
island group) only, and when multiple Polynesian islands are considered, birds are only ever
alluded to. Another intention was to examine the many themes and motifs that would hope-
fully emerge from these bird stories, and to try and identify precisely, as much as possible,

the bird species appearing in the narratives.

Among other approaches, this work intends to be an ethno-ornithological study, which
aims to shed light on the nature of the relationship between people and birds in traditional
Polynesian societies. To achieve this, | have compiled Polynesian narratives that feature
birds as dramatis personae, then analysed and compared them, in order to identify the recur-
rent themes and motifs that run through them. These stories have all been published, or are
available in manuscript form: I have not collected any story myself. The first step has been
to locate bird-related narratives in Bacil Kirtley’s A Motif-index of Traditional Polynesian
Narratives, published in 1971.2 However, many Polynesian stories were published after
1971, and Kirtley did not survey all the existing literature.® Therefore, although Kirtley’s
motif-index was a valuable tool in locating many of the stories, numerous other publications
had to be surveyed so as to find as many narratives about birds as possible. The corpus of
300 stories contained in this thesis does not claim to be exhaustive; however, it is believed
that the addition of other stories would not bring up new themes or new motifs, nor would

it alter the conclusions.

In this thesis, ‘Polynesian’ stories are defined as originating from Polynesian communi-
ties living on the thousand islands of East Polynesia, West Polynesia,* and the Polynesian

2 Narratives about birds can be found mostly in Chapter B (‘Animals’) of the motif-index, but also in A2200-
A2599 (‘Animals characteristics’), D100-D199 (‘Transformation: man to animal’) and D300-D399 (‘Trans-
formation: animal to person’), among other places. A motif is ‘the smallest element in a tale having the power
to persist in tradition’ (Thompson 1946:415).

3 Kirtley (1971:v1), ‘becoming familiar with the immensity of relevant materials, abandoned his original inten-
tion of analyzing all existent collections’.

4 East Polynesia traditionally includes Aotearoa/New Zealand, Rekohu/Chatham Islands, the Cook Islands,
French Polynesia, Hawai‘i and Rapa Nui/Easter Island, whereas West Polynesia consists of Samoa, Tonga,

Niue, Tuvalu, Tokelau, ‘Uvea/Wallis Island and Futuna.
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Outliers.® Fiji and Rotuma, although commonly classified as ‘Melanesian’, are also
included, because their traditions (particularly those from Rotuma and the Lau Islands) have
been greatly influenced by Tongan and Samoan stories.® Furthermore, because there have
always been contacts between the different cultures of the South Pacific, the conventional
divide between the three cultural areas of the region (Polynesia in the east, Melanesia in the
west, and Micronesia in the northwest) should not be strictly adhered to when studying the
oral traditions of its people. It is believed that the inclusion of a few narratives from other
parts of Melanesia and from Micronesia, mostly in the footnotes, will show that those share

quite similar traits and themes with Polynesian traditions.

*

I compiled a corpus of 300 Polynesian stories about birds and systematically categorised
the narrative roles of the birds, because | wanted to find out how Polynesians used birds in
their stories. Very little has been written on the topic of birds in Polynesian oral narratives:
birds have been looked at without the stories, mostly by ornithologists, and anthropologists
have studied Polynesian oral traditions without paying much attention to the birds present
in them. The topic of the role of birds in oral traditions has been addressed in different cul-
tures outside Polynesia, but even then most scholars did not focus on the stories; rather, they

investigated the place of birds in the culture generally.

My approach, in contrast, was comparative (across all Polynesian cultures) and archival.
My training as an archivist paleographer, at the Ecole nationale des chartes in Paris, has
informed the methodology that | used in this thesis. | have envisaged it from an archivist’s
point of view, that is, from a cataloguing, categorising perspective. In my view, compiling
a corpus is the necessary starting point before the stories can be interpreted. A comprehen-
sive survey and categorisation of the narratives is the essential first step that must be under-

taken before any in-depth analysis of the stories can be done. In order to build this corpus,

5 For a definition of ‘Polynesian Outliers’, see I-1. In this thesis, Roman numerals (in smaller font) refer to
chapter numbers, and the Arabic numerals that follow the chapter numbers are section numbers (each chapter
contains between two and five sections).

® Luomala (1949:206) argued that, ‘though geographically within Melanesia, Rotuma is a Polynesian outlier’,
and that Rotuman mythology is a ‘mixture in which Polynesian themes and characters predominate, particu-
larly in the form known to Samoans, Tongans, and other western narrators’. The Rotuman language is strongly
influenced by Polynesian languages (Tryon 1995:1(1),15; Schmidt 2000; Howard & Rensel 2007:9-10).
Kaeppler (2008:4), who included Rotuma in West Polynesia, also wrote that Fiji ‘includes a large group of
diverse tribal groupings in some ways similar to Melanesia, but with artistic traditions that closely relate to
those of West Polynesia’. Kirtley (1971) included both Rotuma and the Lau Islands in his Motif-index of Tradi-
tional Polynesian Narratives.
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that is, to locate the stories, summarise them, and categorise them, | used the library and
archival science techniques that I was taught in France, as well as my knowledge of Maori,

a Polynesian language that | acquired at the University of Otago in Dunedin.

When my corpus was established, | then set out to examine the themes and motifs that
emerged from these bird stories. Identifying themes and motifs in a narrative is a form of
analysis; this is how the word ‘analysis’ is construed in this thesis. My approach also differs
from a literary approach because the texts, drawn from a large variety of genres, are too dis-
parate to be susceptible to narratological generalisations. My methodology, rooted in archi-
val science principles, had its limits, however, in that it did not allow me to pursue a more
in-depth analysis of the stories. But it is hoped that this thesis will lay the foundations for

further work across a number of disciplines.

The thesis is composed of two parts and three appendices. Part A, ‘He kupu arataki’
(‘some introductory words’ in the Maori language), consists of three introductory chapters
that set the scene, as it were, of the stories. They bring together different fields of study, such
as social and cultural anthropology, cultural history, ornithology, palaeornithology, bio-
geography, linguistics (semantics in particular), ethno-ornithology and psychoanalysis, in
order to give the reader a better understanding of the narratives of Part B. They also explain
why the bird species present in the stories, as well as the stories contained in Part B them-
selves, are but a very small fraction of what once existed on the thousand islands of Polyne-
sia. My aim in these introductory chapters is to describe and summarise the relevant findings
by recognised leading scholars in their respective fields. My intention in reporting this evi-
dence is to provide the reader with the broader research context that backgrounds the more

focused discussion of Part B.

In Part A, ‘Polynesia’ (Chapter 1) defines what is commonly referred to as Polynesia,
sheds light on the origins of the birds that inhabit the region and on the history of the settle-
ment of the Pacific by Polynesians, and describes the mass extinction of bird species that
occurred in Polynesia after first human contact. ‘Narratives’ (Chapter I1) then provides an
overview of the nature and distinguishing features of traditional Polynesian stories, their dif-
ferent types, as well as the circumstances in which they were collected and the methods used
by their collectors; the chapter also looks at some issues around editorial choices, translation

and interpretation. Finally, ‘Manu’ (Chapter 111) defines the word manu, investigates the
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importance of birds in traditional Polynesian culture and religion, and examines the sym-
bolic associations conjured up by birds; the chapter then provides a brief outline of the
research pertaining to the sets of beliefs and values attached to birds by people (ethno-
ornithology), and to the significance of birds in written and oral literature.

Part B, ‘Nga korero o nehe’ (‘the stories of old” in Maori), consists of seven chapters in
which 300 Polynesian narratives featuring birds are summarised, compared with each other,
and analysed.” Seven themes, which give their name to the seven chapters, have been
identified and, for the purpose of this study, each story has been assigned to a particular
chapter based on the main theme that it contains. Many, if not most, stories encompass more
than one of those seven themes; however, only a small number of stories are repeated in

other chapters, to prevent the latter from becoming too ponderous and cumbersome.

In Part B, ‘Genesis’ (Chapter 1V) deals with stories about the creation of humankind,
about birds giving birth to humans and humans giving birth to birds, about birds helping in
the creation of the landscape and the acquisition of precious foods and fire, and about the
origins of the birds on the islands. ‘Aetiology’ (Chapter V) explores narratives that account
for the behavioural, physical and vocal characteristics of different species of bird, whereas
‘Vehicle’ (Chapter vi) shows how birds carry or snatch people away and how people turn
into birds in Polynesian traditions. In ‘Communication’ (Chapter ViI), the birds’ gift of
speech in the stories and their role as messengers and informants is examined, and their func-
tion as guardians and protectors of places and people, helpers, guides, servants and cherished
pets is investigated in ‘Custody’ (Chapter viii). ‘Eros’ (Chapter 1X) considers traditions in
which birds intervene in human love affairs and those in which birds are married to humans.
Finally, ‘Thanatos’ (Chapter X) delves into Polynesian narratives of birds foretelling, reveal-
ing or causing death, of bird attacks, and of birds put to death. At the end of each chapter, a
map summarises the distribution in Polynesia of three particular stories (or motifs) drawn
from that chapter.

Appendix 1 (‘Manu corpus’) contains the text of all 300 stories and their variants,
together with their bibliographical references. Unlike the chapters of Part B, which usually
focus on one particular version of a story, this appendix includes all the different versions

that | was able to locate. It also contains the summary of the whole story (that is, the section

" The Polynesian stories have all been assigned a number, from 1 to 300. They are numbered sequentially,
from Chapter v through to Chapter X. Story numbers appear in bold throughout the thesis (except in the
indices).
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of the story in which a bird plays a part), whereas the chapters may only look at an extract
of that story. This appendix does not include, however, any analysis of the material or com-

parisons between the narratives — apart from a few explicative footnotes.

Appendix 2 (‘The birds of Polynesia’) consists of a list of Polynesian bird species show-
ing their scientific, English and French names, together with their names in the vernacular
languages of Polynesia. It also contains 139 images of the different species of bird that
appear in the 300 stories of the corpus. Appendix 3 (‘Analysing oral traditions and animal
stories’) explores the question of the functions of traditional narratives, particularly in Poly-
nesia, and of their study and analysis, and then looks at one particular type of tradition, the
‘animal story’. Four indices complete the thesis.

This thesis comprises three volumes. The main body of the text (including Parts A and
B) can be found in Volume I; Appendix 1 and the indices are located in Volume I1; Volume
Il comprises Appendices 2 and 3. Each volume has its own list of references.

*

The aims of this thesis are manifold. Firstly, the thesis aims to compile in one place tra-
ditional stories from across Polynesia which are scattered in publications that can be difficult
to access (or which are found in unpublished manuscripts); not all of these stories are avail-
able in English. It could thus help readers get acquainted with texts that may have otherwise
eluded them. Secondly, beyond being merely a compilation of bird stories, the narratives
selected in this thesis represent a wide corpus of texts that allow for fruitful comparisons
across different Polynesian cultures. This corpus could therefore facilitate the study of the
connections between those traditional cultures as well as their unique features. Thirdly, it is
hoped that these stories will foster an interest in oral traditions among Polynesians and non-
Polynesians alike, that is, not only in their study, but also in their collection and preservation.
Fourthly, this thesis aims to demonstrate the importance of birds in traditional Polynesian
cultures. In so doing the intention is not merely to shed some light on the past, but also to
draw attention to the feathered creatures that still live around us today, and the importance

of protecting the many species that are sadly facing extinction.

Beyond the compilation and analysis of a corpus, this thesis is foremost meant as a
tribute to both the wonderful manu of Polynesia and the people who devised and passed on

through the generations many great stories about them.
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Notes on language and orthography

Throughout this thesis, all words and noun phrases in any one of the 36 Polynesian languages
listed at the beginning of Appendix 2 are italicised, except for proper nouns,! and for bird
species names in Appendix 2. However, when the quote from a text in a Polynesian language
IS a sentence, it is enclosed within single quotation marks and is not italicised.

In the stories of Part B, | have used, when referring to a bird, the personal pronouns ‘he’
and ‘she’ (and therefore the possessive adjectives ‘his’ and ‘her’), as well as the relative pro-
noun ‘who’, which may appear to be a departure from traditional English usage. The deci-
sion to use gendered pronouns and determiners seemed appropriate given that birds actually
exhibit in many of those narratives human-like behaviour, and that some of them, being pets,
do have a personal relationship with the human characters in the stories. It was also based,
however, on my desire to acknowledge the fact that birds are sentient beings. The words ‘it’
and ‘its’ are reserved for non-bird animal species (mostly crabs, rats, lizards, pigs, fish, tur-
tles and insects), in order to enable the reader to distinguish between birds and non-bird ani-
mals in the stories. This does not mean to imply, of course, that | consider birds to be above
all other animals, but since birds are the focus of this study, | believe that this was the best

way to proceed.

In the footnotes, when the English translation of a French quote is not referenced, the
author of the translation is myself. In the footnotes of Part B, however, the English transla-
tions of each chapter’s epigraph in a Polynesian language, although not referenced, are
always accompanied by a story number, and the author of the translation is the author of the

work from which that story comes.

The spelling of Polynesian words, including Polynesian bird names, follows the orthog-
raphy used in the dictionaries of Polynesian languages listed in Appendix 2 (pp. 62-64).
Words are thus not always spelt in the same way in the thesis as in the original text, particu-
larly with respect to macrons and reversed apostrophes (representing glottal stops). This
approach was necessary to ensure consistency, especially with regards to bird names.
Macrons are used for long vowels; however, an umlaut is used instead of a macron for some

Rotuman, Ulithian and Efatese words (none of those languages being a Polynesian

! Polynesian canoe names, however, are italicised.
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language), because that is how they appear both in the original text of the stories and in the

dictionaries to which | have had access.

Official English names of birds? are capitalised, which is the rule followed by Gill and
Donsker (2017), while names of other animals are not. Where the particular species cannot
be identified (which is often the case for such birds as albatrosses, cormorants, doves,
pigeons and waders), the English name of the bird is not capitalised, as it is simply a generic
name. Scientific names are always provided, unless the species has already been referred to
in the same paragraph. When the official English name of a bird is the same as the Polynesian

name (e.q. tii, kakapo), the capitalised English name is omitted.

Finally, for the sake of consistency | have used the past tense throughout Part A to
describe traditional Polynesian societies; however, this does not imply that some of the
beliefs or cultural practices reported are no longer current. As for Part B, the stories are

retold in the past tense, whereas | have used the present tense in Appendix 1.

2 It should be noted that, for the stories that take place in a ‘mythical’ homeland (in a more or less distant, ‘pre-
migration’ past), the identification of the species (by way of assigning a species’ scientific name and English
name to a Polynesian word) is always based on the avifauna that the people who knew those stories had around
them and were familiar with, and not on the avifauna of the islands on which those stories are said to have
taken place.
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Glossary of Polynesian terms?

‘aito: warrior

ali ‘i: chief

Aotearoa: New Zealand?

ari ‘i, ari i nui, ariki: high chief, paramount chief, prince, princess, king, queen
atua: deity

heiau: shrine

karakia: ritual chant, ritual incantation

kiore: Polynesian rat (Rattus exulans)

kiimara: sweet potato (Ipomoea batatas)

kupua: supernatural being, culture hero

Luangiua: Ontong Java

manu: bird

motu: islet

Mugaba: Rennell Island

Mungiki: Bellona Island

Murihiku: Southland (New Zealand’s South Island)
Rakiura: Stewart Island

rangatira: chief

Rapa Nui: Easter Island

Rékohu: Chatham Islands

tapu: sacred, prohibited, restricted, set apart; sacredness, prohibition, restriction
Te Ika-a-Maui: New Zealand’s North Island

Te Waipounamu: New Zealand’s South Island
tohunga: priestly expert

‘Uvea: Wallis Island

waka: canoe

1 Only Polynesian terms that occur more than four times appear in this glossary. They are followed by an
English gloss in brackets when first appearing in the thesis.

2 Unless otherwise specified, Aotearoa refers in this thesis to both the North and the South Islands of New
Zealand, although the usage of this term is sometimes restricted to the North Island.
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PART A

HE KUPU ARATAKI






Chapter |

Polynesia

Situé¢ dans I’espace aérien dépourvu de routes,
qui ne présente rien d’autre qu’un vide animé
par le vent, 1’oiseau se meut en parfaite liberté.
Il trace lui-méme son chemin sans laisser le
moindre vestige de son passage.’

Davy (1992:11)

The sea was open to anyone who could navi-
gate his way through.
Hau‘ofa (1993:9)

1. What is Polynesia™?

‘Polynesia’ is a Western construct. The term was coined by Charles de Brosses in 1756 to
encompass all the islands of the South Pacific Ocean. In 1832, Jules Dumont d’Urville
defined Polynesia as consisting of all the islands within a triangle? formed by the lines
extending between Hawai‘i, Aotearoa (New Zealand) and Rapa Nui (Easter Island). In this
way, he distinguished it from ‘Melanesia’ and ‘Micronesia’. The three groups of Polynesia,
Melanesia and Micronesia are generally understood to make up ‘Oceania’ (Kirch 2000:5)
(Fig. 1). However, Westerners soon realised that some eighteen or so small islands in Micro-

nesia and Melanesia, scattered through the Western Pacific Ocean, were inhabited by people

! “Finding itself in an aerial space devoid of roads, which presents nothing apart from an emptiness animated
by the wind, a bird moves in perfect freedom. It determines its own route, without leaving the slightest trace
of its passing.’

2 As Biggs (1971:466) pointed out, the Polynesian ‘Triangle’ should actually be a tetragon to encompass
Tuvalu.



who were culturally and linguistically Polynesian (Kirch 2012; Scaglion & Feinberg 2012).3
Western scholars therefore added those so-called ‘Outliers’ to Triangle Polynesia to form a
vast Polynesian culture area stretching more than 10,000 kilometres from west to east (Fig.
2-13).

Polynesia as a culture area

Polynesia is thus a culture area populated by people speaking related languages* and sharing
a more or less similar culture. It is characterised by its vastness. The westernmost island
settled by a Polynesian people, Kapingamarangi, in the Federated States of Micronesia, and
the easternmost island, Rapa Nui (Te Pito-Te-Henua), are more than 10,600 kilometres
apart. Rakiura (Stewart Island), the southernmost island, and Kaua‘i, the northernmost
island, are more than 8,300 kilometres apart.®

Culturally speaking, unlike Melanesia and Micronesia, Polynesia ‘continues to be
recognized for its remarkable uniformity despite the vast area that its islands encompass’
(Scaglion & Feinberg 2012:1), and ‘tends to hold up as a robust group of closely related
cultures’ (Kirch 2000:9). Polynesia has remained to this day a meaningful entity for culture-
historical analysis, whereas Melanesia and Micronesia have not (Kirch 2000:211). Polyne-
sians constitute a ‘phylogenetic unit’, which was first recognised from their languages, from
the time of James Cook (Kirch & Green 2001:53-91). For Kirch (2000:214),

Arguments adduced from the independent evidence of linguistics, biological
anthropology, and comparative ethnography converge on an interpretation of
Polynesia as a phyletic unit, in which the region’s modern languages, popula-
tions, and cultures descended from a common proto-language, parental popula-
tion, and ancestral culture. Differentiation out of this ancestral group occurred
over two and a half millennia, resulting from geographic expansion out of an

3 An outlier language is indeed ‘as much a Polynesian language as any other’ (Biggs 1971:467). The Polyne-
sian Outliers are Nukuoro and Kapingamarangi (Federated States of Micronesia); Nuguria, Taka and Nuku-
manu (Papua New Guinea); Luangiua (Ontong Java), Sikaiana, Mungiki (Bellona Island), Mugaba (Rennell
Island), Vaeakau-Taumako (that is, the Duff or Taumako Islands and some of the Reef Islands, including
Pileni), Tikopia and Anuta (Solomon Islands); Mele (Imere) and Ifira (Fila), Emae, Aniwa and West Futuna
(Vanuatu); and West Uvea (New Caledonia).

4 In Polynesia, ‘only Polynesian languages were ever spoken’, with a maximum of a million speakers (Biggs
1971:466).

5 The following random example of distance gives an idea of the immensity of the Polynesian culture area:
Boston, Massachusetts is both closer to Rapa Nui than Kapingamarangi is, and closer to Kaua‘i than Rakiura
is.



Figure 1. Oceania
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original homeland [i.e., Tonga, Samoa and their close neighbours] and from a
variety of evolutionary processes and historical contingencies.

However, it must be borne in mind that, although Polynesia is at a basic level quite
homogeneous culturally, linguistically and artistically, each area of Polynesia is distinct
(Kaeppler 2008:4). Furthermore, Polynesian culture was not a ‘circumscribed closed system
with internal variations’ (Leach 1985:221). Leach (1985:219-220,222), who ‘very nearly’
argued that Polynesia was a ‘subjective figment of the ethnographic imagination” with ‘no
basis in objective empirical/historical reality’, refuted the idea

... that once upon a time there was a precontact, precolonial, era when human
societies lying outside the ambit of European explorers, traders, missionaries,
colonial administrators or whatever led an uncontaminated indigenous ‘tradi-
tional® cultural existence which was what professional ethnographers would
always like to have observed and recorded but never did.

Polynesian societies ought to be envisaged as dynamic, not static.

Polynesia as a geographical and geological entity

With the addition of the Polynesian Outliers on the western fringe of the Polynesian Trian-
gle, Polynesia does not, geographically speaking, stand as a coherent unit, as there is no geo-

graphical continuity between the Triangle and the Outliers.

From a geological point of view, Polynesia does not represent a very meaningful unit
either. This is because one of its archipelagoes, namely Aotearoa, did have continental (i.e.,
Gondwanan) connections, whereas all other Polynesian islands have always been islands
(Steadman 2006:40). Furthermore, there are very close links between the geological and bio-
logical histories of Norfolk and Macquarie Islands and those of Aotearoa, so much so that
those two islands may be included, for instance, in the Aotearoa avifaunal region (Tennyson
& Martinson 2006:1), even though they are not classified as ‘Polynesian’. In fact, ‘Zealandia’
is now considered to be a continent, stretching from the Subantarctic Islands all the way up
to New Caledonia (Campbell & Mortimer 2014).



An ‘avian Polynesia™

As far as birds are concerned, which were already living in that region when Homo sapiens
was barely leaving Africa, ‘Polynesia’ is not a particularly meaningful grouping either, for
at least four reasons. Firstly, the avifaunas of Aotearoa and Hawai‘i, at two of the corners of
the Polynesian Triangle, are highly endemic and have different origins and evolutionary his-

tories from those of the rest of Polynesia (see infra).

Secondly, East Polynesia has a quite distinct avifauna from that of West Polynesia.
Although Mayr (1976:601) found that Polynesia had a ‘fairly homogeneous avifauna’, West
Polynesian landbirds and East Polynesian landbirds are actually quite distinct from each
other. Seventy per cent of West Polynesia’s landbird genera do not occur in East Polynesia.
Only four species of landbirds are shared by West Polynesia and East Polynesia, today or in
the past: the Pacific Reef Heron (Egretta sacra), the Pacific Black Duck (Anas super-
ciliosa),® the Spotless Crake (Porzana tabuensis) and the Pacific Imperial Pigeon (Ducula
pacifica). Furthermore, not one extinct species of landbird is shared by those two regions
(Steadman 2006:160)."

Thirdly, the Polynesian Outliers, being located in Melanesia and Micronesia, have of
course avifaunas typical of those two regions, and not typical of Polynesia. The avifauna of
‘Melanesian’ Fiji, on the other hand, resembles that of Samoa and Tonga more than that of
the other Melanesian island groups to the west, namely Vanuatu, New Caledonia, the
Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea (Steadman 2006:3). In Tonga, the anthropogenic
extinction of many ‘Melanesian’ taxa has ‘artificially sharpened the biogeographic distinc-

tion between the avifaunas of Polynesia and Melanesia’ (Steadman 1997:54).

Fourthly, more bird species have also kept self-colonising a corner of Polynesia, namely
Aotearoa, from outside Polynesia, that is, from Australia, after first human contact. Sixteen
bird species are estimated to have settled by themselves in the archipelago since human

arrival,® even though Aotearoa is situated more than 1,500 kilometres from the east coast of

® These two species are Oceania’s most widespread landbirds (Steadman 2006:359).

7 Steadman included Fiji in West Polynesia because of the similarities between the Fijian avifauna and the
Tongan and Samoan avifaunas.

8 Those species include, for instance, the koruku-ngutupapa (Royal Spoonbill, Platalea regia), the tauhou
(Silvereye, Zosterops lateralis) and the warou (Welcome Swallow, Hirundo neoxena), all arrived in the past
200 years (Tennyson & Martinson 2006:14). And as Holdaway and Worthy (1997:105) stressed, the relatively
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Australia and Tasmania. Even small bird species are actually able to cross ‘considerable
stretches of the open sea to settle in new territories’ (Mayr 1976:602). Thus, birds flout the
human obsession with geographical limitation and categorisation when they fly out of
Australia to settle in the southwestern corner of Triangle Polynesia.

Furthermore, characterising the ‘indigeneity’ of ‘avian Polynesia’ in opposition to the
bird species introduced by humans in post-European times (mostly from Europe and Asia)
Is quite complex. The Swamp Harrier (Circus approximans), for instance, does not seem to
predate Polynesian settlement in Aotearoa (Holdaway, Worthy & Tennyson 2001:131), but
colonised this archipelago relatively recently from Australia (Steadman 2006:360). This bird
of prey was then purposefully introduced in Tahiti in 1885 to control rats, and spread rapidly
to most other Society Islands. Because harriers kill other birds, they have been listed since
1999 by the French Polynesian government as one of the four avian species threatening
French Polynesia’s biodiversity, and their killing is therefore authorised (Gouni & Zysman
2007:148,225).° While for Maori the kahu (Swamp Harrier) represented the rangatira
(chief) in the language of metaphor (Orbell 2003:38), was ‘a symbol for a great chief’ (Grey
1857:32), and was associated with victory in battle (Orbell 2003:39), in Tahiti the harrier is
now known as the manu ‘amu moa or manu ‘ai moa (‘chicken-eating bird’) (Gouni &
Zysman 2007:148) and has become a ‘threat to biodiversity’. The difficulty in character-
ising the ‘indigeneity’ of ‘avian Polynesia’ is illustrated by the two strikingly different
human perceptions of this bird in those two areas of Polynesia (albeit in different times):
this bird is seen in Tahiti as just another invasive introduced species,° while for Maori kahu

had a very deep symbolical significance.

recent arrival of the pitkeko (Australasian Swamphen, Porphyrio melanotus) in Aotearoa was not suspected
until the end of the 20" century because of the current abundance and widespread distribution of this bird.
Actually, the pikeko was probably just a regular visitor unable to establish in the archipelago ‘until suitable
habitat was produced after human settlement and the other terrestrial rails were extinct’.

® “Arrété n° 171 du Conseil des Ministres du 9 février 1999°, Journal Officiel de la Polynésie Frangaise,
18/02/1999; ‘Arrété n° 1301 du Conseil des Ministres du 15 novembre 2006°, Journal Officiel de la Polynésie
Francaise, 23/11/2006.

10 Another raptor, the Chimango Caracara (Milvago chimango), introduced in Rapa Nui in 1928, may also be
responsible for the decline, or even the extinction, of a few species of seabirds on that island (Thibault & Cibois
2016:81-82).



A geographically immutable entity?

Polynesian peoples travelled the full length of the Pacific Ocean and settled on islands that
they later abandoned or where they died out long before their ‘discovery’ by Europeans,
such as the Pitcairn Islands or Norfolk Island. In the Western Pacific, Carson (2012:43) also
argued that ‘a number of Polynesian outlier populations probably have disappeared due to
assimilation into pre-established indigenous groups’, for instance in New Caledonia. This is
because ‘a small immigrant population is not expected to survive as a distinct cultural entity
after exposure to more numerous, culturally different neighbors’. Therefore, one should be
wary in assuming that the current geographical distribution of Polynesian peoples across the
Pacific, whether it be within the Triangle or in the Outliers, has been immutable for centu-
ries. Furthermore, not all Polynesian communities settled on previously uninhabited islands.
Carson (2012:43), for instance, reported that

Oral traditions of Rennell and Bellona indicate co-existence with indigenous hiti
[i.e., native people] communities for some period of time, but eventually the
Polynesian immigrants became the dominant or sole occupants. Similar situa-
tions may have occurred on Tikopia and Taumako, where the archaeological evi-
dence reveals long-term early habitation by indigenous groups prior to Polyne-
sian arrival.

As far as birds are concerned, since ‘modern distributions of most species are subsets
of those that existed at human arrival’, one ought not to analyse modern distributions of bird
species in the Pacific ‘as if they were natural’ (Steadman 2006:401,510). As Clark (1994:
73) explained, ‘the geographical range of bird populations is no more immutable than that

of human populations.’

It is important to bear all those geographical and historical limitations in mind when
considering the place of birds in the narratives of the peoples of the Polynesian culture area:
there is no strict correspondence between ‘avian Polynesia’ and ‘human Polynesia’, and the
distribution patterns of avian species as well as the occupation patterns of the islands of the

Pacific Ocean by Polynesian peoples have changed, sometimes dramatically, over time.



2. Pleistocene and Early Holocene Polynesia: the realm of the birds

The Polynesian islands were populated by birds hundreds of thousands of years before
humans ventured on their shores. Pre-Pleistocene avifaunas are poorly known (Holdaway,
Worthy & Tennyson 2001:158), but as far as Pleistocene avifaunas are concerned, fossil evi-
dence suggests that most of the bird species existing at first human contact in places such as
Tonga, Aotearoa or Hawai‘i had been present for more than 100,000 years (Steadman 2006:
448).11 In the Aotearoa avifaunal region'? for instance, “for at least the past 100 000 years,
until 2000 years ago, the fauna appears to have been very stable in composition, despite
strong cyclic fluctuations in climate and vegetation’ (Holdaway, Worthy & Tennyson 2001:
120).2 In Aotearoa, late Quaternary fossil records of birds in particular are characterised by
a widespread distribution of deposits and an abundance of fossils that offer a very detailed
picture of the distribution of bird species and of the changes in that distribution (Holdaway,
Worthy & Tennyson 2001:120-121).1

Tropical Polynesia

The avifauna of tropical Polynesia (excluding Hawai‘i) originated mostly from New Guinea,
a ‘very important evolutionary center for birds’ (Mayr 1976:612). Even the most distant
island groups, such as the Pitcairn Islands, have birds that originally came from New Guinea
(Mitchell 1990:124). For Steadman (2006:511), ‘all evidence, modern or prehistoric,®®
points to Old World (Papuan) affinities for the landbirds everywhere in Oceania except the
Hawaiian Islands.” The birds’ ‘colonizing route across the Pacific seems to have taken them
from New Guinea to the Bismarck Archipelago, on to the Solomons, Vanuatu and New
Caledonia, to Fiji and Samoa, east to the Society Islands, and lastly north to the Tuamotus

11 sandpipers, for example, colonised East Polynesia around thirty million years ago, in the Oligocene epoch
(Thibault & Cibois 2017:36).

21t includes Norfolk Island, the Kermadec and Subantarctic Islands, and Rekohu (Chatham Islands).

13 There is no evidence of colonisation by birds from outside Aotearoa from about 10,000 years ago until
human arrival (Holdaway, Worthy & Tennyson 2001:120).

14 <Once dead in a cave,” birds had “a very good chance of remaining there undisturbed’ because of the absence
of mammalian scavengers to destroy the carcasses (Worthy & Holdaway 2002:XxX).

15 From the perspective of Pacific archaeologists and palaeontologists, ‘prehistory’ refers to pre-European
times.
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and Marquesas’ (Mitchell 1990:124). Humans would take more or less the same route thou-

sands of years later.

The New World element is nil in Oceania, even though the prevailing winds and cur-
rents in the tropical Pacific are from the east (Steadman 2006:40).1° In the Pacific, Neo-
tropical avifaunas have had no influence on the islands, apart from those lying close to the
American mainland. As winds and ocean currents generally have an east-to-west direction
in Oceania, ‘much colonization by birds . . . has been against the prevailing wind and cur-
rent’, even for weakly flying species (such as rails) (Steadman 2006:511).

Aotearoa, Hawai'i and Rapa Nui

The avifaunas of Aotearoa and Hawai‘i, however, have ‘largely independent evolutionary
histories’ (Steadman 2006:95). Aotearoa and Hawai‘i are the only Polynesian archipelagoes
to have endemic families of birds,!” which indicates ‘their long separation’ (Mitchell 1990:
124).

As far as Aotearoa is concerned, the presence of several endemic families, genera and
species indicates that its avifauna has been ‘isolated for a long time’ (Holdaway, Worthy &
Tennyson 2001:147). It is highly endemic and of largely independent origin from the avi-
fauna of tropical Polynesia (Steadman 2006:511). Out of the 245 bird species present at first
human contact in the archipelago (including Norfolk Island, the Kermadec and Subantarctic
Islands, and Rékohu), 176 were endemic to the archipelago, that is, more than 71 per cent
(Holdaway, Worthy & Tennyson 2001:119). The avifauna of Aotearoa seems to be of Aus-
tralian origin (Mitchell 1990:124) — the Australian influence has been deemed ‘very strong’
(Holdaway, Worthy & Tennyson 2001:147).

In Polynesia, only Hawai‘i has landbirds of American origin (Mitchell 1990:123). Its
avifauna is mostly composed of North American elements, as opposed to Polynesian ele-

ments (Mayr 1976:656). ‘Four of Oceania’s most widespread families of landbirds’, that is,

16 “This reflects how much closer the islands are to New Guinea or Australia than the New World tropics.’
Indeed, ‘the thousands of kilometers of deep ocean in the tropical eastern Pacific, at most latitudes unbroken
by islands, have been an effective isolating agent . . .’

1" These are the Apterygidae (kiwis), Acanthisittidae (wrens) and Callaeidae (wattlebirds) in Aotearoa, and the
Drepanididae (Hawaiian honeycreepers) in Hawai‘i (Van Perlo 2011:41).
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megapodes, pigeons, parrots and starlings, are absent from the ‘independently derived and
highly endemic Hawaiian avifauna’. This is probably due to the isolation of the Hawaiian
Archipelago (Steadman 2006:320,511). Although they rank third in geographic range and
taxonomic diversity in Oceania, no parrots have been found in Hawai‘i; their absence is

‘natural rather than due to human impact’ (Steadman 2006:342).

In tropical Polynesia, no bird species originated from Aotearoa, probably because of
climatic differences (Watling 1982:22). Landbirds from Hawai‘i did not colonise other
islands in the Pacific either. As far as birds were concerned, those two island groups were

‘on the way to nowhere’ (Steadman 2006:419).

Finally, in the easternmost corner of the Polynesian Triangle, Rapa Nui, no landbird
survived to historic times, but fragmentary prehistoric bones have been discovered.® Until
the island’s landbirds have been better documented, it will be impossible to ascertain
whether they included a Neotropical element, thereby differing from all the other avifaunal
regions of Oceania (Steadman 2006:209).%°

Transoceanic dispersal

Apart from Aotearoa, all Polynesian islands, having always been islands, required ‘dispersal
for biotic enrichment’ (Steadman 2006:40). Even the ancestors of the birds that are now
flightless probably flew to the various islands of Polynesia. As Mitchell (1990:124)
explained, ‘to fly requires such great effort that once wings are no longer needed to forage
for food or to escape predators they are, in evolutionary terms, quickly dispensed with.’
Many bird species go through ‘periods of active expansion but lose this faculty again at later
periods of their evolutionary history’ (Mayr 1976:613). In Polynesia, in the absence of pred-
ators, formerly volant rails, for instance, evolved into flightless species on a great many
islands, regardless of their isolation (Steadman 2006:296). It may have taken as few as tens
or hundreds of generations to develop flightlessness on predator-free islands (Steadman
2006:298-299).

18 Two species of rails, two species of parrots and one species of heron seem to be represented by those bone
fragments. All of those species are extinct and undescribed (Steadman 2006:251-252).

19 There is a Neotropical element in the island’s native flora (Steadman 2006:249).
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According to Mayr (1976:614-615), dispersal of bird species primarily depends on the
age of the island, its size (and the number of habitats available), its distance from the nearest
landmass and its climate. Birds that are successful colonisers tend to have the following
characteristics, among others: they travel in small flocks; they are seed-eaters rather than
insect-eaters; they are freshwater birds (because fresh water has a scattered distribution);
they have the ability to fly ‘across large stretches of ecologically unsuitable habitat’ and to
shift habitat preference (Mayr 1976:668-670). For instance, two very successful colonisers
among passerines with a great ability to disperse over the ocean are the starling (Aplonis
sp.), which has been recorded on more Pacific island groups than any other bird, today or
prehistorically, and the reed-warbler (Acrocephalus sp.), which has also colonised very

remote islands in Micronesia and East Polynesia (Steadman 2006:379,383).

In Polynesia, volant rails such as the Spotless Crake (Porzana tabuensis), the Buff-
banded Rail (Gallirallus philippensis) and the Australasian Swamphen (Porphyrio mela-
notus) may actually have colonised some of their modern range after human arrival; the
same goes for the Pacific Imperial Pigeon (Ducula pacifica). Partial deforestation on the
islands colonised by the Polynesians actually ‘created suitable habitat for the rails and may
not have been especially disadvantageous for D. pacifica’. On a few Polynesian islands,
palaeontologists have not found bones of this pigeon in the earliest cultural levels but only
in later ones (Steadman 2006:340). As for penguins in Aotearoa, Megadyptes waitaha
(Waitaha Penguin), an endemic species, probably became extinct during the 15" century,
not long after human arrival; within just a few decades of the extinction, the southern part
of the archipelago was colonised by Megadyptes antipodes (Yellow-eyed Penguin), showing

that faunal turnover and species replacement can be very rapid (Rawlence et al. 2015).

The limits of the expansion

However, the ‘general eastward trend through Melanesia, West Polynesia, and East Poly-
nesia is one of reduced floral and faunal diversity at all taxonomic levels’ (Steadman 2006:
41), and this is particularly true of birds. For instance, Tahiti has only twelve species of
native landbirds, whereas as many as forty could be found on an island of equivalent size in
Vanuatu or the Solomon Islands (Mitchell 1990:124).
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Many bird species reached a limit in their eastward expansion in the Pacific somewhere
around the West Polynesia/East Polynesia divide. For example, except for Aotearoa and
Hawai‘i, East Polynesia seems to have always been devoid of any resident species of hawks
or eagles, unlike West Polynesia (Steadman 2006:361). Other distribution patterns are more
obscure; fantails (Rhipidura sp.), for instance, occur in Fiji and Samoa today, but are absent
from nearby Tonga, where no bones of fantails have been discovered (Steadman 2006:379,
381).2% However, a “failure to colonize’ is, generally speaking, less likely to be the reason
for “illogical discontinuities’ in the modern ranges of many bird species than ‘anthropogenic
extinction’ (Steadman 2006:383).

Polynesian bird species dispersed over the widest expanse of water on the planet and
evolved for thousands of years, thriving in the absence of ground-based predators, namely
mammals. They colonised very remote islands from New Guinea and Australia (and, as far
as the Hawaiian avifauna is concerned, North America), reaching islands up to 10,000 kilo-
metres away from those two regions. However, the arrival of mammals, Homo sapiens and
his commensals, in the Late Holocene, around 3,000 years ago, was not without consequence
for the aboriginal feathered occupants of the Polynesian islands.

3. Late Holocene Polynesia: the coming on the scene of mammals

The manu narratives of Part B were collected from people whose ancestors, who came to be
known as ‘Polynesians’, are believed to have originated thousands of years ago from Aus-
tronesian speakers living in Southeast Asia. They travelled on outrigger and double-hulled
canoes via Near Oceania to Polynesia and on to South America, and their odyssey across

the largest ocean of all constitutes one of the most remarkable epics in human history.

20 Being very thin, those bones actually pass through the sieves used by archaeologists (Thibault, pers. comm.).
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From Near Oceania to South America: Homo sapiens

The origins of the Polynesians are now accepted as being tied to Lapita-derived popula-
tions.?! The ‘Lapita Cultural Complex’ that originated in the Bismarck Archipelago around
1350 BC is an archaeologically-defined cultural complex characterised by distinctive arte-
facts and stamped pottery. Within a few hundred years, Lapita sites appeared outside the
Bismarck Archipelago, in Remote Oceania, where they represented the first human settle-
ments. The Lapita seaborne expansion reached Fiji and Tonga around 900 BC, and Samoa
around 700 BC (Matisoo-Smith 2012:395). It must be noted, though, that ‘the Polynesians
became Polynesian once inside the Polynesian triangle; that is, they did not migrate with a
cultural complex recognizable as modern Polynesian’ (Kaeppler 2008:4). As Kirch (2000:
211) summed it up,

In short, the branch of Oceanic-speaking peoples whom we designate as Polyne-

sians had their origins in the Eastern Lapita expansion, to become distinctly

Polynesian during the course of the first millennium B.C., within the archipel-

agoes of Western Polynesia. Here, in Tonga and Samoa and their close neigh-

bors like Futuna, is the immediate Polynesian homeland — what generations of

later Polynesian peoples would call, in their myths and traditions, Havaiki.
However, the settlement of East Polynesia®® does not appear to have begun until 1,200 to
1,500 years later, after a ‘long pause’ (Matisoo-Smith 2012:395), even though this ‘pause’
has given rise to many chronological debates among scholars (Kirch 2000:232-233). A
meta-analysis of radiocarbon dates from East Polynesia has shown that population dispersal
did not happen further east than the Society Islands before the 13" century (Wilmshurst et

al. 2011).

The settlement by Polynesian peoples of the Outliers, which are ‘central to the pre-
history of the entire southwestern Pacific’ (Kirch 2012:25), began around 1000 from the
Tuvalu/Tokelau and Futuna/‘Uvea (Wallis Island) areas (Carson 2012:41). Those eighteen
or so islands were settled from Central Polynesia by retrograde westward migrations (Bayard
1976). As Scaglion and Feinberg (2012:3) explained,

... archaeological and linguistic evidence, as well as oral traditions, demonstrate
that, while some islands had earlier residents, the current inhabitants’

21 However, there is increasing evidence that significant elements derived from post-Lapita population move-
ments were later introduced to Polynesian culture and biology (Addison & Matisoo-Smith 2010).

22 East Polynesia is generally assumed to have been settled from Central Western Polynesia (Sdmoa in particu-
lar); however, for a theory of settlement of East Polynesia from the Central Northern Polynesian Outliers,
based on linguistic data (shared lexical bases and grammatical features), see Wilson (2012, 2018).
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progenitors arrived from the east as a result of back-migrations out of the Poly-
nesian triangle and into Melanesia or Micronesia. This is sometimes called the
‘blow-back’ model, and it is the one generally accepted today.

As for the southwestern corner of the Polynesian Triangle, Aotearoa, the archipelago
was probably not settled until the first half of the 14™ century (Jacomb et al. 2014). The
‘long prehistory’ model, according to which Aotearoa must have been settled by the 8™ cen-
tury (Sutton 1987), has now been discredited. On the contrary, ‘the first people arriving in
New Zealand from tropical East Polynesia initiated an immediate and rapid biotic trans-
formation that is easily detectable and consistently dated across a range of records’
(Wilmshurst et al. 2008:7679). Radiocarbon-dating of rat bones and seeds gnawed by rats
showed that the commensal kiore (Polynesian rat, Rattus exulans) was not introduced to

Aotearoa until the 14" century (Wilmshurst et al. 2008), contrary to previous assumptions.

Furthermore, there is mounting evidence that suggests that ‘Polynesian voyaging con-
tinued beyond the eastern boundary of the well-known Polynesian Triangle’, sporadically,
to South America (Matisoo-Smith 2012:403).2% It has been hypothesised that the Polynesian
sweet potato (Ipomoea batatas) was collected by Polynesian voyagers between 1000 and
1100 from the west coast of South America (Storey, Clarke & Matisoo-Smith 2011:126).
Linguistic evidence is suggestive of trans-Pacific contacts, the word cumar and its variants
in several languages spoken in Peru and Ecuador being similar to the word kizmara in Poly-
nesian languages (Scaglion & Cordero 2011). In addition, the fact that the mitochondrial
DNA sequences obtained from archaeological chicken bones found in the pre-Columbian
site of EI Arenal in Chile were similar to those from ancient Pacific chicken bones points to

a Polynesian origin (Storey, Quir6z & Matisoo-Smith 2011).

Birds as factors in the human colonisation of the Pacific

It has been suggested that the discovery and settlement of almost every inhabitable island in
the Pacific Ocean by Lapita-derived populations, and then by distinctly Polynesian peoples,

was aided by birds. This may be true for at least three reasons.

23 This voyaging, however, may never have ‘actually involved physical settlements, but merely involved brief
contact associated with voyages of exploration or trade or even accidental contact by canoes of fishermen
blown off course’ (Matisoo-Smith 2011:221).
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Firstly, as Lewis (1994:212) put it, the indigenous navigator is ‘no castaway, but a
highly trained expert making deliberate voyages within the conservative framework of his
navigational system’, a system in which the observation of birds actually played a very sig-
nificant role. As Dening (1972:114) observed, ‘birds were most frequently taken as a sign
of land, and the directions they flew in the evenings and early mornings were always noted’:

Uninhabited islands, especially, provided a sanctuary for birds, so that birds in
great numbers became accepted in the Pacific by the explorers as the sign of an
uninhabited island. In this we might find an explanation of why almost every
uninhabited island in the Pacific gives signs of having been visited by the Poly-
nesians. Lost voyagers would be easily attracted by the sign of birds.

This is because seabirds are often much more plentiful on uninhabited islands than on inhab-
ited ones (Steadman 2006:107). They were extremely numerous in the Pacific at human
arrival. In Rapa Nui for example, probably more than thirty resident species of seabirds used
to be present before human contact, making it the richest seabird island in the world
(Steadman 2006:251). The current number of individual resident seabirds in the tropical
Pacific may actually be between one hundredth and one thousandth of what it was 3,000
years ago (Steadman 2006:107).

Seabirds indicate the direction of land; terns and noddies have relatively short daily
ranges, while boobies and frigatebirds fly further out. They indicate the direction of land
only in the early morning when they fly out to their fishing grounds, and in the evening on
their return home (Lewis 1994:206). As for tame tropicbirds and frigatebirds that appear in
Polynesian stories as land-finders, Lewis (1994:208) believed those stories of shore-sighting
pet birds aboard canoes to be ‘vague and nonspecific’; however, he agreed (1994:209) that

tame frigatebirds were used to carry messages between islands.

Furthermore, migrating landbirds and shorebirds, such as the Pacific Long-tailed
Cuckoo (Urodynamis taitensis), the Pacific Golden Plover (Pluvialis fulva), or the Bar-tailed
Godwit (Limosa lapponica),?* may have ‘provided the early Polynesians with clues to the
existence of undiscovered islands’. Even though Lewis (1994:214-216) believed this hypo-
thesis to be ‘entirely speculative’, because there would have been ‘no indication at all as to
how far off the birds’ destination lay’, he nonetheless conceded that ‘this drawback would

not necessarily prevent curious voyagers from casting about along the star path that the

24 For Te Paa (1912), it was the Bar-tailed Godwit, or kuaka in Maori, that his ancestors followed from their
homeland, Hawaiki, to Aotearoa.
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flocks had taken.’?® The annual migration of petrels and shearwaters from the North and
Central Pacific to Aotearoa, for instance, may have provided Polynesians with the clue that
land lay to the south (McGlone, Anderson & Holdaway 1994:143-144).

Birds also aided human colonisation of the islands of the Pacific by permitting their
biotic enrichment, thus allowing people to find sustenance on them. Seabirds, especially
frigatebirds,?® are ‘agents of interisland dispersal for plants with sticky fruits or seeds’
(Steadman 2006:399). Seabirds also transport nutrients from marine origin to islands, which
triggers the growth of terrestrial vegetation (Steadman 2006:402). Furthermore, in the Poly-
nesian islands’ forests, nectarivorous and frugivorous birds are responsible for pollination
as well as plant propagule dispersion (Steadman 2006:503). Therefore, without the birds,
Polynesian people would probably have not found as much nutritional value from plant
sources on the islands which they settled.

Thirdly, the very presence of birds on the islands may have been a factor in the Polyne-
sian peoples’ seaborne expansion in the Pacific, since they represented a major food source.
At first human contact birds must have been remarkably tame, allowing people to ‘gather’
them more than they would have ‘hunted’ them, because they must have displayed ‘naiveté’
towards their new ground-based predators (Steadman 2006:78,127,405). This ease of access
to this food source probably played a part in the rapid human expansion into the Pacific:

The pursuit of unexploited avifaunas, not to mention pristine fishing and shelling
grounds, may explain why the Lapita people, and later colonizers of East Poly-
nesia, moved so rapidly across the Pacific. Once beyond Near Oceania, abun-
dant, tame birds and previously unfished reefs awaited on each new island
(Steadman 2006:77).

25 Bachimon (1995:234) put forward the hypothesis that Tahitian cosmogonic myths, for instance, provided
for a carefree exploration of the Pacific Ocean, because they suggested that islands were fishes that lay under
the surface of the ocean; priests and heroes expert in ‘island fishing’ aboard the canoes would be able at any
moment to make those islands appear from beneath the surface, thus alleviating any fear of wandering end-
lessly on the ocean.

% This is because of the frigatebirds’ ‘poor site fidelity’ and because of the fact that, being unable to land on
the ocean, they are less likely than other seabirds to ‘have a seed or fruit wash away from their bodies once it
adheres to them’.
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The effects of the depletion of birds on the human expansion in the Pacific

After first human contact, however, bird populations were depleted on island after island
(see infra). Therefore, less and less interisland dispersal of plants occurred, hence less food
was available for people. A depletion of seabird populations may have also led to a decrease
in marine nutrients, which in turn may have resulted in weaker vegetation growth on many
Pacific islands (Steadman 2006:402).

Furthermore, pollination and plant propagule dispersion in the forests were probably
limited by the loss of nectarivorous and frugivorous birds (Steadman 2006:503).2” As
Mitchell (1990:131) explained, ‘evolution has charged [forest birds] with the means to dis-
tribute the offspring of trees and so ensure the survival of both tree and bird. To harm one
half of such a partnership is often to threaten the survival of the other.” Birds depended on
the forest for their survival, but the forests depended on the birds for their survival as well.
By depleting the islands of birds, the first settlers of the islands harmed the forests that they
too depended on in their daily lives (for food, building materials, the making of canoes, etc.),

and by clearing the forests they also harmed the birds.

It may also be surmised that the anthropogenic depletion of seabirds in the Pacific actu-
ally deprived the Polynesian navigators of a crucial means to find their way across the ocean.
The loss of most seabirds, other than the Brown Noddy (Anous stolidus), the Black Noddy
(Anous minutus) and the White Tern (Gygis alba), must have significantly limited the use
of seabirds as navigation aids (Steadman 2006:107). Shearwaters and petrels were indeed
depleted on countless islands across Oceania. Furthermore, the Polynesians’ ability to find
fish may also have decreased with the depletion of seabirds, as those were (and still are in
many parts of Polynesia) used to locate schools of fish (Nordhoff 1930:249-250; Kennedy
1931:49; Phillipps 1953:266; Anderson 1981:146; Steadman 1997:69-70; D’Arcy 2006:
39).%8

2! Mangaia, for example, lost three species of nectarivorous birds about 600 years ago: the Sinoto’s Lorikeet
(Vini sinotoi), the Kuhl’s Lorikeet (Vini kuhlii) and the Conquered Lorikeet (Vini vidivici) (Steadman 2006:
504). The jeu de mots around the name of the latter finds its motive in the idea that, in Polynesia, ‘people came
to an island, saw the native parrots, and then conquered them, leaving behind only the bones’ (Steadman &
Zarriello 1987:523).

28 In Nukuoro for instance, there is a term for the ngongo (Brown Noddy, Anous stolidus) closely watched by
fishermen because they lead their flocks to schools of fish: manu de gabadanga (Carroll & Soulik 1973:287).
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In sum, it is important to note that the depletion of both seabirds and landbirds after
human arrival on the Pacific islands reduced the range of species that Polynesians could use
not only as navigational and fishing aids, as food, as pets, or for their feathers and bones,
but also in their ‘legends’ and ‘imagery’.? Therefore, it may be argued that ‘the importance
of birds in Oceanic societies, while substantial at European contact,” was ‘even greater

before so many of the species were lost’ (Steadman 2006:107).

Man’s commensals: three mammals and a bird

Homo sapiens did not settle the islands of the Pacific alone. Four commensal animals were
associated with the dispersal of the Lapita culture (Matisoo-Smith 2007). Pigs, dogs and
chickens (Red Junglefowl, Gallus gallus), all of Southeast Asian origin, were all ‘part of the
contribution of the early Austronesian speakers to the Lapita complex’, and ‘an important
part of the Lapita “transported landscape””’ (Kirch 2000:111).

So was the Polynesian rat (Rattus exulans), the fourth commensal. Even though scholars
did not consider this possibility until relatively recently, rats were not accidentally but delib-
erately transported by Polynesians in their canoes. This is evidenced by their widespread
distribution all across Polynesia, the abundance of rat bones discovered in archaeological
middens throughout the region, and the importance of kiore in Maori culture. Some Maori
narratives about nga hekenga waka (the canoe migrations from tropical Polynesia to Aotea-
roa) do mention kiore intentionally placed in the waka (canoes).*® Rats were considered a
valuable food source, and they differ from the other three commensal animals in that they

were not domesticated, but ‘left to breed naturally in reserves’ (Matisoo-Smith 1994:79-80).

Even though the kiore may have been known by Maori as a ‘vegetarian which lived
harmoniously in its environment, having little if any effect on other fauna and flora’ (Haami
1994:72), it has actually been shown that in Aotearoa animal and insect remains represent

up to 90 per cent of its stomach contents, and there are reports of kiore preying on the eggs

29 For example, a giant flightless bird, Sylviornis neocaledoniae, a stem galliform that could weigh up to 34
kilogrammes, became extinct in New Caledonia shortly after human arrival (Worthy et al. 2016). Those huge
birds must have been a ‘thrilling’ sight for the first Lapita colonists of New Caledonia (Steadman 2006:293).
They appear in some traditions as ferocious animals called du (Griscelli 1976:5-6; Poplin & Mourer-Chauviré
1985:94-95).

30 For instance, Grey (1855:211-212) (Aotea waka); Simmons (1976:141) (Horouta waka).
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and young of lizards and birds (whereas it is mostly vegetarian elsewhere in the Pacific)
(Matisoo-Smith 1994:81). Even where the rats did not prey on birds, they were very destruc-
tive to the islands’ forests. In Hawai‘i for instance, it has been argued that the main source
of lowland forest destruction which brought about avian extinctions was actually not agricul-
tural clearing and burning by the Polynesian settlers, but the introduced Polynesian rat itself,

a ‘prime suspect in the demise of the forest’ (Athens et al. 2002:73).

Rats, dogs and pigs were, with humans, the first non-bat mammal species to live on the
Polynesian islands in post-Pleistocene times. Through predation and habitat destruction,
they did have an impact on the Polynesian avifauna, which varied from island to island. As
for the Red Junglefowl (Gallus gallus) introduced by Polynesians, it served as a reservoir
for pathogens (Steadman 2006:502).

Commensal birds

Even though most birds flew to the various islands of Polynesia (see supra), some of them
were carried between islands by the Polynesians. The main reason for this was the value
accorded to the birds’ feathers, but birds were also taken from island to island because of

the food source that they represented, or because they were pets (see 111-2).

Kaka (Maroon Shining Parrot, Prosopeia tabuensis), for instance, were taken by
Tongans from Fiji to Tongatapu and ‘Eua because of their highly prized red feathers. The
sega ‘ula (Collared Lory, Phigys solitarius) was introduced by Samoans to Samoa from Fiji
for the same reason; unlike kaka in Tonga however, sega ‘ula did not establish themselves
in the wild in Samoa (Watling 1982:24). In East Polynesia, the vini (Blue Lorikeet, Vini
peruviana) was carried as a cage bird between islands (Holyoak 1980:35).3! The ‘wra
(Kuhl’s Lorikeet, Vini kuhlii) may have been taken by Polynesians to some of the Line
Islands, namely Kiritimati, Tabuaeran and Teraina, at the end of the 18" century (Kape 2010:
13,25).

31 Today, Blue Lorikeets are only present on three atolls in the Leeward Group of the Society Islands, on a few
islands in the Tuamotu Archipelago, and in Aitutaki (where they are known as kuramo ‘o). According to
Steadman (2006:218), they must have been introduced to Aitutaki from Tahiti and not from another island in
the Cook Islands, because all prehistoric bones of small species of Vini found in the Cook Islands are of Vini
kuhlii (Kuhl’s Lorikeet).
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In some traditional narratives, the Australasian Swamphen (Porphyrio melanotus) is
also said to have been transported by the Polynesians. According to Ariki Tafua, the karae
was indeed introduced by his people to the island of Tikopia in ancient times (Firth 1985:
165-166). In Aotearoa, stories of the voyage of the Aotea waka, captained by Turi, say that
it carried from Hawaiki ‘some pet Pukekos, or large water-hens’ (Grey 1854:111; 1855:
212). The Horouta waka too transported pakura from Hawaiki to Aotearoa, according to
Tarei (1912:158). Karae is the Tikopian name, and pitkeko and pakura are the Maori names,
of the Australasian Swamphen.®? Hotu Matu‘a and his people were also said to have carried
on their canoes from their homeland to Rapa Nui twelve species of seabirds; twenty of each

were brought, according to one tradition, in thirty large calabashes (Barthel 1978:103,149).

The ‘great blue highway’

The transportation of those commensal birds from island to island is a testament to the inter-
action between the islands of Polynesia in pre-European times. The ocean was ‘not just a
barrier to interaction but a facilitator of migration — it was, in actuality, a great blue highway’
(Matisoo-Smith 2012:409). In Polynesia, inter-archipelago contacts continued well after the
initial settlement period. For instance, the analysis of basalt adzes collected in the Tuamotu
Archipelago showed that those adzes originated from the Marquesas, Pitcairn, Austral and
Society Islands, and even from Hawai‘i, thus proving that there was post-colonisation inter-
action in the form of extensive interisland voyaging between East Polynesian archipelagoes
(Collerson & Weisler 2007).

As Kirch (2012:25) argued, for example, about the Polynesian Outliers, ‘the idea of
island isolates is inadequate’, because even though ‘islands are physically bounded eco-
systems’, island societies ‘had no discrete barriers to the potential for interaction with others
beyond their shores’. Therefore, as Hau‘ofa (1993:7) put it, the universe of the peoples of
Oceania

comprised not only land surfaces, but the surrounding ocean as far as they could
traverse and exploit it, the underworld with its fire-controlling and earth-shaking
denizens, and the heavens above with their hierarchies of powerful gods and

32 However, no species of Porphyrio seems to have lived prehistorically in tropical East Polynesia, where the
ancestors of Maori came from, apart from Porphyrio paepae, an extinct species of swamphen whose bones
were discovered by Steadman in archaeological sites in Hiva Oa and Tahuata in 1986-1987 (Steadman 2006:
105-106).
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named stars and constellations that people could count on to guide their ways
across the seas. Their world was anything but tiny. They thought big and
recounted their deeds in epic proportions.

The Polynesian world was ‘a large sea full of places to explore, to make their homes in,
to breed generations of seafarers like themselves. People raised in this environment were at
home with the sea. They played in it as soon as they could walk steadily, they worked in it,
they fought on it’ (Hau‘ofa 1993:8). Thus, Oceania was once a ‘boundless world’ (Hau‘ofa
1993:10),

a large world in which peoples and cultures moved and mingled unhindered by
boundaries of the kind erected much later by imperial powers.*® From one island
to another they sailed to trade and to marry, thereby expanding social networks
for greater flow of wealth. They travelled to visit relatives in a wide variety of
natural and cultural surroundings, to quench their thirst for adventure, and even
to fight and dominate (Hau‘ofa 1993:8).

This is evidenced by oral traditions and by blood ties retained to this day, for instance by the
high chiefs of Fiji, Samoa and Tonga (Hau‘ofa 1993:9).

The Maori whakatauki (proverb), ‘E kore au e ngaro, he kakano i ruia mai i Rangiatea’
(‘I shall never be lost, for I am a seed scattered from Rangiatea’), may be understood as: ‘a
people whose ancestors came from Rangiatea and successfully crossed the wide seas to
Aotearoa cannot be defeated’ (Orbell 1995:148). The Polynesians were indeed outstanding
navigators3* who skilfully sailed across an ocean representing a third of the Earth’s surface
to discover almost every one of its thousand islands. Their discovery and settlement, how-
ever, brought about what may be described as the ‘largest vertebrate extinction event ever
detected’ in the history of the Earth (Steadman 2006:408).

33 1t was Europeans and Americans who later ‘drew imaginary lines across the sea, making the colonial bound-
aries that, for the first time, confined ocean peoples to tiny spaces’ (Hau‘ofa 1993:7). For instance, Mangaia is
closer to Rimatara than Ra‘ivavae is; this observation helps to suggest cultural parallels that may be obliterated
by the fact that Mangaia and Rimatara belong to two distinct political areas, the Cook Islands and French Poly-
nesia respectively (Vérin 1969:25).

3 <1t is all too easy’, as Lewis (1994:354-355) cautioned, to underestimate Polynesian navigational methods,
‘perhaps because the scientifically conditioned Western mind finds difficulty in grasping the concepts involved
and in appreciating the degree of precision that is attainable by them’.
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4. The other face of Late Holocene Polynesia: ‘man as a catastrophe®®

The mass extinction of avian species after first human contact in Polynesia has been touched
upon earlier in this chapter. An overall description will now be presented of what this major
event entailed, because it is essential to bear in mind, when reading Polynesian narratives
about manu, that the species present in those texts are but a portion of the species that the
first Polynesians to settle on the islands found living there. The avifauna, in its richness,
diversity and distribution, was anything but perennial during the few centuries of pre-

European human occupation of the Polynesian islands.

Palaeontology and the ‘shifting of the blame’ from Europeans to Polynesians

Most avian extinctions in Polynesia are anthropogenic: they occurred ‘during the past 3000
years, well after the major changes in climate and sea-level associated with the Pleistocene-
Holocene (glacial-interglacial) transition’ (Steadman 2006:89). However, the pre-European
extinction of birds in Polynesia has only been studied in the last thirty years or so (Steadman
2006:510). Before the 1970s, it was generally assumed that the anthropogenic loss of avian
species and shrinkage of avian distribution ranges were mostly attributable to the Europeans
who started to settle on the Polynesian islands at the end of the 18" century, clearing forests
and bringing guns and various animals with them. The world in which indigenous people
lived was often deemed to be one ‘protected not so much by an ethos of philanthropic good-
ness to other sentient beings as by dependence and self-interest, by simple common sense’
(Guss 1985:X). This ‘common sense’ was supposed to have prevented massive faunal

extinctions.

The reality, however, is far different. The analysis of palaeontological records con-
ducted since the 1970s has allowed scientists to discover the magnitude of the pre-European
losses. According to Mitchell (1990:194), the first evidence of bird extinction caused by
Polynesians was found at Barbers Point in O‘ahu in 1976 by Yosihiko H. Sinoto.

Archaeological discoveries led Olson and James (1984:768,778) to argue in 1984 that

‘the period of the original peopling of the diverse islands of Oceania, with their highly

35 This expression is taken from the title of a book chapter by Olson (1989).
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endemic biotas, may have been marked by one of the greatest waves of rapid extinction of
species of animals and plants in the history of the earth’, and that the elimination of the
‘greater part’ of the avifauna occurred in pre-European times. Olson (1989:50) wrote in 1989
that

Because until recently there was no paleontological record for most oceanic
islands, it was natural to assume that European man was chiefly responsible for
the degradation of insular habitats that has resulted in historically documented
extinctions. This, in combination with the ‘noble savage’ fallacy, has led to a
gross underestimation of the effects of man on insular biotas. Now, with the
paleontological record being expanded to many more islands, we have sufficient
data to hint at the true magnitude of the losses.

In Hawai‘i for instance, Olson and James (1984:777) argued that, by destroying lowland
forests by clearing for agriculture (mainly by fire), ‘the Polynesians wrought a greater
change in the total biota of the archipelago than has been accomplished by all post-European
inroads in the wet montane forests’.3® Unsurprisingly, Mitchell (1990:194) reported that
these findings did not go down well with Hawaiians, as they challenged the idea that Polyne-
sians were the ‘guardians of Paradise’. He went on to suggest that Polynesian peoples were

‘no better conservationists than modern Westerners’.

Similarly, for Cassels (1984:741), ‘dramatic as they are, post-European extinctions do
not compare to the scale of the pre-European ones’, and pre-European extinctions offer ‘one
of the best cases for arguing that prehistoric man was capable of causing the extermination
of fauna on a catastrophic scale’. It has now been actually established as a fact that the
anthropogenic extinction of birdlife in Polynesia, albeit ongoing, was ‘mostly prehistoric’
(Steadman 2006:510).

However, as Kirch (2000:62) put it, recognising the responsibility of indigenous Pacific
peoples in dramatic changes to their environments does not mean to suggest that they are
‘environmentally insensitive eco-vandals’. Kirch believed Polynesians to be ‘not more or
less environmentally conscious than most other human groups’, and argued that it was only
‘our outdated Rousseauian notions that make it appear so’. The concept of ‘noble savage’
was born out of these ‘Rousseauian notions’. They make it, as Brown (2013:159-160) put it
in the case of Aotearoa, ‘misleadingly easy to project contemporary environmentalist ide-

ologies onto’, for instance, traditional Maori society.

3% However, the introduced Polynesian rat (Rattus exulans) was deemed by Athens et al. (2002:73) to be the
main agent responsible for the destruction of Hawaiian lowland forests (see supra).
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Extinctions in tropical Polynesia

It is important to keep in mind that the bird populations currently living on the Pacific islands
are only subsets of those that lived on them at human arrival (Steadman 2006:88). The loss
of birdlife on most of the islands of Remote Oceania was probably ‘blitzkrieg-like’ after the
arrival of Polynesians, a ‘rapidly dispersing people with high population growth®” who
hunted intensively wherever they went, wiped out many species, and then moved on to richer
hunting grounds’ (Steadman 2006:75).

After the arrival of the Polynesians on a given island, some avian extinctions occurred
within a century or less, whereas others took millennia (Steadman 2006:407). Some extinc-
tions seem to have taken a relatively short time; in Mangaia for instance, practically no bird
bones appear in late prehistoric archaeological sites (Steadman 2006:225). Similarly, in the
Northern Marquesas, the analysis of midden content from seven sites excavated by Yosihiko
H. Sinoto and Marimari J. Kellum in 1964-1965 in Ua Huka and Nuku Hiva revealed that
in the settlement period (Phase 1) seabirds were a ‘major food source’, but that this food

source was virtually decimated by the end of that settlement period (Kirch 1973:37).%

The characteristics of the bird species that became extinct before European contact are
as follows: large birds, often the largest; many of them flightless and diurnal; of the volant
species many were ground-nesting and had small clutches (Cassels 1984:757-759). Because
the islands of Remote Oceania had been free of human and other mammalian predators (bats
being the only native mammals), at first human contact birds must have been remarkably
tame, allowing people to ‘gather’ them more than they would have ‘hunted’ them (Steadman
2006:78,405). Most of the extinction and extirpation of bird species occurred 1,000 to 500
years ago; East Polynesia was the worst affected area in Oceania by anthropogenic depletion,
and the species that suffered the most were rails, parrots and pigeons (Steadman 2006:512).

Almost all the many hundreds of species of rails became extinct on the islands of

Oceania after human arrival. Flightlessness became ‘terminally maladaptive’ for them

37 Natural growth was probably ‘much higher in prehistoric Polynesia than in Western historical demography
due to an epidemic-free environment’. Therefore, it has been argued that, ‘starting from small numbers of set-
tlers and limited migration, Polynesians covered island landscapes to the point that new customs, such as infan-
ticide and human sacrifice, were adopted to limit growth’ (Rallu 2007:32).

38 ‘Whether the decimation was a result of over-exploitation by the human population, or a result of the intro-
duction of rats is not known. It may be significant that bird remains rapidly diminish at the same time that the
first rat bones occur in the midden’ (Kirch 1973:37).
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(Steadman 2006:296).%° Most East Polynesian island groups also used to have one or two
species of ground doves (Alopecoenas sp.); today only two species are left (the Marquesan
Ground Dove, Alopecoenas rubescens, and the Polynesian Ground Dove, Alopecoenas ery-
thropterus), and they only live on a handful of islands in the Marquesas and the Tuamotu
Archipelago (Steadman 2006:337-338).

A tropical Polynesian island would have typically lost 50 to 90 per cent of its species of
native landbirds, as revealed by bone assemblages (Steadman 2006:127), and most single-
island endemics have become extinct (Steadman 2006:416). In Oceania, the anthropogenic
decline of landbirds involved the extinction of countless species, whereas that of seabirds
mostly affected populations of extant species (Steadman 2006:401). The seabird family that
has lost the largest number of populations in Oceania are the Procellariidae (shearwaters and
petrels) (Steadman 2006:395). Since human arrival, boobies (Sula sp.) may have lost hun-
dreds of populations in Oceania (Steadman 2006:397). Overall seabird populations today
may be ‘at least one or two orders of magnitude less than they were at human arrival’
(Steadman 2006:401).

Palaeontology has revealed since the 1970s the extent of the losses. It has at the same
time helped explain the presence in traditional narratives (or songs) of bird species that were
absent, at the time those narratives were collected, on the islands where they originated. In
Mangaia for instance, no pigeons or doves are to be found, today or in Gill’s time. However,
Gill collected a story about pigeons (125C) and stated (1894:26) that in pre-European times
‘two or three varieties of the pigeon’ lived on the island. Clerk (1981:273) believed that it
was ‘highly likely’ that there had been pigeons or doves in the past, even though he was
unable to find any evidence of their presence in Mangaia ‘within living memory’. This evi-
dence was actually found shortly afterwards: in 1984, Steadman (2006:219) discovered bird
bones in the Te Rua Rere cave that proved for the first time that pigeons and doves once
lived on the island. Indeed, he identified five species: the extirpated Lilac-crowned Fruit
Dove (Ptilinopus rarotongensis), Polynesian Imperial Pigeon (Ducula aurorae), Marquesan
Imperial Pigeon (Ducula galeata) and Polynesian Ground Dove (Alopecoenas

39 ‘Reversibility of evolution is poorly understood’, but it can be said that ‘if regaining the power of flight is
possible in flightless rails once nonnative predators arrive, it does not happen quickly enough to prevent extinc-
tion” (Steadman 2006:296).
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erythropterus), as well as the extinct Great Ground Dove (Gallicolumba nui) (Steadman
2006:212,216-217).

Extinctions in Aotearoa

For Binney (1971:n.p.), ‘a lugubrious list of extinct species in this country is our stain of
shame.” Since human arrival around 1300, 58 of the 223 original breeding bird species have
become extinct. Te Ika-a-Maui (New Zealand’s North Island) has lost 51 per cent of its bird
species (Tennyson & Martinson 2006:1). The rate of extinction was ‘probably much greater
in the first century or two’ after settlement by Polynesians than from the 16" century
onwards (Holdaway, Worthy & Tennyson 2001:163). Seabirds were less affected than land-
birds because they had more offshore island refuges. The main reason for the bird extinctions
was not climate change or disease, but predation by humans and rats (and, in post-European

times, cats) (Tennyson & Martinson 2006:2).

Fifteen out of 43 songbirds living in Aotearoa at the time of human contact are now
extinct (Tennyson & Martinson 2006:106). Among them, the wrens are of particular note:

Six forms of wren are known to have occurred on the New Zealand mainland
and its inshore islands, and four of these are extinct. They were the most diverse
family of songbirds in New Zealand and considered to be the most ancient of all
of the world’s songbirds and to be part of New Zealand’s original Gondwanan
fauna. Three of the New Zealand wren species were also extraordinary in being
almost the only known flightless songbirds in the world.

All nine species of moa (New Zealand moa, Dinornithiformes) quickly disappeared
from the fossil and archaeological records after excessive hunting by the first human settlers
(Tennyson & Martinson 2006:19), as they were among the birds that were a source of “easily
exploited fat and protein’ (Steadman 2006:78).*° They became extinct around 1500, only
two centuries after first human contact (Perry et al. 2014). Holdaway et al. (2014:3) showed
that it was only a small human population of fewer than 2,000 individuals that, ‘with a basic

toolkit of stone tools and fire’, was able to rapidly hunt this megafauna to extinction.

40 Armstrong (2013:20-21) argued, however, that ‘the emphasis on protein hunger in New Zealand historiogra-
phy has less to do with nature and more to do with the projection backwards of a very twentieth-century invest-
ment (economic, cultural and conceptual) in the farming and consumption of animal products’. He deemed
‘exaggerated’ the appetite for animal protein projected back into prehistory by most recent historians, who
refer to moa ‘not as animals but as “protein”, and to moa extinction as a “protein shortage™’.

28



The Haast’s Eagle (Hieraaetus moorei), which used to prey on moa, also became extinct
a short time after human settlement, as evidenced by the fact that its remains have been dis-
covered in human midden sites (Tennyson & Martinson 2006:62). In Rékohu, two island-
endemic penguin taxa (Eudyptes warhami and Megadyptes antipodes richdalei) were extir-
pated shortly after human arrival (Cole et al. 2019). As for the rails, eleven species were lost
in Aotearoa. Among them was the moho (North Island Takah&, Porphyrio mantelli), the
largest rail in the world (Tennyson & Martinson 2006:84). However, different species of
bird have different histories of population decline. The analysis of samples of micro-
satellites and mitochondrial DNA of kakapo (Strigops habroptila), for example, showed that
no major population decline occurred after Polynesian settlement, and that a sharp popu-
lation decline and loss of genetic diversity did not occur until after European colonisation
(Bergner et al. 2016).

Finally, bird extinctions in Aotearoa have resulted in a ‘strong bias towards marine and
coastal taxa in the present avifauna, in contrast to the balanced representation of terrestrial
and marine species in the Pleistocene and Holocene fauna’ (Holdaway, Worthy & Tennyson
2001:120). Therefore, an analyst is now ‘struck by the dominance of seabirds and waders
and the scarcity of indigenous songbirds, waterfowl, and rails’ (Holdaway, Worthy &
Tennyson 2001:162). In fact, only the most resilient of the endemics have survived to this
day (Holdaway, Worthy & Tennyson 2001:163).

A consequence of extinctions: the issue of ‘endemism’

The apparent endemism of some bird species is actually an ‘artifact of anthropogenic extinc-
tion’ (Steadman 2006:340), as illustrated by the following four examples.*!

For one, the largest extant pigeon in Oceania, the Marquesan Imperial Pigeon (Ducula
galeata, or ‘upe in Marquesan), now regarded as endemic to Nuku Hiva, used to live on
other Marquesan Islands, and bones of that species have been discovered in Huahine, Tahiti,

Mangaia, and possibly Henderson Island. Thus, this pigeon, ‘now seen as endemic to a single

41 This situation of ‘pseudo-endemism’ was deemed by Thibault and Cibois (2017:30), however, to be ‘less
extreme’ in East Polynesia than argued by Steadman.
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island, actually had a range that spanned most of East Polynesia . . . before people caused
its nearly total demise’ (Steadman 2006:248).

Another example is furnished by the megapodes. Fossil evidence indicates that most of
the islands of Melanesia and West Polynesia were occupied by Megapodius at first human
contact (Steadman 2006:288). The Tongan Megapode (Megapodius pritchardii, or malau in
Tongan) for instance, now seen as endemic to Niuafo‘ou, used to live on possibly more than
a hundred islands in West Polynesia;*? nowadays it only survives on that single island
(Steadman 2006:291).** Megapodes, possibly Megapodius pritchardii, were even present as
far south as Rangitahua (Raoul Island), in the Kermadec Islands (Tennyson & Martinson
2006:66).

As for the parrots, the Kuhl’s Lorikeet (Vini kuhlii, or ‘ura in the Rimatara dialect), seen
as endemic to Rimatara, was actually widespread in the Cook Islands prehistorically
(Steadman 2006:344). Lastly, Cyanoramphus, a genus of parakeets often thought of as
endemic to New Caledonia and the Aotearoa avifaunal region (encompassing Norfolk Island
and the Subantarctic Islands), was in fact present in the Society Islands as well, but the ‘a@‘a
or ‘a‘a taevao (Black-fronted Parakeet, Cyanoramphus zealandicus, and Ra‘iatea Parakeet,
Cyanoramphus ulietanus) became extinct in the 19" century (Bruner 1972:91-92; Holyoak

& Thibault 1984:130).

5. Epilogue

‘The dreadful Hubris of Mankind is seen’, in Binney’s (1971:n.p.) words, ‘in his wilful
assumption of title to live off the world, rather than live with it.” The respective importance
of human predation (attested in archaeological sites), habitat loss through deforestation, dis-
ease (introduced pathogens) and predation from the mammals introduced by humans (rats,

dogs and pigs) in the demise of so many bird species varied from species to species and from

42 In tropical East Polynesia, however, megapodes are absent from the fossil record (Steadman 2006:293).

4 In Tonga for instance, at least four species of megapodes disappeared ‘within a century or two of human
contact’ on five small islands of the Ha‘apai Group (Steadman 2006:293).
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island to island.** However, human presence in Polynesia may ‘rightly and without preju-
dice’ be termed an ‘environmental catastrophe’ (Steadman 2006:107), regardless of the fact
that ‘some and perhaps most of the losses were indirect and beyond human control’
(Steadman 2006:406). As Steadman (2006:89) concluded, ‘the extinct birds of Oceania are
not some archaic assemblage of species that was destined by nature to go the way of the
dinosaurs. If not for people, virtually all of the extinct species and populations of birds

known from Oceania would be alive today.’

Furthermore, many species of bird have been introduced by humans in post-European
times, whether it be for food, for pleasure, for hunting, or as ‘putative predators against rats
or insects’ (Thibault & Cibois 2017:24). In Aotearoa for instance, an estimated 37 species
of bird have been introduced since European contact (Holdaway, Worthy & Tennyson 2001:
139).% Introduced birds are now more numerous than native species on a number of islands
in French Polynesia (including Tahiti), Hawai‘i, Rapa Nui, and perhaps Fiji (Steadman
2006:417,496). The damaged biotas of those islands are now ‘beyond hope of recovery’
(Steadman 2006:496).

Manu and humans thus embarked on parallel migrations in the Pacific Ocean at different
times of their history. Millions of years ago, the air became in Polynesia a highway for the
birds, while the ocean served a similar function for people, albeit much later. The avifauna
of Polynesia has undergone dramatic changes since human contact. The birds that the first
humans discovered on the thousand islands of Polynesia were remarkably more varied and
numerous than the ones that the first Europeans to navigate these waters saw, and further-
more, the avifauna that the latter were able to observe two hundred years ago was again con-
siderably more diverse and plentiful than the present-day avifauna.*® One may wonder

whether there is ‘a bright sky ahead for our remaining feathered friends’ (Homan 2008:n.p.).

4 These four agents were called by Wilson (1992:253) ‘the mindless horsemen of the environmental apoca-
lypse’.

4 The factors that have increased the probability of wider dispersal of those introduced species are: strong
flight, ease of movement over water masses, and flocking (Holdaway, Worthy & Tennyson 2001:153).

46 Significant decreases in landbirds could be observed in even a short time. For example, Gill (1885:127)
reported that ‘the woods of Rarotonga, when I first knew the island some thirty-two years ago, were every-
where vocal with the song of birds’. He blamed guns, cats and cyclones for the disappearance of landbirds; 32
years later, he would ride ‘round the island without hearing the cry of any but sea-birds’.
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In any case, the birds of Polynesia are not just physically present in body for everyone to
admire and for a palaeontologist or archaeologist to examine, they are also present in the
human mind, and particularly in one of its most remarkable and elaborate workings: the oral
narrative. Feathered creatures will be momentarily set aside in order to explore the realm in

which they are so plentiful, the traditional Polynesian narrative.
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Figure 2. Polynesian Outliers
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Figure 3. Fiji, Rotuma and the Lau Islands
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Figure 4. Tuvalu, Wallis & Futuna, Tokelau and Samoa
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Figure 5. Tonga and Niue
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Figure 6. Cook Islands
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Figure 7. Society Islands
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Figure 8. Austral Islands
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Figure 9. Tuamotu Archipelago and the Gambier Islands
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Figure 10. Marquesas
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Figure 11. Hawai ‘i
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Figure 13. Aotearoa
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Chapter Il

Narratives

Folk-tales, legends, and myths must be lifted

from their flat existence on paper, and placed in

the three-dimensional reality of full life.
Malinowski (1926:125-126)

1. The oral narratives of the Polynesians: an overview

Oral narratives are a particular type of discourse. They have ‘distinctive stylistic features,
setting them apart from ordinary discourse’, and they ‘relate some kind of story, setting them
apart from sermons, speeches, proverbs, riddles and so forth’ (Huntsman 1981:210). For
Ricceur (1991:131), narratives are a ‘part of a chain of speech by which a cultural com-
munity comes to be constituted and through which it interprets itself narratively’.? In Poly-
nesia, narratives were handed down orally from generation to generation in those cultural
communities, and started to be recorded in writing and published in the 19" century. The
nature and the main distinguishing features of those narratives will be presented to offer a
general overview of what constitutes the corpus of texts from which the narratives about

manu have been extracted for the purpose of this study.

! The Cambridge Dictionary (2019) defines a ‘story’ as a ‘description, either true or imagined, of a connected
series of events’; it is synonymous with ‘narrative’. By using these two terms | do not imply that the texts are
based on true events or that they are works of fiction. | regard all ‘myths’, ‘tales’, ‘legends’, ‘anecdotes’ and
“fables’, which are terms that | will discuss in the second section of the present chapter but not use otherwise,
to be types of stories or narratives. Manu appear in all those types of text. In this study, ‘oral narratives’ and
‘traditional narratives’ will be used interchangeably; so will the terms ‘narrative’, ‘story’ and ‘tradition’. ‘Tra-
ditional’ stories should be interpreted as stories that were ‘handed over, transferred by word of mouth’ (as
opposed to, for instance, stories contained in novels by Polynesian writers). They were, and in some cases still
are, transmitted from generation to generation, but they are not necessarily pre-European, from a very long
time ago.

Z <[ Le récit] appartient a une chaine de paroles, par laquelle se constitue une communauté de culture et par la-
quelle cette communauté s’interpréte elle-méme par voie narrative’ (Ricceur 1986:167).
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The importance of oral literature in Polynesian culture

The love of the Polynesians for their oral literature has long been noted.® Polynesians had
an ‘extraordinary literary talent’ (Luomala 1940:372), and were ‘gifted litterateurs with deep
appreciation of whatever is fine in any literature’ (Luomala 1949:13). They listened to oral

recitals ‘with the greatest of interest and attention’ (Te Rangi Hiroa 1932:15).

In Futuna for instance, Burrows (1936:224) explained that storytelling was a ‘favorite
pastime’, and in Aotearoa the same expression was used by Best (1924:1,178) about Maori.*
In Pileni, telling stories was simply the principal form of entertainment (Hovdhaugen, Naess
& Hoém 2002:5). In the Marquesas, the ‘mere physical exercise of talking’ was a ‘distinct
source of pleasure’ (Handy 1930:18). Collocott (1928:5) found the Tongan to be ‘an incur-
able conversationalist’, ‘a fine orator’ and ‘a critical judge of public speaking’. Skilful racon-
teurs were thus held in very high esteem. In Mungiki for example, they were admired just

as much as expert fishermen and canoe builders (Kuschel 1975:20).

Polynesian narratives related the creation of the world, of humans and animals; they
told of gods, heroes and ancestors, whose deeds were meaningful and relevant for the audi-
ence. On almost every island,’ stories were told that featured the same central characters,
such as Maui, Hina and Tinirau, Tawhaki, or Rata.® Those central characters were talked
about in ‘hero-cycles’, one of Polynesia’s most characteristic genres (Luomala 1940:367).
Luomala defined the hero-cycle as ‘an oral account of the biography of a hero told in prose
interspersed with chants’. Famous examples include the Tawhaki cycle and the Maui cycle.
Tawhaki is ‘a spirited personification of everything a great Polynesian chief should be’,

while Maui is ‘a hero of the Polynesian proletariat and the non-conformists’, and ‘a defier

3 The expression ‘oral literature’ or ‘spoken literature’ may be an oxymoron to some, but I regard it as valid.
As E. Rice (1923:5) argued, Hawaiians, for instance, had a ‘spoken literature, much as we have a written one’,
because they ‘received through their ears as we receive through our eyes’. “The song, the proverb, the fable,
or the history inscribed in set form of words upon the tablet of the human memory’, wrote Harding (1892:440),
‘is as truly literature as if with an iron pen and lead it were graven in the rock for ever.’

4 For similar accounts by early-19"-century Pakeha authors, see McRae (2017:27).

% In the case of Maui, for example, it is ‘often through accidents of fate’ that no story has been collected about
this culture hero on some islands (for instance Rapa Nui), as Luomala (1949:5) observed. This does not mean
that these traditions were absent from those islands.

® The names of characters who appear in narratives across Polynesia (e.g. Rata/Laka/‘ Aka/Raka) will be given,
for lack of space, only in Maori, when dealing with Polynesia in general, and in the vernacular language when
dealing with a particular island or island group.
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of precedent, a remodeler of the world and its society’ (Luomala 1940:373; 1949:28).” Hina
and Tinirau were also well-known characters throughout Polynesia and appeared in count-

less stories, as will be seen in Part B.2

Performance

Huntsman (1981:213) argued that in many ways oral narratives are ‘more akin to drama than
to literature’. In Polynesia, the collectors of stories noted on many occasions the importance
of the dramatic performance in the recital of a story.

In Pukapuka for instance, Beaglehole and Beaglehole (1936:1-2) observed the ‘intense
dramatization of the subject matter by gesture and vocal expression’ in storytelling, and
explained that the raconteur acted out as if reliving the incidents in the story. For example,
when in a story Maui pulls in a fish, this episode ‘involved vigorous movement of hand and
body until every fathom of fish line was hauled in from the depths of the ocean’. The racon-
teurs reproduced all noises accurately and emphatically, and direct quotations of a character
in a story were pitched higher than the standard speaking tone. Thus, storytelling was noted
to be emotionally and physically draining, so much so that at the end of their narration the

storytellers needed ‘a long breathing spell” before starting another story.

Another example is the reciting of animal stories in Mungiki, in which inflexions and
changes in intonation played an important part in their dramatic effect. These changes were
particularly apparent in the dialogues between the animals, as the storytellers endeavoured
to imitate the animals’ voices (Kuschel 1975:58). In the Cook Islands, Siikala and Siikala
(2005:134) found that because ‘the overall meaning of a narrative is in fact formed in the
actual narrative situation on the basis of all the expressive material attached to the perfor-
mance’, the storyteller’s ‘tone of voice and gestures contribute ultimately to the meaning of
the text’.

" Maui is ‘the arch mischief maker of Polynesian mythology’ (Beckwith 1970:121). His adventures (particu-
larly his journey to the heavens or the underworld to secure fire for humankind) show, as Beckwith argued,
that he is also a sorcerer, for ‘mischief making is sorcery, euphemistically phrased’.

8 Although, as Collocott (1928:129,n.1) pointed out in Tonga, ‘it is not necessary to assume that every occur-
rence of the names Hina and Sinilau’ concerns the two famous culture heroes. Tongans themselves told
Collocott that there was ‘a tendency for stories of handsome men and their beautiful wives to attach themselves
to the names of Sinilau and Hina’.
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To become part of the oral traditions of any community, in Polynesia or elsewhere, a
story needed to be accepted by that community, and to go through its ‘preventive censor-
ship’; or else it disappeared (Detienne 1981:84). In Polynesia, the listeners of a story, while
stimulating the raconteur to ‘exert his best pantomime and narrative talent’, were also ‘a
control to prevent unpopular deviation from narrative formulas’, and acted ‘as a brake on an
overexuberant imagination which might get too far ahead of the crowd’ (Luomala 1949:65).
In Samoa for example, each fagogo (story interspersed with songs, or tagi) was considered
to comprise a number of key episodes essential to the plot, and if the storyteller altered any
of them, he would instantly receive criticism from the audience (Moyle 1981:43). In Pileni,
Hovdhaugen, Nass and Hoém (2002:6) observed that children ‘could be rather critical even
towards experienced and old narrators, criticising them when they made errors or forgot
important points in the story’. Similarly, Salmond (1974:232) discovered that in Luangiua

the audience corrected all the storyteller’s mistakes.

Re-creation

Oral narratives were handed down from generation to generation through countless ‘re-
creations’. Unlike the Polynesian priest who recited an incantation word for word with no
room whatsoever for deviation, the Polynesian storyteller did not recite a story by heart, but
‘re-created’ it every time he told it; that is why two texts produced by the same raconteur in
two separate performances were never exactly the same (Lavondeés 1975:37-38).

As Kuschel (1975:x1) found in Mungiki, ‘every time an oral tradition is retold, it is re-
created to make it live anew for a younger generation.” He defined a good storyteller as ‘a
person who in telling what countless story-tellers had told before him would reproduce or
re-create the plot in a novel way, in his personal way’, while keeping the story ‘within the
framework of tradition’ (1975:20). In Tokelau, Huntsman (1977:vi1iI) observed that ‘elabo-
rations, additions and modifications are allowed, even encouraged, if they heighten the

entertainment value’ of the kakai, or ‘tales’.
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Songs and chants in narratives

A well-known characteristic of Polynesian prose narratives was the presence of songs and
chants in verse in many of them. The narratives were therefore a combination of ‘literature,

history, and poetry’ (Te Rangi Hiroa 1932:15).

In Mangareva for instance, oral narratives were transmitted largely in songs, which were
popular because the people loved singing; their ‘emotional value’ explains why they were
still sung when Te Rangi Hiroa visited the island in 1934. While prose narratives did suffer
loss and change over time, the songs kept their original form because of the ‘social need for
this form of emotional expression’. These songs, called kapa, formed part of the recital of a
story, and their themes originated in the incidents of the prose narratives. The kapa ensured
the survival of some stories, which would not have been remembered without them (Te
Rangi Hiroa 1938:15,304,384,386). Furthermore, dancing and singing went together. For
example, the story of Hina-hakapirau and her three bird sentinels (170) was recorded in a
dance, a pe ‘i, in which the performers stood up to sing and dance (Te Rangi Hiroa 1938:334-
335,396).

In the Polynesian hero-cycles, the prose varied ‘according to a narrator’s taste and
knowledge’, but the chants in them were more consistent, and were frequently remembered
even when the stories that they ornamented were forgotten (Luomala 1949:22). Luomala

argued that it was ‘their importance as magic spells’ that kept some of those chants alive.

In Pukapuka, storytelling was ‘largely incidental to the composing and reciting of
chants’, but the allusions in the chants mostly originated in the stories (Beaglehole &
Beaglehole 1936:1). Chants, or mako (1936:78), thus became ‘practically unintelligible’ if
the story that they drew on was not remembered. Similarly, in Kapingamarangi, stories were
interspersed with tangi-khai, or magic chants. Those were ‘couched in the old language’,
whereas the narratives themselves largely conformed to ‘present speech’; tangi-khai became

unintelligible even to the Kapingamarangi themselves (Elbert 1948:62).

In Samoa, fagogo were stories interspersed with songs (tagi). Whereas the fagogo
tended to retain identically worded songs, the wording of the narrative itself was ‘at the dis-
cretion of the storyteller, and thus varie[d] from individual to individual, and from occasion
to occasion’ (Moyle 1981:43).
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Truthfulness

Collectors and scholars of traditional narratives have often wondered if the people who
recited and listened to those narratives believed them to be true, even when they dealt with
the supernatural (such as birds carrying people on their backs, or transforming into humans

for instance). A small sample of their views will be presented here.

According to Elbert and Monberg (1965:30-31), the people of Mugaba and Mungiki,
who held truth in high regard, believed their stories to be an ‘expression of truth’. The two
anthropologists described the islanders’ approach to their stories as very practical and realis-
tic, whether those dealt with the prosaic or the marvellous. Because they related true events,
for them all stories were ‘history’, and their truthfulness was proved ‘by the mere fact that
they have been handed down through the centuries’. Kuschel (1975:56) discovered that
‘when asked if they really believed that [their animal] stories were true, the Bellonese
answered that of course they did, because they had heard these stories from the adults for
years on end, and had themselves told them to their children in turn.” These stories accounted
for a number of phenomena that could not otherwise be adequately explained, and since
everyone gave the same explanation of a phenomenon, this explanation simply had to be
true. Similarly, Orbell (1992:1) argued that Maori stories, even those dealing with the super-

natural, ‘were unquestioningly accepted as the truth’.

In Tikopia however, Firth (1961:12-13), writing about the traditional stories, or kai, of
the island, observed that people did not seem to care whether they were true or not. He gave
the example of the various kai of Ina (who marries the king of Tonga in most stories), held
by some Tikopians to be true, while others were in doubt. Tokelauan narratives, or kakai,
were also regarded as neither true nor false, and storytellers as well as the audience were not
concerned ‘whether the incidents recounted did or could actually occur’ (Huntsman 1977:
VIII).

Intercultural diffusion and external influences

Some Polynesian narratives may appear to be restricted to a particular island or island group,
while others seem to be spread across a much wider area. However, it is not easy to deter-

mine if a story is unique to an island, because Polynesians often used localisation as a literary
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device. In Mangarevan narratives for instance, ‘the actual sites where ancient characters
lived and the scenes of their activities were included in local story, so that later generations
have come to believe that the tales did occur in Mangareva.” The stories were thus made
locally significant (Te Rangi Hiroa 1938:303-304).

Similarly, Luomala (1949:137,241) inferred that localisation, a central feature of Poly-
nesian storytelling, personalised stories by linking them to the local geography, and pro-
duced much aesthetic satisfaction for the audience. Localisation is ‘one of the processes
whereby an alien myth roots itself in its new home and develops new branches’. This is how
narratives spread across Polynesia, using localisation to become rooted in their new envi-

ronment as the Polynesians settled the Pacific islands.

Polynesians also encountered non-Polynesian peoples during their exploration of the
Pacific, and were influenced by the narratives of these peoples. As Luomala (1949:14)
observed, ‘during centuries of wandering and pushing onward to a less crowded part of the
world, these sophisticated literary eclectics must have listened to the prose and poetry of the
peoples whose paths they crossed and who came to them.” This is because, as attested by
ethnographic literature, ‘les hommes d’une société écoutent souvent les mythes de leurs voi-

sins, [et] les comparent aux leurs pour en créer de nouveaux’ (Sperber 1974:88).°

One can even detect in some Polynesian narratives, according to Kirtley (1976:235),
extra-Oceanic elements that are a testament to influences predating the expansion of the
Polynesian peoples across the Pacific Ocean:

The kinds of exotic influences perceptible in the traditional narratives of Poly-
nesia make it clear that much of the area has participated in an exchange — even
if in an attenuated form — of intellectual culture throughout its history. Though
few whole complex narratives of Eurasian origin withstood the erosion imposed
during their transmission through the cultures lying to the west of Polynesia, cer-
tain hardy and viable conceptual elements did survive and take root. This process
of transmission and adaptation and its implications require continuing investiga-
tion.

Another ‘process of transmission and adaptation’ of non-Polynesian narratives by Polyne-
sians that has been somewhat investigated by scholars is the one that occurred after European
contact. That process slowly began at the end of the 16" century, when European sailors
exploring the Pacific Ocean started to discover the islands of Polynesia, but it intensified at

® Ethnographic literature attests that ‘the men of one society often listen to the myths of their neighbours, and
that they compare them to their own in order to create new ones’ (Sperber 1991:76).
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the end of the 18" century with the meeting of more European and American explorers, sci-

entists, traders, whalers and missionaries with Polynesians.

European stories circulated widely throughout Polynesia at the time Polynesian oral
narratives were recorded by ethnographers (Luomala 1949:249). In Tonga for instance,
Gifford (1924:5) discovered that many European stories had been published there by the
time he collected Tongan narratives, in 1920-1921, and that the former had influenced some
Tongan stories, which thus became ‘hybrid tales’. For example, Gifford found himself
recording the story of Cinderella recounted to him ‘under a thin disguise of Polynesian

names’.

However, the study of stories which are a synthesis of European and Polynesian ele-
ments ‘can teach us much about how new material is integrated into the culture’ (Luomala
1949:249). It gives one a better understanding of the culture in question because ‘external’
elements cannot be adopted indiscriminately into the corpus of traditional narratives of a
society: ‘plots (and other narrative materials) can only be borrowed if they fit or can be
molded to fit the culture, more exactly the level of culture which we would call deep struc-
tures’ (Maranda & Maranda 1971:1X). As Beckwith (1940:32) argued, ‘borrowed material
[the storyteller] may use, but so incorporated as to appear true within his own traditions.” In
Aotearoa for instance, there is a ‘cultural logic’ in the fact that a particular European story
was taken up by Maori, and thus ‘transformed in the context of a different world-view’
(Schrempp 1985:18).1°

2. Classification of Polynesian narratives

The texts about manu that will be studied have been drawn out of a vast array of narratives
belonging to many different types. In this section I will consider how Polynesians them-

selves distinguished between those different types (every island or island group in Polynesia

10 Schrempp discussed the case of the Maori story of the ant and the cicada, published in Best’s Maori Religion
and Mythology, and adapted from a European story.
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will not be considered here, for lack of space). The way Western collectors and scholars of

traditional narratives categorised those narratives will then be briefly presented.

East Polynesia

In Aotearoa, Te Maire Tau (2003:17) classified Maori oral narratives into three categories,
wananga, purakau and pakiwaitara. Because they ‘deal with the occult’ (rituals, or kara-
kia), wananga were tapu (sacred, restricted). Pirakau were about ancestral deeds, whereas

pakiwaitara were stories simply told to entertain.

In Hawai‘i, mo ‘olelo was a generic term for a story, whereas ka ‘ao was more particu-
larly a fictitious one (Elbert 1956:100). In the Marquesas, a ‘akakai and tekao atua were,
according to Lavondeés (1964:111), sometimes myths, sometimes legends, sometimes tales,
sometimes simple stories, and very often composite stories that blended all these genres.
(Tekao) a ‘akakai were narratives handed down by the tradition, and tekao toitoi were

supposed to be true stories (Lavondes 1975:27).

In Tupua‘i, according to Aitken (1930:5), ‘tales of traditional or mythological happen-
ings” were included in the parau tupuna, records kept by ‘every family of importance’ on
the island and containing material whose main purpose was to establish a family’s rights to
land (i.e., genealogies and stories about the deeds of the ancestors, especially their travels,
disputes and battles). In Mangareva, according to Te Rangi Hiroa (1938:14), atoga was the
generic term for stories about famous figures such as Maui, Tahaki and Apakura, as well as

narratives of local origin. In Tahiti, stories were called ‘g ‘amu or ‘a ‘ai (Ahnne 1933:170).

West Polynesia

In Futuna, according to Burrows (1936:224), two names were used for stories, fakamatala
and fananga. The former applied to historically true accounts and to explanations of natural
phenomena, whereas the latter was used to refer to stories told for entertainment, which had,
unlike fakamatala, a definite form (some had verse sections), and were appreciated as works
of art. Songs and sayings were types of fananga. Fakamatala and fananga tended to merge

into one another, for ‘history may be told with the emphasis on form rather than on fact’.
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Mayer and Nau (1982:26) pointed out that the action in fananga could not be located histor-

ically.

Similarly, in ‘Uvea, a distinction existed between talanoa or talatuku (‘talk handed
down’), which were historical traditions, and the stories told for entertainment, called
fangana or fananga. However, some stories were called indiscriminately talatuku or
fananga (Burrows 1937:161).

In Pukapuka, some of the informants of Beaglehole and Beaglehole distinguished
between tala wenua, truly Pukapukan stories, and tala wanongo (Or tala wanonga), stories
about events that occurred elsewhere. However, the informants disagreed between them-
selves about the categorisation of some stories, which were tala wenua for some, but tala

wanonga for others (Beaglehole & Beaglehole 1936:2).

According to Collocott (1928:5), fananga was in Tonga the general term for a narrative,
but tala tupua in particular were stories about gods and supernatural events, and creation
stories. Rotumans distinguished between ‘myths’ (faeag tupu ‘a), reports of events witnes-
sed by the storyteller (rogo), and ‘fictitious’ stories (hanuju) probably told to entertain
(Howard 1985:44-45). Finally, in Tokelau, kakai were stories, which had short songs or tagi
interspersed in them (Thomas, Tuia & Huntsman 1990:60). Their essential quality was their
entertainment value (malie). They were not deemed to be ‘sources of secret or esoteric wis-
dom’, hence they were not ‘valued and guarded property to be transmitted only to specific
others’, unlike gafa (genealogy) and tala anamua (‘[true] stories of the past’). Kakai could

therefore be told to any audience (Huntsman 1977:vi).

Polynesian Outliers

In Mugaba and Mungiki, there was only one term for stories, tagatupu‘a (Or tautupu ‘a),
which covered stories about gods, culture heroes and ancestors, as well as stories about ordi-
nary people or animals. Genealogies and accounts of recent events were also tagatupu ‘a.
Tagatupu ‘a were clearly distinguished from two other kinds of oral traditions, ritual for-
mulas (kupu giu ‘atua) and songs (kupu me ‘a or taugua) (Elbert & Monberg 1965:29).
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A distinction was made in Tikopia between ararafanga, tara tupua and kai. Ararafanga
(from arara, ‘to talk’) denoted stories about ancestors up to about the third generation and
made of secular material, whereas tara tupua dealt with the remote past, especially ritual
matters, and were often treated as sacred. Kai were narratives with a ‘strong dramatic inter-
est’; they were ‘usually timeless’ and ‘used to a considerable extent for recreation’, as an
alternative to ‘general conversation’. Some kai were of modern invention (Firth 1961:11-
12). In Luangiua, stories with historical content, or kakala, were distinguished from ‘a, ‘sto-
ries similar to those of the European genre “folk tale”” (Keopo 1981:viiI).

In Kapingamarangi, the twenty ‘myths and tales’ that the Bishop Museum party
recorded on the atoll in 1947 were of a kind called puakai, that is, stories involving ‘the
miraculous’ (Emory 1949:230). Hkai, also known as fesaoga, were, in West Futuna, ‘tradi-
tional tales, myths or allegories’ that were told for entertainment in ‘standard prose’, and
were ‘subject to infinite variations and expansions’. Tagihkai were episodes in those stories,
“fixed forms set to music and sung in the process of story telling typically to depict a char-
acter’s lament’ (Keller & Kuautonga 2007:94). Similarly, in Aniwa, ta kai were stories com-
monly told in the evening by elderly people to children; they contained fragments of song
‘often sung without the whole story itself being told” (Gray 1894:162). As for Pileni lala-
khai, they were ‘traditional fairy tale[s]” that could include ‘legendary material’ and were
set in most cases in a particular place in the Pileni-speaking islands (Hovdhaugen, Naess &
Hoém 2002:5).

Finally, in Anuta, tangikakai were stories ‘viewed as fantasy and told for entertainment
value, most often to children as bedtime stories’, and were often set in ‘mythic’ times and
locations (in particular, the Heavens, nga Rangi). Taratupua were ‘spirit tales’ (generally
taken not to be true), whereas araarapanga were about ‘relatively recent events’ and of a
‘putatively historical nature’ (generally taken to be true). Those three categories of narra-
tives were typically regarded as discrete genres with distinctive features, but there might be

some overlap (Feinberg 1998:8).1

1 For instance, ‘there is sometimes disagreement as to whether a particular narrative that is primarily about
identifiable ancestors but has supernatural elements is an araarapanga or taratupua’.
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Westerners’ classification of narratives

The terms ‘myth’ and ‘legend’, which ‘tend to dismiss’, as Kirch (2018:275) argued, the
value of oral traditions as ‘witnesses of real human affairs’, have long been used by collec-
tors and scholars of traditional narratives. For Malinowski for instance, who based his cate-
gorisation on his material collected in the Trobriand Islands, narratives (as summarised by
Firth [1961:7]) may be divided between stories held to be true and regarded as sacred
(myths), stories held to be true but not regarded as sacred (legends), and stories not held to
be true (fairy tales). Firth argued, however, that these two criteria of truthfulness and sacred-
ness were too ambiguous, so that any attempt to distinguish between these genres based on
these criteria would be arbitrary (Firth 1961:182).

When studying the structure of the texts, a strict distinction between these genres is
hardly possible either. Agreeing with Propp (1968:90), who argued that ‘fairy tales’ were
morphologically similar to ‘myths’,*? Lévi-Strauss (1983:127-128) asserted that there was
‘no serious reason to isolate tales from myths’. He observed that narratives that were tales
in one society were myths in another society, and vice versa, and that ‘the same tales, the

same characters, the same motifs’ appeared in the myths and the tales of any given society.

For the sake of clarity, and out of a yearning for categorisation, Western collectors of
Polynesian narratives endeavoured to classify the stories that they gathered into separate
genres, in particular when publishing them. In Futuna for instance, Burrows (1936:224-230)
distinguished place tales, origin tales (e.g. the origin of kava, of bananas), hero tales (e.g.
the story of the trickster Ufingaki), legends (e.g. the legend of Sina), and animal tales. Mayer
(1970-1971:7-8) categorised Futunan and Uvean narratives as cosmogonic myths, legends
about characters, legends about demons, legends about metamorphosis, animal tales, or real

stories.

For Te Rangi Hiroa (1938:303), Mangarevan atoga (the generic term for oral narratives)
could be divided between stories created locally and those that predated the settlement of
Mangareva. He also distinguished between myths about the gods, legends about culture

heroes (those two categories being shared by other Polynesians), later legends, tales of local

12« . the fairy tale in its morphological bases represents a myth.’
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origin about the spirit world, and, finally, tales about voyages and local events (Te Rangi
Hiroa 1938:306-384).

In Pukapuka, Beaglehole and Beaglehole found that narratives could be divided into
myths, stories about gods, animal stories, folk tales, tales of cannibals (tangata kai tangata
and tupua kai tangata), and stories about historical characters. Myths, which were few in
number, accounted for natural phenomena (Beaglehole & Beaglehole 1936:3). There were
more stories about gods; those dealt especially with the relations between gods and humans
(1936:24). The two anthropologists further divided the stories about historical characters
(which constituted ‘the background for much of everyday conversational reference’) into six
classes: stories of love, stories of adultery and its punishment, stories of thieving and its
punishment, stories of revenge for insults of homicide, stories of culture hero-like historical
personages, and stories of voyaging Pukapukans (1936:49).

For Elbert (1956:100), five types of Hawaiian narratives could be distinguished: hero
tales, which focus on the exploits of semidivine or mortal heroes; ‘semihistorical anecdotes
and tales’, which ‘mostly concern war and make a minimal use of the supernatural’;
romances, which are about love affairs; trickster tales, which ‘focus on the cleverness of the
heroes and underplay supernatural and romantic elements’; and, finally, moral tales, which

usually feature ‘unnamed commoners’.

In Aotearoa, Shortland (1856:1-2) divided Maori narratives between traditions about
the origin of the world and of humans, traditions about heroes and demigods, and traditions
dating from the time of the migration to Aotearoa or thereafter. In his Maori Religion and
Mythology, Best classified Maori stories into the following categories: ‘myths and historical
traditions’, ‘origin myths and tutelary beings’, ‘nature myths’, ‘demon lore’ (about taniwha,
tipua and ‘mythical denizens of forests and mountains’), and ‘fables and miscellaneous folk
tales’. Korero tara, korero piirakau and pakiwaitara were terms for the latter,'3 the ‘simplest

form of folk tales, fables and similar stories that were known to all’ (Best 1982:560).

For Orbell (1968:X-XI11), Maori prose narratives, or korero, may be divided into myths,
legends and folktales, but she admitted that it could be difficult to distinguish between these

three categories. Unlike legends and folktales, myths did function “as a source of archetypal

13 As well as korero paki (Best 1924:1,178); among korero tara or pakiwaitara are, for instance, ‘little dia-
logues between animals, plants, rivers and other natural phenomena’ (Orbell 1968:xi).
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figures and occurrences that provided a pattern and explanation for human events, and were
frequently referred to in ritual chants and songs, as well as in proverbs’. As for legends,
which were ‘sometimes at least partly historical’, they were ‘about the fortunes of political
groups and their leaders’, and explained ‘the origin and nature of the tribes and sub-tribes,
and sometimes of landmarks within their territory’. Finally, many folktales were ‘told for
their own sake’, their function being to entertain; however, the events narrated in them and
their dramatis personae were not superficial but the ‘product of the deepest levels of the
psyche’.

In conclusion, although Polynesian cultures have much in common with one another,
there does not exist one word across all Polynesian languages to designate a story or narra-
tive. The words fananga, kakai, korero and tara, and all their cognates, are widespread but
do not occur on every Polynesian island or island group.'* Polynesians did not adhere to the
distinctions often made by Westerners between myth, legend and tale. Those distinctions
are not only irrelevant for the owners of the stories themselves,® but they are also impracti-
cal for the study of those stories. A distinction that did seem to be made by Polynesians,
however, was a distinction between stories told merely for their entertainment value and
those which were not, although there might be some overlap between the two categories. In
any case, it is generally not possible to distinguish in Polynesian narratives between stories
that were believed to be true and stories that were deemed by their audience to be purely the
products of the imagination of the raconteurs.

3. The collecting of Polynesian narratives

The texts about manu that will be studied in Part B are part of narratives that were collected
in a variety of different circumstances by collectors from a vast array of occupations using
various methodologies. In this section | will provide an overview of the context in which the

stories were recorded by ethnographers and other people interested in them, of their

4 The word parau may be added to this list. For an analysis of the concept of parau in Maupiti, for instance,
see Tuheiava-Richaud (1999).

15 As Burridge (1969:197-198) argued, myth, legend and tale are irrelevant categories ‘derived from the Euro-
pean experience’, whereas narrative is an ‘inclusive term’.
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methods, and of their informants’ attitudes with regards to the story collection process. This
will give the reader an appreciation of the conditions in which the narratives that form the
basis of this study passed from the oral state in which they had been thriving for centuries

to the written state, in the collector’s notebook, and ultimately in printed form.

Collectors

In the 19" century, some explorers, travellers, traders, missionaries and government officials
started to collect stories from Polynesian informants, and some of that material was pub-
lished. After the First World War, trained anthropologists followed suit.*

In some parts of Polynesia, particularly Hawai‘i, Aotearoa, Tonga and Samoa, many
stories were collected, but other islands did not receive as much attention. In the first part of
the 20™ century, the Bernice P. Bishop Museum in Honolulu published the findings of scien-
tific expeditions sent to a number of Polynesian islands to gather ethnographic data, includ-
ing, generally, oral traditions. In the second half of the 20" century, many Polynesian Out-
liers, which had until then hardly been visited by Westerners, became the focus of anthro-

pologists.

Methods

Some collectors claimed to have collected the stories faithfully in their original language.
Wohlers (1874:31), for instance, wrote down the narratives that he collected in Ruapuke
‘word by word out of the mouths of several old Maori’. In Rapa Nui, Métraux (1940:363)
also stated that he gathered all his material in the Rapa Nui language, and that the texts were
checked on the island by Rapa Nui. The stories that St Johnston (1918:25) published were
exactly as told to him by the Lau Islanders, and in Pukapuka, the stories were ‘collected in
text and translated in the field with the help of competent informants’ (Beaglehole &
Beaglehole 1936:1).

16 For an overview of the history of the recording of oral traditions in Polynesia from the late 18" century until
the present, see Craig (2004:20-25). A list of publications containing traditional Polynesian narratives was fur-
nished by Kirtley (1971:x1-xxv1). Kirtley (1955:28-37) provided the same for traditional Melanesian and
Micronesian narratives.
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These informants were sometimes named in the works published in the 19" century and
the first part of the 20" century. In the second half of the 20" century, the acknowledgment
of all informants by name became much more systematic, and a short presentation of their
background (personality traits, tribal affiliations, but especially place of residence, age and
gender) became a scientific norm by which anthropologists had to abide. Indeed, texts do
increase ‘in scientific value with . .. all the essential information concerning the narrator
and his background’ (Lavondes 1967:496). However, it is all too easy to chastise with ‘the
easy moral rectitude of retrospect’, in McRae’s (2000:3) words, some early collectors about

their editorial practices.

Most collectors were eager to secure the knowledge from those who they thought were
the best informants on the island where they were collecting stories. In the Marquesas in
1920-1921, Handy (1930:3) sought the company of the person that he thought was ‘proba-
bly the most learned man in all the islands at the time’, Isaac Puhetete, called Haapuani,
from Atuona, in Hiva Oa. Similarly, Gill obtained in Mangaia traditional knowledge from,
among other informants, Mamae, a ‘man of superior knowledge’ and ‘one of the cleverest

men’ that he had ever met; the two became very close friends (Reilly 2009:20-21).

Writing down a story under the dictation of the informant was from the early days the
most utilised method, but some collectors also used material written down by Polynesians
themselves. Tape recording became much later another means to record narratives. Writing
from his experience in Ua Pou in 1963-1966, Lavondés (1967:490-496) thoroughly
explained the advantages and drawbacks of these three different methods of collecting oral
narratives in the field: tape recording of oral recitations, texts written down by the ethnogra-
pher under the dictation of his informants, and texts written down by the informants them-

selves.

In Kapingamarangi, Elbert wrote down stories in the local language under the dictation
of the islanders (Emory 1949:231). However, in Mungiki, Kuschel (1975:18) observed that
‘the actual process of [his] writing down their accounts seemed to sap the enthusiasm of the
informants’, and he found that the raconteurs were reflecting upon ‘their choice of words
while they were waiting’. Therefore, he decided to record everything on tape, in order to

preserve the spontaneity of the local narrative style.
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Some collectors also used texts written down by their Polynesian informants, such as
Grey (1855) and White (1887-1891) in Aotearoa. In Rotuma, Mesulama Titifanua wrote
down stories under the dictation of older Rotumans, and those stories were then published
by Churchward (1937-1938:104). In Samoa, Kramer (1994:1,4) claimed that he always
favoured original texts; he secured texts written down by his informants and copied them

(or had the stories directly dictated to him, or to his assistant).

In Tikopia, in his early years on the island, Firth (1961:21) sometimes told his infor-
mants Maori creation stories ‘as an analogy’, in order to ‘stimulate comparison’, for his
attempts at collecting cosmogonic narratives were unsuccessful. White, as a young man in
the Hokianga, in Aotearoa, related tales drawn from his reading of European literature
(William Shakespeare, Walter Scott) to encourage his Maori friends to tell him their stories
(Reilly 1985:106-107; 1990:46).

Furthermore, Howard (1985:44-45) observed that the texts recorded by missionaries
and ethnographers in Rotuma were probably answers to particular questions, such as
““Where did the Rotumans come from?” and “Do you know any other interesting stories
about the old days?”” The missionaries and ethnographers who recorded texts in Rotuma
had specific ideas about what should be recorded. In Polynesia more generally, Howard
(1985:39) argued that the body of Polynesian literature about the deeds of the early ancestors
was generated by the Europeans’ obsession with the question of the origins of the Polyne-
sians, in such a way that ‘informants were incessantly asked where their ancestors had

migrated from, triggering founding myths, stories of epic voyages, and the like.’

However, later collectors were careful not to prompt the reciting of particular stories
but let their informants choose what they wished to tell. In Mugaba and Mungiki for
instance, Elbert and Monberg (1965:32-33) took down ‘mechanically’ what the raconteurs
told them. The two anthropologists described how their informants, telling one particular
story about a god, a culture hero or an ancestor, would be led to tell many other stories about
that god, culture hero or ancestor. Elbert and Monberg did not usually prompt the telling of
narratives: their informants told the stories that were important to them.!” Similarly,

Hovdhaugen, Nass and Hoém recorded narratives in the Reef Islands (Pileni and Nifiloli)

17 However, the story of the goddess Nguatupu‘a and her brother Tepoutu‘uingangi (127), who turn into two
birds, was told to Monberg as an answer to his question ‘whether the gods ever embodied themselves in ani-
mals or plants’ (Elbert & Monberg 1965:78).
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in 1997-1998, and all but two of the stories subsequently published were ‘chosen by the
narrators and told spontaneously’ (Hovdhaugen, Nass & Hoém 2002:5). In Nukuoro,
Carroll (1980:v1), wishing to ‘record a complete cross-section of the sorts of tales known by
anyone on the island’, also let her informants tell her the stories of their choice, and barely

told them that she was not so interested in stories that were ‘foreign imports’.

Did the collectors deem the sample of the traditions that they gathered to be exhaustive?
Métraux (1940:363), in Rapa Nui, and Emory (1965:347), in Kapingamarangi, both believed
that they had recorded all the stories extant at the time of their visit on the islands. In
Tokelau, Huntsman (1977:1X) also wrote that the repertoires of the ‘foremost raconteurs’
were ‘pretty well exhausted’. However, Burrows (1937:161) admitted that stories were hur-

riedly collected in ‘Uvea, and ‘probably do not represent all types’.!8

Finally, it must be noted that Westerners were not the only ones to publish Polynesian
narratives. In Aotearoa for instance, Maori also contributed narratives themselves, particu-
larly to the early volumes of the Journal of the Polynesian Society and to the Maori-language
niupepa (newspapers) from the 1840s to the 1930s (McRae 2000:15,n.15; 2017:13). In the
Cook Islands, Kauraka (1982, 1988, 1989, 1994), a Rarotongan writer, published stories
from Manihiki, Rakahanga and Pukapuka. In Hawai‘i, authors such as Malo, Kamakau, ‘I‘1
and Kepelino, among others, published a vast literature of traditional material, particularly
in Hawaiian-language journals and newspapers (Leib & Day 1979:5-34; Valeri 1985:XXIlI-

XXVII).

Unpublished material written down by Polynesians in the 19" century also took the
form of puta tupuna in the Society and Austral Islands (Babadzan 1979), and puka papa ‘a-
nga in the Cook Islands (Siikala 1991:16-17; Siikala & Siikala 2005:69-73). These docu-
ments were family registers containing, among other types of text, genealogies, titles to land,
and stories. In the Society Islands, the first puta tupuna, also called puta tumu or puta parau
pa ‘ari (Saura 2000:7), were written down as early as 1846 (Saura 2008:294). They contained
much more than narratives. In the Cook Islands, puka papa ‘anga were created to ‘preserve
the genealogical information and epic tradition in manuscript form’ (Siikala & Siikala 2005:
69).

18 For instance, Burrows did not collect stories about Hina, but he believed that they may have existed on the
island (later, Mayer [1970-1971:9] did actually collect a great number of them).
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Stories not recorded originally for their own sake

Writing down stories was for many ethnographers a practical means of learning the language
of the island on which they were to do their ethnographic work. Kennedy (1945:65) found
that ‘one of the quickest ways of attaining fluency in colloquial speech is by learning to tell
a folklore tale in the words in which it is commonly told.” In Kapingamarangi for instance,
Elbert wrote down stories at the dictation of the islanders ‘as much for the language material
as for the stories themselves’. Thus, through that dictation Elbert’s Bishop Museum party
quickly ‘learned idioms and caught shades of meaning of words because of their natural con-
text’. The stories were in fact not only ‘a speedy means of becoming acquainted’ with the
language, but also with the people themselves, as well as their lore (Emory 1949:231). Simi-
larly, in 1966 Carroll began tape-recording stories in Nukuoro, initially to learn the local
language, but she soon became interested in the stories themselves and wished to record
more, as she explained in the preface to her Nukuoro Stories (1980:V):

My own interests in the project were essentially literary: while learning the lan-
guage (for the purpose of ethnographic interviews as well as to facilitate daily
interaction) | became increasingly aware of the differences in the Nukuoro narra-
tive styles and structures from the European forms with which | was familiar.
Now fluent in the language, | wanted to explore these differences more systemat-
ically, and for that | needed an extensive set of recordings, since written texts
were unavailable.

Besides gathering stories to learn the local language, some collectors also took them
down for the songs that they contained. In Samoa for example, when Moyle (1981:7)
recorded in 1966-1969 over 200 fagogo (stories interspersed with songs), he did so ‘not so
much for their narrative content’, but for the sake of the songs themselves, as his objective

was to offer a ‘comprehensive ethnomusicological survey’.

Reluctant or enthusiastic informants?

If, as mentioned earlier, Firth was at first unable to collect Tikopian cosmogonic narratives
and therefore sometimes told his Tikopian informants about Maori creation stories to ‘stimu-
late comparison’, it was in his opinion (1961:21) because of ‘considerable resistance to the
idea of imparting religious or quasi-religious material’. He also recounted (1961:15-16) that
his Tikopian informants sometimes told him about the tapu character of the material that
they were transmitting, and about their fears ‘lest they or their children be injured by angry
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gods as the result of communicating the material’ to him. Firth believed that, at the begin-
ning, some material transmitted to him was either concealed or distorted, as a consequence

of those fears.

Similarly in Tupua‘i, but for possibly different reasons (shame rather than fear), Aitken
(1930:102) wrote regretfully of the ‘extreme reluctance’ of the islanders to tell him about
their ancient stories, in particular their creation narratives; his multiple attempts to get those
either met with complete failure, or he would be told the Biblical story of the creation. His
informants ‘denied all knowledge’ on such subjects as the old deities and the formation of
the earth from the void. Aitken surmised that the older people did remember those stories,
but that they were ashamed of them, or afraid to recognise that they knew them, now that

they were Christians.

In Pukapuka as well, according to Beaglehole and Beaglehole (1938:308), talking about
the old religious practices was ‘a sin’, after Christianity erased the old beliefs and customs;
therefore, stories about the gods may have been much harder to gather from the islanders
than secular ones. And in the Lau Islands, St Johnston (1918:18-19) found it very difficult
to get the people to talk about the old times not only ‘for the simple reason that they [were]
fast forgetting them’, but also because the old people had been forbidden, at the time of their
conversion to Christianity, to talk about their ancient stories. He observed that it had been
easier for him to collect interesting stories on islands with no resident missionaries, because
on those islands the prohibition against talking about those ancient stories ‘was not so strictly
enforced’. Elbert and Monberg (1965:30), by contrast, found that in Mugaba and Mungiki
‘all bans have been lifted, and everybody talks freely and without caution, even about mat-

ters that were immensely sacred before the acceptance of Christianity.°

The Kapingamarangi, as Elbert (1948:60) explained, were not forbidden to talk about
their old traditions by their ruler, but they were warned against telling crude stories:

In a dramatic speech in church soon after our arrival, King David [the ruler of
the island, appointed by the people] explained our mission, and stressed that
everyone was to talk freely of the old life, that this life was not ‘bad’, and that
we were good people who wanted to talk of Kapingamarangi to their kinsmen
in Hawaii, Samoa, and New Zealand. But David admonished the people to tell

19 As a result, Elbert and Monberg observed that it was difficult to ascertain the ‘degree of sanctity’ of the tra-
ditional stories of the two islands.
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us nothing that was ‘bad’, particularly singling out the modern love songs as
unfit for our ears.?

In Rapa Nui, Métraux (1940:3) reported that he knew ‘of few places in the Pacific where
so little remains of the ancient culture’, that the traditions that lingered in the memory of the
Rapa Nui were rare, and that those had been recorded ‘over and over again by visitors to the
island’. Nevertheless, he stated (1940:363) that his informants ‘always showed real eager-
ness’ to help him with the recording of their traditions. This was, in his opinion, partly
because they saw his transcribing those traditions in their own Rapa Nui language as a ‘guar-

antee that their folklore would be preserved forever’.

That eagerness of the Polynesian storytellers to tell their stories to Westerners was
reported by many collectors. In 1934, Pukapukans provided stories ‘with enthusiasm and
interest’ (Beaglehole & Beaglehole 1938:4).2! Similarly, in the Reef Islands, Chief Basil of
the Pileni settlement in Nifololi was ‘pleased and proud to co-operate’ with Elbert (Elbert &
Kirtley 1966:349). Emory (1949:231) also found that the Kapingamarangi ‘delighted’ in
dictating their stories to the Bishop Museum party. No sooner had the elected ruler of the
island, King David, finished dictating a story than he wanted Emory to write down another
one, apparently because, in Emory’s opinion (1949:233), he was worried that others might
contribute more stories than himself. Emory (1949:237) reported that one of his informants,
Kiati, a 47-year-old widow, was eager to tell all the stories that she knew when she realised
that the Bishop Museum party wanted to collect as many stories as possible.?? Similarly, in
Nukuoro, the storytellers were, according to Carroll (1980:V), ‘more than willing — often
eager — to have their stories recorded’ for posterity, even though she never gave anyone an

incentive to record them. She stated that no inducement was requested by them either.® In

20 However, the Kapingamarangi sang those ‘bad’ songs to the Bishop Museum party anyway (Elbert 1948:
145).

21 Beaglehole and Beaglehole, whose arrival on the island ‘created something of a sensation’, explained how-
ever that the process was slow, because the people had to rethink themselves back into the past and re-
apprehend their old customs.

22 Emory stated that she provided them with many stories not only because she ‘liked” them, but also because
she liked smoking the cigarettes that they gave her, since ‘being one of the few Catholics, it was all right for
her to smoke’.

23 |In the Tuamotu, Stimson, who was convinced of the existence of a supreme god, Kiho-tumu, paid his infor-
mants, and it has been argued that they may have fabricated stories to please him and receive the money, much
to Emory’s dismay (Krauss 1988:241-282). In Ra‘ivavae as well, Stimson paid his principal informant,
Tauira‘i, ‘a few francs for each piece of work’ written in a notebook (Marshall 1962:83). But for Lavondés
(1967:496), the drawbacks of remunerating his Marquesan informants for writing down texts appeared ‘very
small’, as this allowed him to salvage ‘numerous fragments of legends and less-known narratives from the
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Pileni, Hovdhaugen, Nass and Hoém (2002:6) found that, although people were initially

shy, most of them soon showed no embarrassment in telling them stories.

To explain that eagerness in the case of the people of Mugaba and Mungiki, Elbert and
Monberg (1965:29) put forward the hypothesis that knowing stories became a ‘matter of
social prestige’, because the people on those two islands had quickly become aware of how
much Westerners appreciated their stories.?* Similarly, outside Polynesia, in Kiribati, Maude
pointed out that the prestige and self-esteem of the older people who had retained traditional
knowledge were considerably raised by Grimble’s eagerness to acquire such knowledge,
and that those people had been, until Grimble’s arrival in 1926, ‘saddened and humiliated
by the lack of interest taken by the younger men and women in their expertise’ (Grimble
1989:xX1V). However, informants may not be willing to tell stories belonging to other tribal
or family groups than their own. In West Futuna for instance, Keller and Kuautonga (2007:
59) observed that their informants ‘would feel ill at ease if questioned about a tale or the

meaning of a text perceived as belonging to others’.

4. The publishing of Polynesian narratives

When reading Polynesian stories, one cannot but ponder the extent to which the text on the
page is the actual ‘voice’ of the storyteller. Have not the collector, the editor, the translator
and the publisher of the narratives (sometimes the same person, sometimes several individ-
uals) altered them in such a way that they have ultimately become a pale, and even distorted,
version of what they were in their oral state? When reading narratives about manu, one ought
to be mindful of the issues surrounding the collectors’ and publishers’ editorial choices and

the translation of those stories into European languages.

repertory of certain storytellers who had started out by declaring that they “had completely exhausted the origi-
nal legends which they had in their stomach” (‘U pao onaona te tekao a‘akakai mei ‘oto to‘u kopu’).

24 One of Elbert’s and Monberg’s main informants, Taupongi, told them that as a result some stories originally
belonging to particular families were being “pilfered’ (kaia ‘a) by people who did not own them.
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Editorial choices

From the mass of texts gathered by a given collector, admittedly only a portion of them were
published. How did the collector or publisher decide which ones to include in their published

work, and in what order to arrange them?

In Mugaba and Mungiki, Elbert and Monberg (1965:32) set the criteria for the inclusion
or exclusion of a text in their published collection of narratives themselves. The ordering of
the narratives in a ‘time-semantic sequence’ was also their own, although they did declare
(1965:33) to have attempted not to intrude their ‘Euro-American obsessions with time and

classification into the stories and their translations’.

In the preface to his Folktales of the Maori, Grace (1907:2) explained that he chose to
include in his collection the stories that were the most typical and the ‘most perfect in form
or whimsical in detail’. In Aotearoa again, Clark (1896:viI1) chose to publish, from a large

body of stories, the ones that were the oldest or the best known among Maori.

In Mangaia, this slant was criticised by Te Rangi Hiroa (1934:7), who argued that Gill
had offered ‘biased pictures’ of Mangaian culture:

The Rev. Wyatt Gill, a resident missionary who was able, because the old men
alive in his time had grown up before the advent of the first missionaries in 1823,
to record much of the history of Mangaia and many of her songs, wrote largely
to interest the British public in the work of the London Missionary Society. In
his eight published books . . . there are more detailed stories about murders,
human sacrifices, and cannibalism than about the more constructive institutions
of Mangaian culture. Yet Gill has covered Mangaian history from the first native
settlements to the advent of Christianity.

The selection of stories to be published was thus influenced by the intention pursued by the
collectors and publishers,? such as, in Gill’s example (in Te Rangi Hiroa’s view), the desire
of some missionaries to describe thoroughly the ‘savagery’ and ‘viciousness’ of Polynesian
‘heathens’, and to demonstrate how much they had been ‘transformed’, for the better,

through the missionaries’ hard work.

Furthermore, in the case of the traditional stories from Aotearoa, Potts (2013:102)

argued that Maori narratives, and our interpretations of them, were “filtered through the lens

%5 As a matter of course, it may also be influenced by their personal interest. If Elbert included a volcano
explanatory story in the collection of seven Pileni narratives that he published in the Journal of the Polynesian
Society in 1966 (and elicited that story from his informant in the first place), it was because he was himself
fascinated with the ‘perfect’ conic shape of that particular volcano (Elbert & Kirtley 1966:349,354).
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of Pakeha writing and reading’. Our reception of those narratives has been shaped by ‘cul-
tural mediation via Pakeha narrative styles’, because, as she explained, the genre of the ‘just-
S0’ story was very popular in Europe in the 19" century, and European collectors of Maori
stories, such as Grey and Best, ‘would inevitably have been influenced by these precursors
[i.e., the likes of the Brothers Grimm and Rudyard Kipling], and selected and shaped the
stories they presented accordingly’. Therefore, many animal stories were never documented
(Potts 2013:107). The collectors and publishers were thus interested in some Maori stories
because they could draw parallels between them and the European stories which they them-

selves were familiar with, while discarding other stories that they found too odd.

The oddity of the plot is one thing, the oddity of the narrative style is another. Many a
collector or publisher of Polynesian narratives noted the ‘dullness’ of the stories in their
original form, because of the repetitions that they contained.?® Therefore, they cut some pas-
sages, summarised others, fearing that the Western reader might become “disinterested” from
the ‘tediousness’ of the text. For instance, in his Ethnology of Easter Island, Métraux (1940:
363) ‘tried to follow exactly the original’, but cut the ‘unnecessary repetitions that delight
native audiences’. Wohlers (1874:31) also found the stories that he collected in Ruapuke
‘bulky, incoherent and rambling’; thus he believed that ‘few readers would have the patience
to wade through them.” That is why he reordered the narration himself, leaving out ‘tiresome
and useless repetitions’. He claimed, however, to have retained the ‘essential passages and

expressions’, in the dialect of the Maori of Ruapuke.

As ‘tedious’ for the reader as the narrative style may be, in the opinion of the collector
or publisher, Beckwith found it important to leave it as it was in order to give the reader a
better appreciation of the ‘actual character of the Polynesian mind’, as she explained (1919:
295) in the introduction to her Hawaiian Romance of Laieikawai:

The only reason for presenting the romance complete in all its original dullness
and unmodified to foreign taste is with the definite object of showing as nearly
as possible from the native angle the genuine Polynesian imagination at work
upon its own material . . . and by this means to portray the actual character of
the Polynesian mind.

% 1t has been argued that the only real difference between oral literature and written literature is the amount of
repetition, more frequent in the former (Vansina 1961:52). In Maori oral tradition for instance, repetitions
occurred not only in the language itself, but also in the structure and content of the story, as well as in its scenes
and settings (McRae 2017:37).
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Furthermore, many stories were not translated faithfully, but ‘re-written’, as some col-
lectors and publishers admitted; others did not mention that fact, however, and one should
always be mindful of the fact, particularly when reading narratives published in the 19" cen-
tury and the first part of the 20" century, that the stories published may have been retold by

the collector or publisher.

When the retelling was acknowledged, it was often the case that the collector or pub-
lisher claimed to have been faithful to the ‘spirit> of the stories. In the preface to her Maori
Tales and Legends for instance, Clark (1896:Vv11) wrote that she had endeavoured to ‘adhere
to the true spirit of the tales themselves, and to give them the form, expression, and speech
characteristic of the country and clever native race’. Similarly, Grace (1907:2) confessed in
the preface to his Folktales of the Maori that he had retold them in his own way, ‘but without
embellishment’. What he strove to achieve was to keep the ‘atmosphere and colour’ of the

original Maori texts.

Fison (1907:Vv) wrote in the preface to his Tales from Old Fiji: ‘Each one of [the stories]
contains a genuine legend as its skeleton, so to speak. For the flesh with which that skeleton
has been covered, the most that can be claimed is that it is of the native pattern.” But as
Gifford (1924:13) explained, it is difficult to determine how much of the ‘detailed elabora-
tion’ of some of the stories in Fison’s book was the work of his informants and how much

was the work of Fison himself.

Another aspect of the editorial practices of the collectors and publishers of Polynesian
narratives that the modern reader ought to be conscious of is the melding of stories from dif-
ferent informants or different islands into one story. For instance, according to Elbert (1956:
99), some editors of collections of Hawaiian traditions translated into English ‘welded
together’ several versions of a story in order to present what they thought was a more inter-
esting story. In Elbert’s opinion, Rice’s Hawaiian Legends (1923) and many works by
Westervelt, among others, belong to this category. Luomala (1940a:176) also observed that
some collectors of Polynesian narratives ‘summarized a native version or several versions
from one or more islands and thus produced a new form by condensing [the] information
and levelling differences’; thus what they published was a composite version of a particular

story.
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Finally, one cannot but regret the absence of annotations, comments and explanations
in many publications of Polynesian narratives, especially the early ones. As Lavondes (1967:
496) pointed out, ‘a text increases in scientific value with the increased wealth of accompa-
nying annotations ... In Rotuma, Howard (1985:44) deplored the fact that the texts
recorded by missionaries and ethnographers yield ‘virtually no information about the teller

and the context of performance, let alone the way the stories were learned and transmitted’.

Translating the narratives

Some publications of Polynesian narratives do not offer any translation, but present only the
original text in the vernacular language, such as Carroll’s Nukuoro Stories (1980),%
Kauraka’s E au tua taito no Pukapuka (1994), or Saura’s Huahine aux temps anciens (2005).
In the latter case, Saura (2005:8) did not translate into French the narratives that he collected

in Tahitian, in accordance with his informants’ request.

Other publications do not include any Polynesian language texts at all, but only their
translation in English or another European language. Writing about Maori oral traditions
published in English from the middle of the 19" century onward, McRae (2000:8) observed
that the paucity of Maori texts paradoxically invested the English texts with the appearance
of authenticity:

The language of these books brought the oral tradition to national and interna-
tional notice but . . . while paying tribute to the indigenous language and culture,
translation also strengthens the position of English. Although they have assisted
survival of the language, the books in Maori have not been canonical. As less
Maori has been spoken, the English versions have claimed the readership and
authenticity.

Many more publications contain the original texts in the vernacular language, and a
translation into a European language (mostly English, French, or German). In a few of those,
only some texts were provided in their original language, because of an alleged lack of space
claimed by the editors. Burrows (1937:161) noted that the Bishop Museum held Uvean ver-
sions of all the stories that he published in his Ethnology of Uvea (Wallis Island). Métraux
(1940:4) stated that all the narratives that he collected in Rapa Nui were recorded in the

27 Carroll published 325 Nukuoro stories in the local language. ‘In subsequent publications we shall present an
English translation of each story, line by line, and extended commentaries’ (Carroll 1980:v); however, this did
not eventuate.
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vernacular language, but that, ‘for reasons of economy’, only a few texts in Rapa Nui were
included in his Ethnology of Easter Island. Like Burrows with his Uvean material, Métraux
indicated that the Bishop Museum Library held the original manuscripts in the Rapa Nui
language. In their unpublished manuscript, ‘Myths, stories, and chants from Pukapuka’,
Beaglehole and Beaglehole (1936:1) only provided the Pukapukan text for two of the stories,
in an effort to ‘indicate something of the flavor of the Pukapukan literary style and the char-
acteristic methods of story telling’. Again, all the original texts were filed in the Bishop
Museum Library.

For the texts that have been translated, numerous issues faced the translator. One of the
most obvious issue was that when, as Kuschel (1975:29) explained, one attempts to translate
a Polynesian oral narrative into another language, ‘countless concepts find no common
denominator in the two languages and thus must lack also the whole complex of correspond-

ing ideas, experiences, associations, and feelings.’

Furthermore, should the translation be literal, so as not to ‘betray’ the original text, or
should it be idiomatic, in order to be more comprehensible for the Western reader? For
instance, Emory (1949:232) translated Kapingamarangi stories literally, because he wanted
his translations to be faithful to the native style, even though it could potentially make the
stories appear ‘more childlike than they are and somewhat monotonous’. Churchward
(1937-1938:104), on the other hand, acknowledged that his translations of Rotuman stories
were not ‘word for word’, because his aim was to translate the texts into idiomatic English,
and because as far as the poetry was concerned, he strove to ‘reproduce the rhythm and asso-

nance of the original’.

Whether literal or not, all translations were not entirely accurate. In his study of the
figure of the chief in Hawaiian mythology, for instance, Elbert (1956:99) did not take into
account narratives published only in English and for which there was no Hawaiian text avail-
able. The reason is that he viewed most translation from Hawaiian into English as ‘unreli-
able’. He considered the narratives collected by Fornander and his three Hawaiian helpers
(Kamakau, Kepelino and Haleole), and later published as the Fornander Collection of
Hawaiian Antiquities and Folklore (1916-1920) by the Bishop Museum, to have been trans-

lated into English “very inaccurately’.
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Another issue that is worth mentioning is the fact that many texts were expurgated when
translated, because their collectors or publishers found the material too crude or obscene for
their readers. This is because of the recurrence of sexual motifs in many Polynesian narra-
tives. For example, Beaglehole and Beaglehole (1938:413) pointed out that ‘for the Puka-
pukan all activities lead naturally to sex’, so that all chants, whatever their purpose, ‘come
sooner or later to the fact of sex’. Similarly, Handy (1930:5-6) found that throughout the
Marquesan stories ‘the sex motif is more dominant than any other’. The stories that he pub-
lished in his Marquesan Legends (1930) were ‘essentially Marquesan in character — rugged
and rough’. Although his translation into English of the Marquesan texts aimed at preserving
‘the lore in its unvarnished integrity’ despite the numerous references to sexual activities,
Handy did leave out of the translation the episodes in the stories that he deemed too crude
to be published in English. Those were only presented in Marquesan; interested readers, he
claimed, could translate them with the help of a dictionary. A few decades earlier, Gill delib-
erately excluded mention of sex and excretion in some Mangaian texts (Reilly 2015:148).
Similarly, White, who wrote in his journal that ‘nearly all [his] best tales’ were ‘tainted with
indecency’ (Reilly 1989:162), often gave, in his Ancient History of the Maori, a ‘circum-
locutory or even misleading’ translation to references to sexuality, sexual organs and defe-

cation — or those references were not even translated at all (Reilly 2004:29-30).

Motives for publishing narratives

In June 1769, in Tahiti, Cook (1893:83) wrote in his journal: ‘Many absurd stories are told
of [Maui’s] Feats by Tupia’; therefore, he did not write them down. Fortunately, all the
Westerners who had the good fortune of listening to Polynesian lore?® did not find those sto-
ries ‘absurd’; on the contrary, they decided to record and publish them, pursuing a variety

of goals which will be outlined here.

For Lévi-Strauss (1976:510), the ethnographer is the symbol of expiation for the wrong-
doings of colonialism. This atonement could take the form of an endeavour to save from
oblivion Polynesian narratives before it was too late. As Huntsman (1981:210) explained,

for many collectors ‘narratives had to be “rescued” before they disappeared under the

28 For Kuschel (1975:x1), collecting oral traditions in Mungiki was a ‘richly rewarding experience’, because
he could not but ‘sense the enormous power’ of those traditions when told by skilful raconteurs.
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onslaught of Western civilisation and preserved for posterity, as “butterflies” mounted
behind glass, as a source for reconstructing or recalling states, relationships, events of the

past, whether recent or remote.’

In the 1890s in Samoa for instance, Kramer (1994:1,vIl) wished to contribute to the
‘preservation of the cultural heritage of the slowly dying-out peoples of the Pacific in the
evening of their unique culture and philosophy of life’. He found it tragic to witness the
Samoan spiritual heritage vanishing before his eyes:

Every year zoological expeditions are equipped to do research on animals which
will be in existence hundreds and thousands of years from now,?® yet we fail to
consider that in the Pacific Ocean peoples dwindle before the mighty onslaught
of civilisation. We are about to let spiritual treasures fade away as did the Span-
ish conquistadores 400 years ago in the West Indies. Will we some day reap the
same accusations? Or is man less interesting than a tadpole? (Kramer 1994:1,2).

In the Lau Islands, St Johnston (1918:18) believed that the traditional stories allowed
one to uncover the ‘secrets of the past’, and to ‘snatch, before it is too late, the already rapidly
slipping cable that links us with the olden time’. Lavondés (1975:111), who collected stories
in the 1960s in the Marquesas, and particularly in Ua Pou, wished to ‘make the voice of the
silent ones heard directly’, and saw an urgent need to record oral traditions in the Pacific
islands, because of the process of change that their traditional cultures (among which some
were ‘irrevocably doomed’) were going through at the time. He stressed (1967:483) that it
was crucial to collect as many texts as possible, since those texts would most likely be the
only sources at the disposal of future researchers.

Many books of Polynesian stories were also published with a view to present Polyne-
sians as skilful littérateurs to their Western readers, and to arouse sympathy for them. For
Westervelt (1915:v11) for instance, ‘in purity of thought, vividness of imagination, and deli-
cacy of coloring the Hawaiian myths are to be given a high place in literature among the sto-
ries of nature vivified by the imagination.” Collocott (1928:3), a Methodist missionary, pub-
lished his Tales and Poems of Tonga to ‘quicken intelligent sympathy of white people for
the brown races of the Pacific, and to stimulate the confidence that these peoples are pos-
sessed of intellectual and moral qualities that demand respect, and will enable them to make
their fit contribution to the progress of the world’. Similarly, in the preface to his Folktales

of the Maori, Grace (1907:1) explained how he wished to

29 For many bird species, however, this was not going to be the case: see ‘The other face of Late Holocene
Polynesia: “man as a catastrophe’’, 1-4.
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preserve from forgetfulness tales which, while they illumine for us the mental
workings of a primitive people, at the same time prove indubitably that the
sturdy Maori, who tattooed his body with grotesque patterns, was possessed of
a soul, sensitive beyond belief to romantic and sentimental impressions, and that
in his musings his barbaric mind frequently leaped to a mental altitude as high
as that attained by the great mythologists of the ancients.

Furthermore, as Huntsman (1981:209) asserted, some individuals collected oral narra-
tives “for profit’: those narratives, ‘rewritten as saccharine, inoffensive stories, are encased
within glossy covers, and sold as “myths and legends’’. Many books without much, if any,
scientific value were thus published.

The motive pursued by some missionaries (although they may have had a genuine inter-
est in the stories for their own sake) was quite different. Their intention was to demonstrate
to the Western readers of those Polynesian narratives the necessity of evangelising Polyne-
sian ‘heathens’. To this end, they highlighted the old ‘savage’ and ‘cruel’ ways of the latter
to foreground the success that they themselves had achieved in their missionary work. In
Aotearoa for instance, Tiramorehu (1987) wrote down in 1849 at Moeraki a Ngai Tahu crea-
tion story for Creed, a Wesleyan missionary in Otago. This interest in old Maori lore expres-
sed ‘a common missionary desire to show the moral revolution worked upon them through
conversion’ (Reilly 2008:83).

5. The obscure and lifeless minute remains of what once was?

Countless stories have been lost forever, because they were never recorded and ceased to be
transmitted orally through the generations. The ones that have survived are often seen as
obscure and even impenetrable, because their meaning is lost. Furthermore, they have been
described as lifeless because they have been cut off from their performative context. Those
are three important limitations that need to be kept in mind when reading Polynesian manu

stories and their analysis.
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Stories lost

Traditional Polynesian stories and Polynesian manu species have in common the fact that
the ones that have survived to the present day are but a fraction of what once existed in Poly-
nesia. For the many narratives that one is fortunate to be able to read today, there were count-
less others that were never recorded. For instance, E. Rice (1923:4) regretfully observed in
the preface to W. Rice’s Hawaiian Legends that some stories have been lost ‘on account of
ill-timed ridiculing by some chance companion’, for storytellers, being ‘very sensitive’, did
not tell their stories to an ‘unsympathetic auditor’.3® Many Hawaiian stories have also been
lost, she argued, because they were not widely known, but known only to the people who
attended the high chiefs, since storytellers, which formed a “distinct class’, only lived at the

residence of the chiefs.

Collectors of oral traditions, especially on larger islands, were aware that stories, being
innumerable, could possibly not all be recorded. In Tonga for example, Collocott (1928:6)
believed that local stories, which dwelled upon ‘the beauties’ of the islands, were ‘probably
countless’. As Luomala (1949:168) pointed out,

The Maui cycle of Rarotonga is a small part of the corpus of traditional history
which accidents of fate like the invention of the printing press and Gill’s interest
in Te Ariki Tara-are’s learning have preserved for us. Even this corpus presents
but one man’s recollection, a ripple at the end of the ever changing stream of
Rarotongan oral literature.

This ‘ripple’ is all that remains of a multitude of stories that have been lost.

Impenetrability and problems of interpretation

Understanding the language of the stories is the first hurdle. Even at the time they were col-
lected, some of the words in the narratives were not understood by their raconteurs anymore,
let alone by their collectors. In Rapa Nui for instance, Métraux (1940:32) noticed that many
old words had been forgotten by the Rapa Nui at the time of his visit. In Tonga, Collocott
(1928:4) found that ‘much of the language and many of the allusions of the poetry of an ear-

lier, even comparatively recent, time are unintelligible to most living Tongans’. In

30 Similarly, in the Loyalty Islands, Hadfield (1920:1X) reported: ‘However absurd some of the stories might
appear, | knew that if I ridiculed them in the least | should not only give offence, but sadly restrict the output
of further information.’
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Kapingamarangi also, some of the tangi-khai, or magic chants, present in the narratives and
expressed in the old language, were incomprehensible even to the raconteurs themselves
(Elbert 1948:62).

Not only is archaic language impenetrable, but a text which seems clear at first sight
can also have a double meaning, as Ottino (1965:21) found out in Rangiroa. For instance,
when he endeavoured to translate two fa ‘atara (poetical chants), Ottino realised that the
words, which made up meaningful sentences, were in fact names of people that were ele-
ments of genealogies. He was told by one of his informants that some texts had multiple
meanings that were not mutually exclusive. In Oceanian texts, layers of meaning can indeed
be superimposed like millefeuilles (Aufray 2001:33). Adding to the complexity of interpre-
tation, the number of homonyms in Polynesian languages is multiplied by the economy of
phonemes (Ottino 1966:31).3! Furthermore, as Keller and Kuautonga (2007:6) observed in
West Futuna, ‘meaning should never be directly captured by explicit prose.” While the
speaker’s task is to ‘construct intriguing discourses, episodic developments or figurative
tropes that reflect unspoken wisdom’, the listener’s is to make sense of the hidden meanings.
This deciphering is arguably even more problematic for people from another culture.

Humour presents another difficulty for outsiders. Kuschel (1975:x1), for instance,
lamented that his collection of animal stories from Mungiki had often left him ‘with a sense
of being far distant from any profound understanding’, especially when the audience roared
with laughter and he himself did not get the point. That is because humour is ‘presumably

one of the most impenetrable areas of alien cultures’ (Kuschel 1975:47).

Even if modern readers can comprehend the meaning of the words, how can they appre-
ciate Polynesian narratives, which have been described as belonging to ‘another world of
action, feeling, and ideal, widely at variance with our own’ (Beaglehole & Beaglehole 1938:
413)? Are they not excluded from understanding the associations present in the stories? Can

they find them intellectually or emotionally interesting (Kuschel 1975:29)? Lavondes (1975:

31 Proto-Polynesian ‘contained only thirteen consonants and few of the daughter languages have as many.
Hawaiian and Southern Marquesan are well-attested languages with only eight consonants, and such linguistic
information as there is for Rurutuan suggests that it has only seven’ (Biggs 1971:469). As a consequence, Poly-
nesian languages have a greater level of homonymy than other languages. For example, the Maori noun tara
can have the following meanings, among others: point, spike, peak, tooth (of a comb), spine (of a fish), rays
(of the sun), penis, papillae, courage; gossip; White-fronted Tern (Sterna striata); side wall (of a house);
vagina. Tara also has different meanings as a verb (Williams 1971:386-387). Another hurdle to interpretation
of Polynesian texts is the fact that many (especially early) publications of Polynesian language stories do not
represent vowel length (with macrons) or glottal stops, which is necessary to distinguish between words.
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IV-VI) wrote indeed about the ‘disconcerting opacity’ of many of the Marquesan texts, and
their ‘innumerable details of an off-putting strangeness’. Writing about Maori animal stories,
Potts (2013:107) argued that the narratives that have survived contain shades of meaning
and references that are no longer accessible to the modern reader. For Beaglehole and
Beaglehole (1938:413), all the Pukapukan stories and chants were the product of a cultural
patterning utterly foreign to Westerners, who are at pains to appreciate Pukapukan culture
‘by an effort of feeling’. All these difficulties led Kuschel (1975:X1) to ponder the following
questions after having collected stories in Mungiki in 1971-1973:

... how far is it actually possible to transmit oral stories from one culture to
another? . . . Will the reader ever be able to do away with his own cultural pat-
tern, the cognitive filter employed in perceiving and structuring his environ-
ment? Will he be able to experience and appreciate the stories as much as the
listener? Will the associations and emotions which the stories evoke in the
listeners and upon which the narrator will often play, be the same? Can they be
communicated at all to someone who did not grow up in the culture in question?

Of course, it is not only the modern reader who is confronted with these obstacles; the
ethnographers and anthropologists themselves are too. As Sperber (1974:84) argued, they
have to work with ‘scraps’:

De sa propre culture et des cultures voisines 1’indigéne connait généralement
plus de mythes que n’en connait I’ethnologue, et les connait mieux : les référen-
ces lui sont claires et peu d’allusions lui échappent. Pour les comprendre il dis-
pose d’une multitude d’indices car le symbolisme est quotidien. L’ethnologue
au contraire doit péniblement tout transcrire, tout traduire, tout vérifier. Il ne dis-
pose, en fin de compte, que de bribes. Il travaille souvent sur les matériaux re-
froidis, qui parlent mal et ne répondent pas, d’un collégue.*

With all our ‘efforts of feeling’, Polynesian manu stories may thus retain much obscurity.
However, it must be noted that, for the stories that are still told today, storytellers can help
scholars understand the narratives, as Huntsman (1995:157-158) pointed out:

Scholarly experts can question and ponder in their studies and libraries, but their
questions need not simply be subject to their own speculations, plausible and
persuasive as many of their proposed answers are. The raconteurs are experts
too, who are aware of what they have done and what they are doing. Consulted
sensitively and specifically about the narratives they tell, I have found that they
give frank, and often expansive, answers.

32 <Of his own culture and of neighbouring ones, the native generally knows more myths than does the anthro-
pologist, and knows them better. The references are clear to him and few allusions escape him. To understand
them, he has available a multitude of indices, for symbolism is an everyday affair. The anthropologist, on the
contrary, must write everything down painfully, translate it all, verify it all. In the final analysis, he has only
scraps at his disposal. Often he works on a colleague’s cold materials, which speak little and don’t answer at
all’ (Sperber 1991:72-73).
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‘... We must talk’, she argued (1981:216), ‘about the “tales” we collect with the people we

collect them from, with the tellers and their audience.’

‘Residues of living performances’

As Howard (1985:45) argued about Rotuman narratives, ‘stories are constructed out of an
extensive array of semiotic codes, which are transmitted in a variety of media’: there are
‘codes embedded in the string of words from which written texts are constructed’, ‘expres-
sive codes embedded in speech and gesture’, ‘spatial and temporal codes’, etc. Even if the
words are understood, the expressive codes cannot be read in a book. And because stories
were recited in performances, whose importance was highlighted at the beginning of this
chapter, those expressive codes played a fundamental role, to which the modern reader of
these stories does not have access.

Because the texts are cut off from the performances in which the stories were recited,
Huntsman (1981:209) argued that oral narratives, as carefully as they may be recorded, lose
their ‘vitality’ when written down. Similarly, for Emory (1949:232), Kapingamarangi sto-
ries ‘lose much of their vitality’ when transcribed and translated, because the readers are cut
off from the variety of emotions expressed by the raconteurs’ body language. Elbert (1948:
62) too observed that some stories in his Kapingamarangi collection may sound ‘bald’ in
English, because their unfortunate reader cannot, unlike him, ‘hear the soft earnest voices,
or see the merry eyes, or hear the rhythmic chants’. In Micronesia, Chambers (1972:4), who
wrote a comparative study of traditional Marshallese, Gilbertese and Nauruan narratives,
also regretted that his summaries of the stories were a ‘very pale and lifeless’ reflection of

the vibrant oral lore.

In Rotuma, the texts recorded by missionaries and ethnographers are ‘residues of living
performances’, that is, they have been deprived of the ‘elaborations’ that characterised the
performance before a Rotuman audience (Howard 1985:44-45). As Howard (1985:46)
observed,

The written texts recorded by visitors to Rotuma . . . are restricted to certain
codes and therefore only represent partial semantic structures. Their full mean-
ing has been lost, and it is possible that performative codes significantly altered,
perhaps even inverted, some of the meanings in the written texts (as, for exam-
ple, an ironic tone of voice inverts meaning in English). Corollary to this, the
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full meaning of key symbols, metaphors and metonyms cannot be recovered
from such residual texts.®

Writing about his publication of Samoan stories interspersed with songs (a genre known as
fagogo), Moyle (1981:13) conceded that ‘the transcripts are bereft of the aural (and visual)
elements which, together with the linguistic content itself, contribute to an overall under-
standing and appreciation of the fagogo as an art form.” McRae (2000:9) came to the same
conclusion in Aotearoa, emphasising that the printed text fails to capture ‘the presence, pas-

sion and rhythm of spoken words’, which are very much part of Maori tribal identity.

Therefore, when reading Polynesian manu stories, one should be mindful of the signifi-
cant losses inherent in the transformation of the stories from the oral state to the written
state. Instead of focusing on the stories themselves, the next chapter will examine the place

of birds in traditional Polynesian societies, and in the human imagination more generally.

33 However, Howard (1985:46-47) conceded that there was ‘a considerable degree of redundancy’ in the texts,
and that it was ‘reasonable to assume that the messages of greatest concern were the most redundant, and that
they were the least likely to be nullified or drastically altered by unrecorded performative codes’.
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Chapter 11l

Manu

In all ages man’s imagination was fired by the
sight of soaring birds and was seized by the
ambition to migrate and to sail upon the wind
like one of them.

Laufer (1928:8)

What more natural than that gods called upon
to traverse great distances quickly in the dis-
charge of some work on the earthly plane
should be believed to assume the form of birds?

(Handy 1927:130)

1. What is a manu?

For Westerners, ‘birds’ are members of the class Aves, distinguished from other vertebrates
by having such distinctive attributes as feathers, bills, and bodies structured for flight (Gill

1990:14-15). The Polynesian word manu, however, is far from equivalent.

The word manu

The Polynesian languages belong to the Oceanic languages, which in turn are a subgroup
within the family of Austronesian languages. The Austronesian languages constitute the
largest language family in the world — an estimated 20 per cent of all the languages of the
world belong to this family (Tryon 1995:1(1),5-6). The Polynesian subgroup is composed of
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sixteen languages spoken in the Polynesian Triangle and fourteen languages spoken in the
Polynesian Outliers (Tryon 1995:1(1),15).

The term *manu can ‘unambiguously’ be assigned to Proto-Polynesian as a ‘bird” label,
and that term is traced to Proto-Austronesian *manuk (Brown 1981:93,106,n.5).2 In many
Austronesian languages from outside the Polynesian subgroup, the word manu or a cognate
thereof designates a ‘bird’, for instance in Bangingi Sama (spoken in the Philippines), Bugis
and Sundanese (spoken in Indonesia), Motu (spoken in Papua New Guinea), or Raga and
Lewo (spoken in Vanuatu) (Tryon 1995:11,313-314).

However, the Proto-Polynesian taxon *manu, often thought of as meaning ‘bird’, prob-
ably extended in actual fact to ‘all non-marine animals’ (Clark 1982:141,n.2), and so did the
Proto-Oceanic taxon *manuk (Clark 1994:75; 2011:271; Pawley 2011:443-450). Today,
many Polynesian languages (but not Maori) still include most, if not all, terrestrial animals
in the acceptation of the word manu. In Mangaia for instance, manu are all the creatures of
land and air, in opposition to ika or mangaika, the fish (Clerk 1981:78), and manu rere
(‘flying manu’) are restricted to birds and bats (Clerk 1981:83).% In Mungiki, manu are
animals living in the air and on the ground; manu ngenge are flying animals, which include
butterflies (pepe) and flying foxes (peka) (Kuschel 1975:34). In Tahiti, manu is ‘a general
name for all sorts of birds, fowls, or winged insects; also sometimes an animal of any kind’
(Davies 1851:131).*

Brown (1981:83,86-87) found, by surveying 112 languages, that languages lexically

encode ‘bird’, ‘fish’ and ‘snake’, three of the five folk zoological life-form terms, before the

L In Appendix 2, however, 36 languages appear because Austral (AUT), Rapa (RAY), Penrhyn/Tongarevan
(PNH) and Rakahanga-Manihiki (RKH) will be considered languages and not dialects, and because two lan-
guages will be acknowledged in the Marquesas: South Marquesan (MQM) and North Marquesan (MRQ).

2 In the context of historical linguistics, an asterisk before a word means that the word is a hypothetical recon-
struction.

3 The term manu vaevae ‘a (‘four-legged manu’, that is, mammal) does exist in Mangaian, but Clerk (1981:
256) observed that the manu vaevae ‘a category was of little importance in the daily life of Mangaians’ and
was ‘seldom referred to’. However, the same expression (manu va ‘e eha) was used in Rapa Nui to designate
sheep when those were first introduced on the island (Englert 1938:78; Barthel 1978:138), and this expression
is also attested in Mugaba and Mungiki (manu ba ‘e haa, Elbert 1975:167), in Niue (manu huifa, Sperlich 1997:
208) and in Samoa (manuvae-faa, Ma‘ia‘i 2010:265) to designate a quadruped.

4 Manu may be translated as ‘animal’ in, for instance, Tuamotuan (Stimson 1964:283), West Uvean (Hollyman
1987:165), East Uvean (Rensch 2002:152), Tuvaluan (Jackson 2001:156), Niuean (Sperlich 1997:208), Kapi-
ngamarangi (Lieber & Dikepa 1974:129), or Nukuoro (Carroll & Soulik 1973:286).

80



other two, ‘wug’ (i.e., insect) and ‘mammal’, probably owing to the ‘considerable distinc-
tiveness’ of the first three life-forms as ‘natural discontinuities vis-a-vis the relative lack of
distinctiveness’ of the last two.®> He explained (1981:93) that reflexes of the term manu ‘in
contemporary daughter languages either stand on their own as labels for “bird”, or as constit-
uents of compound terms for “bird”’, such as manu lele or manu rere, ‘flying manu’. As
Brown (1981:93-94) observed,

Reflexes of *manu in some Polynesian languages label broad zoological classes
variously encompassing such creatures as land mammals, reptiles and insects, in
addition to birds. Such a category is sometimes overtly characterised as consti-
tuting a ‘nonsea creature’ grouping that is in direct contrast with a ‘sea creature’
grouping . . . In addition, birds often form the semantic focus of these broad
classes; in other words, some *manu reflexes have both the restricted sense of
‘bird’ and the general sense of ‘nonsea creature’.

Brown (1981:94) further argued that there were ‘reasons for believing that “bird” constituted
the primary, if not the only, zoological referent of the Proto-Polynesian term and that daugh-
ter languages, in some cases independent of one another, expanded their reflexes of *manu

to additional creatures’.

However, Tahitian and Tuamotuan have alternative words for ‘bird’, ‘apa‘apa and
kupakupa, not derived from *manu reflexes. ‘Apa ‘apa being a reflex of Proto-Polynesian
*kapakapa, ‘to flap wings’, birds were thus conceptualised in Tahitian as ‘wing-flapping
creatures’.® As for kupakupa, Brown (1981:96) suggested that this Tuamotuan term for
‘bird’” was related to the Tahitian word ‘upa ‘upa, an unidentified species of bird, possibly
the ‘i ‘upa (Grey-green Fruit Dove, Ptilinopus purpuratus), and developed as a ‘bird’ label

‘through expansion of reference’.

In this study, manu will be understood as ‘bird” exclusively. Therefore, narratives about
bats, butterflies and other insects and mammals will not be considered, even though those

animals may have been thought of as manu by their Polynesian storytellers.®

% One may refer, however, to Bulmer (1985) for a critical review of Brown’s argument.

® For Miori, the birds of the forest were nga aitanga kapakapa a Tane, ‘the wing-flapping progeny of Tane’
(Cowan 1930:58).

" Kupakupa is a generic term for a bird (Stimson 1964:263).
8 Given the author’s location in Aotearoa, it seems appropriate to acknowledge the language of the tangata
whenua (people of the land) by prioritising their understanding of the word manu, which in Maori is not applied

to any nonhuman animals other than birds. For this reason, manu is understood as ‘bird’ in this thesis.
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Bird categories, sexual differentiation and life-stage differentiation

Westerners often distinguish between landbirds (forest birds and birds of the open country),
seabirds and shorebirds. In Polynesia, this differentiation was not necessarily important. For
instance, Clerk (1981:257) found that this distinction was not a Mangaian way of thinking
about the birds: none of his informants ‘presented a set of location-based categories’ as a
division of the ‘bird’ category. One systematic division that they did suggest, though, was
based on the ‘usefulness’ of the birds: manu kainga were taken for food and ‘uru manu for
their feathers, while manu pu ‘apinga kore were of no practical use. This categorisation was

quite pragmatic.

As for sexual differentiation, it seems to have seldom been acknowledged in the nomen-
clature. Birds rarely have two different names for the male and the female.® In Mangaia,
according to Clerk (1981:261), only chickens (introduced by the missionaries at the begin-
ning of the 19" century) were sexually differentiated in language in a consistent manner. An
exception seems to be the Maori language, however, which has specific names to designate

the female bird in a number of species.°

Different names for different life-stages of a particular species of bird appear in Polyne-
sian languages, but are not common. For instance, in Rapa Nui, four names corresponding
to four stages of development were given to the bird that was the object of a cult, the manu-
tara (Spectacled Tern, Onychoprion lunatus, or Sooty Tern, Onychoprion fuscatus) (Barthel
1978:150). In Maori, only the juvenile of the #ii (Prosthemadera novaeseelandiae) and that
of the Kelp Gull (Larus dominicanus) seem to have been assigned a different name from the
adult bird (Williams 1906:199,203). Clerk (1985:341) observed that in Mangaian no species
of bird had a ‘unique life-stage terminology’, unlike fish species and various invertebrates.
Juveniles were referred to by terms such as unuunu or the Rarotongan word punua (young)
along with the generic name of the bird. He suspected that it was so because those two terms

may ‘carry some connotation of “offspring in the care of a parent™’, and birds, like mammals,

® See Appendix 2, however, for some names that apply exclusively to one sex or the other.

10 For instance, kokotea and kouwha (Tai, Prosthemadera novaeseelandiae), korurerure (Rifleman, Acanthi-
sitta chloris), kopara, titapu and totoaireka (New Zealand Bellbird, Anthornis melanura), mokora (North
Island Robin, Petroica longipes), tarapo (Tomtit, Petroica macrocephala), and matakiore (Stitchbird, Notio-
mystis cincta). On the other hand, kakarapiti (New Zealand Falcon, Falco novaeseelandiae), kopiirehe, tute,
kokotaua and kokouri (Tui, Prosthemadera novaeseelandiae) designate the male bird (Williams 1971).
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were the ‘creatures showing the most evident parental care’, in contradistinction to fish and

invertebrates.

Naming bird species

Clark (1982, 1994) reconstructed the nomenclature for bird species in Proto-Polynesian
(PPN) and in Proto-Oceanic (POC). Many names seem to be onomatopoeic, although this is
often difficult to assert with certainty. Many bird names reappear as cognates throughout
Polynesia (see Appendix 2).

When previously unknown birds encountered by Polynesians on an island were similar
to or reminiscent of birds which they were familiar with, the first settlers named them
accordingly. In Aotearoa for example, the first settlers discovered ‘an almost totally alien
avifauna, but nevertheless retained a surprising number of the original PN [i.e., Polynesian]
names, sometimes only in myth and chant, sometimes as multiple options (e.g. rupe and
kukupa for the pigeon), sometimes transferred to quite different birds’ (Clark 1982:140).

‘Semantic shift’ was one strategy to designate new species in Maori (Harlow 2007:34-35).

In that archipelago, the Dinornithiformes ‘looked like larger versions of the domestic
fowls’, or moa, ‘so they were called after them’.!! As for the kiwi (Apteryx sp.), it may have
been named after the kivi*? (Bristle-thighed Curlew, Numenius tahitiensis) because of the
similarity in the shape of their ground-probing beak, which the kiwi uses in the forest to dig
for worms, and the kivi, for marine worms on the beach (Orbell 1985:7). For Clark (1982:
130), however, onomatopoeia ‘probably played at least as important a role’ in the naming
of the kiwi, the voice of the male bird being a ‘shrill whistle ki-wi’ (Falla, Sibson & Turbott
1979:18). There may also be a connection with the Proto-Polynesian *kiwi, ‘blind or par-
tially sighted; to close the eyes’ (Clark 1991), this bird’s sight being weak (Falla, Sibson &
Turbott 1979:17).

1 According to some, however, moa was but a modern name. For instance, Beattie (1918:150) was told that
‘the Waitaha called the bird pouakai, and killed them in great numbers. Those ancient people never called the
bird moa — that name was given by modern Maoris seeing the bones lying about.’

2 The word kivi is attested in a few Polynesian languages.
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Every bird species known to the Polynesians had a vernacular name. In Mungiki for
instance, Kuschel (1975:36) observed that everyone knew each animal by its vernacular
name and referred to the animal using that vernacular name; ‘zoological taxonomy’ was
‘hardly ever referred to’. Polynesians knew from an early age the names of all the birds, as
has often been remarked, for example in Mangareva (Laval 1938:211). In Luangiua, Bayliss-
Smith (1972:2) found that the knowledge of birds was ‘considerable’ and that ‘only the rarest
and most inconspicuous of the shorebirds lack individual names’. It may be argued that the
word manu was much less often used in Polynesia in pre-European times than the English

word ‘bird’ is today, because then the particular name of each avian species was known.

Manu applied to people

The word manu was not restricted to nonhuman animals, though. In the Cook Islands, manu
was ‘often used figuratively for a human being’ (Buse 1995:223). In Pukapuka, men may be
referred to as te manu o Mataliki, ‘the birds of Mataliki’ (Mataliki was the supreme god),
and women may be called te manu o Taua (Taua was their special guardian) (Beaglehole &
Beaglehole 1938:309). In Anuta, manu was ‘used metaphorically in reference to an immi-
grant or visitor from overseas’: te manu o te moana is a visitor who, just like a bird, ‘comes
from the sea, spends its day there, and comes ashore only at night to sleep’ (Feinberg 1977:1,
94). Similarly, manu may be translated in Tikopia as ‘wanderer’ or ‘traveller’ (an analogy
with birds coming ashore to seek refuge), but also as ‘protégé’, as in te manu o te ariki, a
‘protégé of the chief” (Firth 1985:230-231).

In Tahiti, the ari i vahine (women chiefs) were compared to birds (Marau Ta‘aroa 1971:
102); just as male ari ‘i, they did not really walk, but ‘flew’ (Henry 1928:516,n.4; Marau
Ta‘aroa 1971:177,221). Personal names could even be bird names, for instance in Mungiki
(Kuschel 1975:41), unlike fish. In Maori, manu also meant ‘a person held in high esteem’,
manu kura being a ‘chief, leader in council’. Manu a Tane and manu a Tiki designated a
man (Williams 1971:176).13 This usage of the word manu to designate a human being hints

at the importance of birds in traditional Polynesian societies.

13 The Maori expression manu taupua, which was ‘applied to a male bird which acts as sentry while the rest
are feeding’, was also ‘used figuratively for a chief’ (Williams 1971:401).
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2. The importance of manu in traditional Polynesian societies

Observation and imitation

As Clerk (1981:76) observed, Mangaians ‘remain very aware of their animal world. It is not
something that is merely reflected upon. It is lived with, as it has been throughout their his-
tory.” This is particularly true of birds because, in the absence of mammals, ‘except for man
himself, the bird is the most visually conspicuous animal in Oceania’ (Skinner 1966:1), the
‘most interesting living thing next to man’ (Métraux 1940:331).

This familiarity with birds as the ‘most visually conspicuous’ animals around them led
the Polynesians to develop a deep knowledge of all feathered creatures. Oliver (1974:1,281)
concluded, for example, that the ‘widespread intellectual interest in their natural environ-
ment’ shown by Tahitians, ‘quite apart from any tangible utilitarian element present in that
environment’, manifested itself particularly with regards to birds: their acquaintance with

the birds and their habits was ‘exhaustive and extraordinarily detailed’.

The careful observation of birds by Polynesians may have led to them ‘borrowing’ or
‘imitating’” some of their practices. It has been suggested that, in prehistoric times, the art of
weaving may have originated from the imitation of bird nests robbed by humans (Armstrong
1958:96), and that singing, which is uncommon among nonhuman mammals, may have been
picked up by humans from birds (Lingis 2007:43).1* In Polynesia, the Maori haka may have
had its origin in the observation of the restless fantail jumping from side to side (Andersen
1926:28). According to one of Best’s (1977:333) informants, pitkana, the dilating of the
eyes, derived from the glaring Koukou, a ruru (Morepork, Ninox novaeseelandiae), annoyed
with Tirairaka (New Zealand Fantail, Rhipidura fuliginosa). Furthermore, in the Marquesas,
the movements of the dance called hakamanu were inspired, according to tradition (Kimitete
& Banneville 1990), by the observation of the graceful ‘dance’ of a mékohe (Great Frigate-
bird, Fregata minor). That bird was also imitated in a traditional dance on the atoll of Tata-
koto, in the Tuamotu Archipelago (Stimson 1964:254).

14 «Only human vocal production is comparable’ to the vocal abilities of birds (Gill 1990:16). As a matter of
fact, ‘birds are much more versatile vocalizers than humans because the syrinx [i.e., the organ in which birds
produce vocal sounds] is bipartite and the two sides are capable of acting either together or independently’
(Salwiczek & Wickler 2004:165). Birds can thus produce two sounds at once (Gill 1990:194-198).
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Furthermore, Maori may have imitated kaka (New Zealand Kaka, Nestor meridiona-
lis), which were said to carry a piece of bark in their claws to lick whenever they were thirsty
on long journeys, by placing a leaf of mahoe (Whiteywood, Melicytus ramiflorus) between
their lips to suck when they were thirsty (Andersen 1926:178). Bird calls too could be imi-
tated: when Tahitian ‘aito (warriors) shouted the call of the torea (Pacific Golden Plover,
Pluvialis fulva), this was termed fa ‘ata ‘itorea, which translates as ‘to imitate the cry of the
bird torea, as a signal for plunder, revenge, or murder’ (Davies 1851:74; Rey-Lescure 1945:
84).

Polynesians were careful observers of birds. This is because manu, as Clerk (1981:341-
342) put it, can act as an ‘index’, informing activity and ‘providing information about states
of the world relevant to present and future action’. Birds were thought to be able to predict
the weather;> some of them, for instance, forecast the rain, such as the ubiquitous Pacific
Long-tailed Cuckoo (Urodynamis taitensis).'® The observation of bird behaviour had many
other practical uses for Polynesians (birds as navigation aids and ‘land-finders’ were men-
tioned in 1-3), as the following two examples will illustrate. In Hawai‘i, the movements of
the ‘elepaio (Chasiempis sp.) were observed to determine the suitability of a tree to make a
canoe; if the bird stood still on the tree, it was deemed unfit as it was thought to be rotten
(Handy 1927:286; Beckwith 1970:91). In Mangaia, the torea (Pacific Golden Plover, Plu-
vialis fulva) warned the fishermen fishing at night on the reef of the change in the tide’s
direction, since the incoming tide dislodges the bird from its feeding place on the reef; as it
takes off, it emits a cry which the fishermen listened for (Clerk 1981:341).

Disconnection between Polynesians and birds in post-European times

To some extent, Polynesians lost interest in the avifauna of their islands, as has been
remarked by Europeans, from the end of the 19" century onwards, as the following examples

will show.

15 Or a natural disaster: it is ‘perfectly well attested,” wrote Buller (1888:11,179), ‘that shortly before the terrific
Tarawera eruption in 1886 the Gannets [i.e., takapu, or Australasian Gannet, Morus serrator] suddenly disap-
peared from White Island and from all their other resorts in the Bay of Plenty.’

16 <Al over the world the calling of various species of cuckoo is associated with rain . . .” (Armstrong 1958:
200).
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In Aotearoa, Williams (1906:197) deplored the fact that ‘the Maori of to-day has lost
the knowledge of his forefathers’ in terms of bird names. For Best (1924:11,502), ‘the Maori
no longer has to know the habits of the offspring of Tane; the tapu of the ancient forest is
no more; its mauri [life force] is virtueless; the forest itself is disappearing. The old lore of
Tane, and Rehua, and Punaweko, is but a memory.’ In Rapa Nui, Métraux (1940:32) dis-
covered that ‘names for the plants and animals of the island, in which the present-day natives
take no interest, are not remembered’. In the 1970s, Clerk (1981:282) found that the interest
of Mangaians in birds was ‘limited’ and that ‘photographs of them aroused much less visible
interest than those of fish’; Reilly (pers. comm.) too noticed a fair indifference to birds on
the island. Similarly, Cook (1984:6) observed that Tongans kept telling him that they never
saw any birds on their islands — even though the archipelago has ‘many interesting and beau-
tiful species’.

More recently, Salducci (2002) studied the negative impact of the cultural disconnection
between French Polynesians and birds on the effort to preserve endangered species, noting
(2002:110) for example that the Tahitian name of some endemic species of bird, such as vini
(Blue Lorikeet, Vini peruviana), has been reassigned to introduced species, without most
people being aware of that transfer.!” In Fiji, and West Polynesia in general, Watling (2004:
13) found that most local people were now ignorant of bird names, and ‘those with special-
ised knowledge are becoming increasingly rare.’*® On many Polynesian islands, native birds
are seldom seen today, unlike introduced species. Thus, ‘without regular sightings of their
native birds and without a use for them in their culture, most islanders have now forgotten
their names and few care that they exist’ (Mitchell 1990:203). Polynesians did indeed have

a ‘use’ for birds in their traditional culture, which will be succinctly examined.

Feathers and bones

The use of bird feathers by Polynesians has been much studied, whether it be to clothe or
adorn themselves or for religious or other practical purposes; a few examples of uses from

throughout Polynesia will be provided here.

7 Vini has even come to mean ‘cellphone’ in Tahitian.

18 He regretted (2004:7) the fact that there was an ‘almost complete lack of Pacific Islanders with ornithological
interest and expertise commensurate with the conservation challenges facing the region’s birds today’.

87



The maro ‘ura, the Tahitian royal symbol, was a girdle made of red feathers, which
were the symbol of the gods (Handy 1927:126);*° the maro tea, worn by the high priests,
was made of white feathers (Ellis 1831:111,2108-109; Henry 1928:189; Marau Ta‘aroa 1971:
43; Saura 2011). As Rose (1978:1) explained, ‘of all the items of ancient Tahitian material
culture, few exceeded feather girdles in ritual or behavioral significance’; those ‘could
almost be said to symbolize the social order’. The black and white feathers of the ua ‘ao
(Red-footed Booby, Sula sula) were used to make the orooro that decorated the bed of
deceased Tahitian ari 7; that bird was thus called the ‘bird of death’ (Marau Ta‘aroa 1971:
59).

In Hawai‘i, cloaks and helmets were made from the red and yellow feathers of honey-
creepers and honeyeaters, and ‘it was considered a great skill to remove [the feathers] deli-
cately and release the birds to grow a new set’ (Mitchell 1990:196). The ‘ahu ‘ula for
instance, made of hundreds of thousands of feathers of the ‘i iwi (Drepanis coccinea), the
mamo (Drepanis sp.) or the ‘6‘6 (Moho sp.), was worn by the highest-ranking male ali ‘i
(chiefs) (Conant 2005:279-280). In Aotearoa as well, kahu huruhuru, or feather cloaks, were
worn (Orbell 2003:11-13). In Mangaia, tiputa (cloaks, ponchos) were made from white,
green, blue and yellow feathers (Gill 1894:26-27). In Niue also, the feathers of the hega
(Blue-crowned Lorikeet, Vini australis) were plaited to make kafa, ‘very highly valued’ gir-

dles ‘only worn by the chiefs and warriors’ (Smith 1902:213).

Bird feathers were also used to make or adorn headdresses. In Tahiti, the taumi, ‘the
most showy headdress worn officially by the king and princes and high chiefs’, was a helmet
made of bird feathers (Henry 1928:286). In Mangaia, the pare piki was a conical headdress
ornamented with feathers of various colours, including the red tail feathers of the tavake
(Red-tailed Tropichird, Phaethon rubricauda) (Gill 1894:27). Those red tail streamers were
much valued as decorative feathers (Clerk 1981:260). In Mangareva (Te Rangi Hiroa 1938:
8) and Rapa Nui (Métraux 1940:220-228; Forster 2000:304-305) too, feathers were used for
headdresses.

Samoans used the red feathers of the sega ‘ula (Collared Lory, Phigys solitarius) that

they kept in captivity for edging mats; they conducted a trade in live birds, which they

19 According to Moerenhout (1837:1,472), the birds whose feathers were used to make the maro ‘ura were not
killed; Tahitians caught them by surprise, plucked them, and released them so they would grow new feathers
to be plucked later.
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periodically plucked (Armstrong 1932:91; Watling 1982:89).%° Feathers could also be used
as fishing lures, such as the white body feathers of the tropicbirds in Mangaia (Clerk 1981:
260); the pure black or pure white feathers of another five species were used as mainu (bait)
(Clerk 1981:260-264). Tahitians (Henry 1928:136), Maori (Yate 1970:70) and Mangaians
(Gill 1894:134) decorated their canoes with feathers. In Aotearoa, sculpted figures were
adorned with feathers (Orbell 2003:13), and Maori also used them as personal ornaments
(Best 1924:11,534). The pohoi was a ‘much-favoured ear ornament among both sexes’ con-
sisting of a ‘bunch of the soft downy feathers of the albatross or gannet” (1924:11,535).
Finally, bird feathers often had a very important religious function: Babadzan (1993)
studied, for instance, the role of feathers as amulets in Tahiti, and the Hawaiian akua hulu

manu were feather images of various gods (Conant 2005:281-282).

Sharpened bird bones were used as tools, such as tattooing instruments?! and sewing
needles. For example, in Rapa Nui, two sewing needles made from the radius of Murphy’s
Petrel (Pterodroma ultima) were recovered in 1991 at Ahu Naunau in Anakena (Steadman,
Vargas Casanova & Cristino-Ferrando 1994:88). Métraux (1940:213) found that ivi tia nua,
or sewing needles, were indeed generally made of bird bones on the island. Other artefacts
were made from bones, such as whistles, which have been found for instance in ‘Eua
(Steadman 1997:73). Bird bones also sometimes served to inflict death, such as in Tahiti,
where a bone from the leg of the ua ‘ao (Red-footed Booby, Sula sula) was used to kill new-
borns; that bird (whose feathers were used to make orooro, see supra) was thus called the
‘bird of death’ (Marau Ta‘aroa 1971:59).

Food

One of the most obvious causes of depletion and extinction of avian species in Polynesia
was, as stated in I-4, predation by humans. Ethnographers have given a very detailed account

of bird hunting methods in most parts of Polynesia; an overview of those methods was

20 At the beginning of the 20™ century, that trade was made illegal, but it continued intermittently (Watling
1982:89).

21 For instance in Tahiti (Henry 1928:287), Aotearoa (Best 1904:166), Rapa Nui (Métraux 1940:237-238,241),
Rarotonga, Aitutaki and Mangaia (Te Rangi Hiroa 1944:128), Luangiua and Nukumanu (Parkinson 1986:19),
Sikaiana (Lever 1953:232), Takt (Moyle 2018a:153), or Tikopia and Anuta (Steadman, Pahlavan & Kirch
1990:147).
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provided by Steadman (1997:60-66). Seuga lupe, the catching of lupe (Pacific Imperial
Pigeon, Ducula pacifica) with a net, was for instance a favourite pastime in Samoa, and was
even considered the ‘most distinguished sport” among the population (Pritchard 1866:161-
163; Kramer 1995:11,385-388).

Birds, a source of protein, have been found in middens on island after island in the
Pacific, as in Tikopia for example, where seabirds (particularly larids) as well as landbirds
are well represented in middens (Kirch & Yen 1982:282). Throughout Polynesia, both sea-
birds and landbirds were eaten, and so were their eggs. In Aotearoa, Maori were dependent
on birds ‘for much of the food they most enjoyed’ (Orbell 1985:180), particularly kererii
(New Zealand Pigeon, Hemiphaga novaeseelandiae), kaka (New Zealand Kaka, Nestor
meridionalis) and #7 (Sooty Shearwater, Ardenna grisea).?? In Mangaia, according to Gill
(1894:26,307,n.1), the riti (Black-winged Petrel, Pterodroma nigripennis) was ‘easily

deceived by an imitation of its cry’ and then caught by hand.

In post-European times, the importance of birds as a food source may have decreased
significantly in a number of places. In Tikopia for instance, Firth (1930:321) reported that
‘birds at no time form any important part of the Tikopian food supply’, although they were
occasionally eaten:2 the ngongo (Brown Noddy, Anous stolidus) ‘is not infrequently eaten
by the contemporary Tikopia’ (Kirch & Yen 1982:282); so were the katoko (Brown Booby,
Sula leucogaster) and the rupe (Pacific Imperial Pigeon, Ducula pacifica). The latter, how-
ever, was, according to Firth (1985:413), traditionally not eaten, as it was considered to be
the incarnation of Te Atua-i-Taumako (see infra). In Mangareva, Te Rangi Hiroa (1938:8)
observed that birds were ‘unimportant’ as a food source. In the Marquesas, according to
Lavondeés (1975:132), birds were only occasionally eaten. Clerk (1981:256) found that in
Mangaia birds had become “an insignificant item’ in people’s diet. Today in Taka, although
small birds are ‘not normally eaten’, larger birds such as kanapu (Red-footed Booby, Sula
sula) are caught and eaten ‘in large numbers once or twice a year’, in a ‘large-scale operation
authorised by the ariki [paramount chief] and Council as cultural practice’ (Moyle 2018:234,
n.l1).

22 Maori also reportedly used to lick the excrement of koekoea (Pacific Long-tailed Cuckoo, Urodynamis tai-
tensis) and korimako (New Zealand Bellbird, Anthornis melanura) off the leaves of trees on which it had fallen
because it was ‘sweet-tasted” (Rutland 1892:132).

23 <On two or three occasions in 1977-78, PVK [i.e., Kirch] was served booby and Brown Noddy that had been
netted from Tikopia’s cliffs and baked in an earth oven’ (Steadman, Pahlavan & Kirch 1990:146).
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Pets

Traditional narratives abound in which birds appear as pets, and Western explorers, trav-
ellers, missionaries, ethnographers and anthropologists repeatedly reported instances of
tame and captive birds kept as pets on island after island in the Pacific.2* The earliest mention
of tame birds in Polynesia probably comes from the two Dutch navigators Jacob Le Maire’s
and Willem Schouten’s journal: in 1616, in Futuna, they saw ‘pigeons’,?® which Futunans
held ‘in great esteem, for all those of the king’s council had a pigeon sitting near them on a

small stick’ (Van Spilbergen 1906:208).

One of the most well-known examples of birds kept as pets in Polynesia is the tii (Pro-
sthemadera novaeseelandiae) of Aotearoa (Best 1977:308-317). Maori used to assign a
name to all their pet #i7 (as well as all their other captive birds), and would feed them berries
and roasted kizmara (Sweet potato, Ipomoea batatas). Best (1924:11,478) heard captive tir
‘discoursing in Maori, and inviting passers-by to stay and be entertained’. Tz ‘sometimes
became so tame that they would be given their liberty, and the man who could stand forth
on the plaza during a reception of visitors with his talking bird perched on his shoulder cry-
ing a welcome to those visitors, was envied by all’. Yate (1970:53) observed of the #ir7 that,
‘when confined in a cage, it learns with great ease and correctness to speak long sentences.’
Tur were a very handy means of finding out a stranger’s name: unlike people, they could ask
for it without humiliating the visitor.® These talking birds were tapu for Maori, which is
why menstruating women were not to feed them: it was feared that their tizz might lose their

power of speech (Best 1977:309).%7

24 pukapuka may be the only Polynesian island where, according to Beaglehole and Beaglehole (1938:73),
birds were never kept as pets.

%5 It may have been the lupe (Pacific Imperial Pigeon, Ducula pacifica), but the description of its colours by
the Dutchmen does not exactly fit that species (Thibault, Cibois & Meyer 2014:13).

26 This is because, as Luomala (1949:54) explained, ‘Polynesian etiquette does not permit one to ask a stranger
who he is. He may be someone so distinguished and famous that everyone ought to know him. It is embarrasing
[sic] to the questioner and offensive to the person questioned if there is some doubt and one does not probe
delicately.” In Maori culture in particular, people of rank thought it ‘shaming’ to have to tell their names to
people who did not know them (Orbell 1992:84). Maori felt an ‘intense aversion’ to telling their name
(Johansen 1954:13), because ‘there is something insulting to a great man in his name and himself not being
known’ (Johansen 1954:125).

27 Hanson (1982:358-359) argued that the reason for this prohibition was either that ‘the sort of atua [deity]
associated with menstruation’, being inimical to the atua who lent articulation to those birds, would drive them
off (‘repulsion’), or that the menstruating woman represented a danger for the tapu of the birds because ‘a
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The abundance of observations of birds kept as pets in post-European times must hint
at the commonness of the practice in pre-European Polynesian societies. Maori (Tikao &
Beattie 1990:134-135) and Moriori (Shand 1911:4) used to keep karoro (Kelp Gull, Larus
dominicanus) and kakariki (parakeets, Cyanoramphus sp.) as pets. In the Marquesas, at the
time of Lavondes’s visit in the 1960s, wild birds®® were still domesticated or tamed (haka-
va‘e) just for pleasure, not to derive any practical benefit from it (Lavondeés 1975:107). In
Mangaia, juvenile ngoio (Brown Noddy, Anous stolidus) were sometimes reared as pet birds,
or manu ‘akaperepere (‘beloved bird’), and fed on fish (Clerk 1981:259). Steadman (1997:
77) also reported noddies and boobies ‘kept as tame pets in sheds behind houses’ on the

island.

In West Polynesia, manuaali i (Australasian Swamphen, Porphyrio melanotus) were
‘readily domesticated’ and followed their master ‘like a dog” in Samoa (Pritchard 1866:167);
Samoans took them on their journeys, and the ‘greatly prized’ birds were ‘petted in their
dwellings’ (Stair 1897:192). Tame lupe (Pacific Imperial Pigeon, Ducula pacifica) that were
used as decoys to catch wild lupe were ‘highly prized and petted’, and were the ‘constant
companions of the chiefs and orators on their journeys, at their public meetings, and in their
daily avocations’ (Pritchard 1866:162). Manutagi (Crimson-crowned Fruit Dove, Ptilinopus
porphyraceus) also were kept in captivity; they were taken as fledglings from the nest
(Armstrong 1932:58). In Tokelau, Wodzicki and Laird (1970:252,257,262,266) observed
pet boobies, noddies, terns and herons (the latter chasing “poultry out of the houses’), and in
‘Eua, Steadman (1997:77) noticed that kaka (Maroon Shining Parrot, Prosopeia tabuensis)

were held in captivity (Tongans introduced them from Fiji in pre-European times, see 1-3).

In the Polynesian Outliers, the bird species kept as pets included terns, herons, noddies
and frigatebirds in Kapingamarangi (Eilers 1934:13; Niering 1963:151; Emory 1965:10),%°
pigeons and ospreys in Mungiki (Kuschel 1975:40), fruit doves in Mugaba (Bradley & Wolff
1958:97), boobies, frigatebirds, terns, noddies and pigeons in Luangiua (Bayliss-Smith

woman’s capacity to draw tapu into herself was heightened during menstruation’ (‘attraction’). Either way,
the tapu animating the talking birds would be removed.

28 |avondes gave the pihiti (Ultramarine Lorikeet, Vini ultramarina), boobies and shearwaters as examples.

29 In Kapingamarangi, young boys fed their pet terns and noddies small fish caught in coconut shell traps (ulu
dahi). This was for them not just ‘a rehearsal of both the technical and the ritual aspects of fishing’, but also
‘early training for taking responsibility for the care of something other than oneself’, and their ‘first taste of
what would become adult responsibilities’ (Lieber 1994:96-97).
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1972:4; Bayliss-Smith & Christensen 2008:19), frigatebirds in Taka (Hadden 2004:99), and
noddies in Tikopia (Steadman 1997:77).

Frigatebirds served as message carriers in Nauru; because these birds do not land on the
ocean (their plumage being permeable to water), the material that they were entrusted with
did not get damaged (Petit-Skinner 2012:56-57). This practice may have existed in some
parts of Polynesia too, such as Samoa (Armstrong 1932:17) and Tuvalu, where Gill (1885:
17) found that the people of Niutao were fond of taming frigatebirds: ‘a high perch is built
near the sea, and the bird secured to it by a long string.” Similarly, in Tokelau, young frigate-

birds were tamed and kept on perches near the houses (Lister 1892:59).

Cockfighting, involving moa (Red Junglefowl, Gallus gallus), was quite popular in
some parts of Polynesia, particularly Hawai‘i and Tahiti. In Hawai‘i, hakamoa was a ‘very
fashionable sport with the alii’ (Malo 1971:230). Tahitian men were very fond of fa ‘atito-
ra ‘a moa (literally, ‘the act of making moa peck [one another]’) and extremely attached to
their roosters: ‘ils prenaient de ces oiseaux des soins propres a faire croire qu’ils leur por-
taient, un attachement rarement manifesté pour aucun étre, non pas méme pour leur enfans’
(Moerenhout 1837:11,147).%° Roosters were made ‘house pets’ (Henry 1928:277), and were
very well fed:

L&, non contens de passer des heures entiéres a les contempler et a les caresser,
leurs maitres se seraient plut6t privés de nourriture que de ne pas donner a man-
ger a leurs oiseaux favoris. Ils les nourrissaient toujours eux-mémes, de fruit a
pain ou d’autres végétaux, qu’ils leur mettaient dans le bec, aprés leur avoir ap-
pris a ’ouvrir, comme on apprend a un enfant a ouvrir la bouche, pour recevoir
les alimens (Moerenhout 1837:11,147).3!

All this evidence suggests that Polynesians were very attached to their pet birds, but
acts of cruelty against birds were not unheard of. In Rapa Nui for instance, it was believed
that to kill a misbehaved son one would just have to bury a rooster alive, leaving the head
showing (Englert 2006:170-171). In Takd, children would smear tree gum on the eyes of a
captured huia (Atoll Starling, Aplonis feadensis) and find ‘amusement in its frantic blind
blunderings’ (Moyle 2011:114). Climbing Mount Hiro in Ra‘ivavae, Marshall (1962:50-51)

30 “They took such special care of these birds as to make one believe that they bore an attachment for them
such as nothing else, not even to their own children’ (Moerenhout 1993:357).

31 ‘Not content simply to spend entire hours in looking at them and caressing them, their masters would rather
have deprived themselves of food than not to give their favorite birds nourishment. They always fed them
themselves, with breadfruit or other vegetables, which they put in their beaks after having taught them to open
them, as one teaches a child to open its mouth to receive nourishment’ (Moerenhout 1993:358).
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described a ‘moment of horror’ when one of the boys accompanying him grabbed a tropic-
bird from a nest on a cliff face and showed the quivering bird to him:

As we discussed the tropic bird and its habits in a rather detached academic fash-
ion, the young chap suddenly beat the bird’s head on a rock, tore a hole in its
throat, ripped the skin and members from the still-squawking body, and stuffed
the carcass in his hip pocket. When we protested, too late, he only grinned and
threw away the unwanted skin and limbs.

And in Aotearoa, Yate (1970:153) reported seeing live birds used as ear ornaments ‘with the
head squeezed through the hole made in a person’s ear’: the birds were ‘allowed to hang
there, and flap their wings and struggle, till they were dead; the blood streaming down the

person’s cheek, from the scratches received from the dying bird’.3?

Birds thus played an essential role in the material culture of traditional Polynesian soci-
eties. This ought not to overshadow, however, their importance in the spiritual and religious

culture of those societies.

3. ‘Mystical’ birds: manu and religion

Birds did play a very important role in Polynesian religion, whether they were regarded as
deities in themselves, or the messengers of a deity, or ‘supernatural’ creatures able to com-
municate with the living and the dead and foretell the future. This explains why this topic
has been of particular interest to ethnographers and anthropologists, whose large body of
research contains some telling examples from throughout Polynesia that will be briefly men-

tioned here.

Man’s kinship with birds

In order to comprehend this religious aspect, one has to bear in mind that for Polynesians
birds were not nearly as separated from humans in their conceptions of the origin of life as

32 Bird heads, wings and beaks were used as ear pendants by Maori (Best 1924:11,537). Tirairaka (New Zealand
Fantail, Rhipidura fuliginosa) were worn suspended in the ear; so was the head of the huia (Heteralocha acu-
tirostris) (Angas 1847:pl.xxx1x,fig.13).
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they are nowadays for Westerners. For instance, birds were often mentioned as originating
before humankind, which suggests that Polynesians held them in very high regard.* Further-
more, manu were sometimes recognised by Polynesians as their ‘distant kin’, for instance in
Aotearoa (Orbell 1985:180), where people and birds belonged to the ‘gigantic “kin”” in
which the ‘whole cosmos of the Maori unfolds itself’ (Johansen 1954:9). As a result, ‘inas-
much as man, birds and trees are descended from a common source [i.c., Tane], it is not sur-
prising that, when the Maori entered a forest, he felt himself to be among his own kin, albeit
somewhat distant relatives’ (Best 1977:6). For Maori, birds and humans were thus related

by genealogy.

Birds were not only man’s kin, but they could also be related to other animals such as
snakes and lizards. In Aotearoa for instance, there was a belief among Tthoe that koekoed
(Pacific Long-tailed Cuckoo, Urodynamis taitensis), absent during the winter,3* became
kumukumu, or lizards; that the equally absent pipiwharauroa (Shining Bronze Cuckoo,
Chrysococcyx lucidus) became moko kakariki, or green geckos (Naultinus sp.); and that frag-
ments of eggshell left in the nest of kakariki (parakeet, Cyanoramphus sp.) developed into
these geckos (Best 1977:321,337).

Tapu restrictions

People’s kinship with birds is one of the reasons that explain why birds were sometimes not
eaten, or not killed, or why some deities had to be propitiated before they were. Throughout
Polynesia, there was indeed a vast array of prohibitions affecting the edible status of birds:
some species were considered to be people’s relatives, an ancestor, and were tapu to a partic-
ular social group, and other species were considered to be the incarnation of a god. Ethno-
graphers painstakingly recorded on many Polynesian islands which bird species were tapu

3 However, Te Rangi Hiroa (1939:44-45) argued that ‘the Polynesian mythologists and storytellers used dra-
matic effect in their recitals, and it was quite natural that they should enumerate plants and animals in a
sequence that led up to the climax, man.’

34 They winter in Melanesia and tropical Polynesia and return to Aotearoa in October (Moon 1992:187). Simi-
lar beliefs were reported in Taupd and Whanganui by Taylor (1855:405) and in the Bay of Plenty by Keys
(1922).

95



to which social group, because prohibitions greatly varied not only from island to island,*®

but from social group (tribe, clan, family) to social group.

In Tikopia for instance, ‘the eating of an animal which is thought to serve at any time
as the manifestation of an atua’ was, Firth (1930:317) reported, ‘an extremely rare occur-
rence’, and was considered as ‘an act of the utmost rashness’ by Tikopians.®® The rupe
(Pacific Imperial Pigeon, Ducula pacifica), for example, was tapu to the Taumako clan; not
only did Taumako never eat rupe, but a man whose wife was of Taumako would refrain
from eating it too. The reason is that it was believed that the oil from the flesh of the rupe
helped to form the man’s semen, and that ‘by the process of sex intercourse this enters the
body of the woman, and thus by an indirect route a portion of the prohibited animal is
absorbed’ (Firth 1930:319-320).

In Aotearoa, where tapu birds were thought to have their own ancestor, Raka-maomao
(Best 1976:170; 1977:125; 1982:265), the atua Tane had to be propitiated before his children
could be Killed, that is, before birds could be hunted. Ceremonious offerings had to be made
to extinguish the tapu of the forest, and then again when the first bird was taken.®” This arose
from the belief that Tane found tapu in Te Wao Nui (‘The-Great-Forest’) and brought it to
humankind, and that everything that belonged to Tane was tapu (Te Maire Tau 2003:79,82).
As Johansen (1954:89) observed, ‘the mana [power] of the forest manifests itself by there
being many birds, as the forest and its birds constitute a whole which descends from Tane.’
As a result, any inappropriate killing of birds would affect the mana and the tapu of the for-

est and its birds, with dire consequences for the transgressors.

It could also be said that Polynesians had a quite similar relationship with fish. Bataille-
Benguigui (1988; 1996:419-421) argued that Oceanians actually considered fish as ‘social
partners’. They relied so much on fish as a food source that, when men were out fishing,
they abided by certain social rules regulating their behaviour (silence in the village and sex-

ual abstinence, for instance in Tonga) to avoid scaring the fish away. This is because fish, it

% For example, Watling (1982:66) observed that early ornithologists were unable to collect Pacific Reef
Herons (Egretta sacra) in some parts of Fiji because these birds were revered, but that they were not accorded
any special status in Tonga, where they were sometimes eaten.

3 <As a rule the animal which is thought to serve as the ata [reflection, image] of a deity is not eaten, though
it may be killed on occasions. The swamp-hen for instance is never utilized for food” (Firth 1930:318-319).

37 Best (1897:49-51) described for example the offering by Tiihoe warriors of the first bird caught in the forest.
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was believed, abhorred unharmonious situations in the village: fishing would be unsuccess-
ful if those social rules were not strictly obeyed. Fish thus exerted a sort of social control
on people. According to Bataille-Benguigui, this widespread idea of the necessity of
harmony in interpersonal relations, calm and discretion determined human-fish relations
throughout Oceania. In Tikopia for example, where the relationship between people and fish
was envisaged as ‘one of mutual dependence’, some fish were considered ‘shy, even prudish,
in reaction to any breach of bodily decorum in sex matters on the part of the fisherman’
(Firth 1981:220-221).

However, fish could also be envisaged as having, unlike birds, ‘the special role of being
caught and put to use’, for instance in Maori symbolic thought — ‘this was the very reason
for their existence’ (Orbell 1995:41). Men defeated in war were thus often spoken of as fish,
and Shirres (1997:66-67) cited a karakia (ritual chant) in which a war party was represented
by a bird, and their enemy, by a fish. Huntsman (2017:279,n.11) found that in Tokelauan
narratives, ‘fish are gender-feminine and the birds that prey upon them are gender-

masculine.’

Birds as incarnations and messengers of deities and ancestors

Birds held in Oceania a much deeper ‘mystical relationship with the gods and ancestral spir-
its” than anywhere else, Barrow (1967:193) argued, because of the paucity of land mammals
in the Pacific and the ‘strong influence’ of seabirds ‘on the imaginations of seafaring peo-
ples’.3 Scholars have explored in detail this ‘mystical relationship’ of birds with gods,
ancestors and spirits in traditional Polynesian societies; a few examples from throughout

Polynesia that illustrate this relationship will be cited here.

Birds could be the embodiment of a deity, or its messenger, as in Hawai‘i, where birds

were ‘potential gods or spirit beings’ (Beckwith 1970:90), and deities appeared in bird

38 An example of this can be found in the Atiu story of Inutoto (159): Tangaroa-i-te-take knows that his wife
Inutoto has gone dancing in an ‘are karioi (house of entertainment) because he could not catch a single fish
that night.

39 Polynesia probably sustained at first human contact richer seabird faunas than Melanesia (Steadman 2006:
386). Because of its indigenous rodents, crocodiles, snakes and monitor lizards, Melanesia may have been
‘marginal for most seabirds even before human arrival’, whereas predator-free Polynesian islands were ‘prime
breeding grounds for seabirds’ (Steadman 2006:392-393). The islands of Remote Oceania may have been
‘covered with breeding seabirds’ at human arrival (Steadman 2006:401).
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bodies (Beckwith 1970:91). In Kapingamarangi, ¢ ro, a ‘duck-like’,*® black, green and blue
bird, was sent by the god Uta-matua to the island from time to time to check on people and
report back to him.** Upon his appearance, the high priest would talk to this tapu bird for a
long time, and people were to look after ¢ »o for as long as he stayed on the island. If the
bird died, he was wrapped in banana leaves and buried by the tapu stone (Eilers 1934:133-
134).

In places such as Tikopia (Firth 1930:321) and Samoa (Handy 1927:130), birds were
sometimes spoken of as ata (reflection, image) of the deities of particular social groups. For
instance, in Tikopia, the sikotara (Pacific Kingfisher, Todiramphus sacer) was thought to
be the ata of Te Atua-i-te-uruao (‘The-God-in-the-Woods’), the principal atua of the Porima
family (Firth 1930:321; 1985:438). Similarly, in Tahiti, Henry (1928:384-388) spoke of
each bird species as the ‘shadow’ of a particular god, and in Mangaia, the mo ‘omo ‘o (Spot-
less Crake, Porzana tabuensis) was thought to be the embodiment of one of the principal
deities of the island, Motoro (Reilly 2009:43).

In Tikopia, each atua was related to a particular social group, and all birds were thought
to be the ‘ata of various atua which appear in this form to mankind’ (Firth 1930:305). For
instance, the sivi (Coconut Lorikeet, Trichoglossus haematodus) was thought to be the
embodiment of Te Atua-i-Taumako, related to the Taumako clan (Firth 1930:321). Because
this bird fed on tree fruits and coconut, to make it go away Tikopians uttered a ‘go, ancestor!’
(‘poi pti e!’) formula politely inviting the sivi to fly away to the mountains to ‘allow the spot
which it is raiding to stay vacant in order — so it is assured — that the crops thus left to mature

may form an adequate food present for it at some future date’ (Firth 1930:311-312).

Another ‘poi pi e!” formula, mentioning ‘the prospect of large crops in other places’,
was used to make the karae (Australasian Swamphen, Porphyrio melanotus), which con-
stantly raided taro and banana cultivations, go away. Tikopians had to speak ‘properly’

(fakalaui) to the bird because it was deemed to be an atua in disguise (Firth 1930:312).

40 The (unidentified) species did not live on the island, according to the Kapingamarangi.

4l Uta-matua’s father was saved by the intervention of a bird, in 137.
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Maori also ordered these birds (pitkeko), when they were invading their kizmara gardens, to

return to their ancestor, Hine-wairua-kokako (Best 1982:266).42

Not all birds of a given species were considered to be an atua, though. For Tikopians,

... if a person walking through the woods sees a startled bird fly away from him
or a swamp hen run, then it is simply a creature in natural form; if, however, it
comes towards him and exhibits none of the fear which is to be expected in the
circumstances, or if it hovers near him and keeps up a continuous cry for no
apparent reason, then it is held to be inhabited at the moment by a supernatural
being (Firth 1930:306).

Thus, if a bird ‘behaves strangely in a manner not characteristic of its species then it is an
atua in animal guise’, not ‘an ordinary individual’ (Firth 1930:305).% Clerk (1981:356)
discovered that Mangaians recognised ‘similar conventions’: the rakoa (Audubon’s Shear-
water, Puffinus Iherminieri), for instance, ‘is an ordinary bird until it comes to the village’,

and ‘a cockerel reveals itself as an omen animal by entering the house.’

Anthropologists have long been researching the possible motives for those conventions,
and they have also tried to find a rationale behind the variety of responses that different
avian species elicit in a given social group: why does a society assign a mystical value to
some bird species and not to others? Clerk and Bulmer explored this question in great depth
and put forward two explanations. In Mangaia, most spirit birds (and animals in general)
were ‘of limited utilitarian importance’, that is, they were not eaten or caught for their feath-
ers (Clerk 1981:362), whereas in another part of the Oceanian world, the Kalam of the high-
lands of Papua New Guinea gave ‘special mystical values’ to ‘both unusually tame** species
and unusually shy species’ of birds (Bulmer 1979:68). Bulmer (1979:72) surmised that there
were

general tendencies, present in many, perhaps most human societies, to respond
as patrons to those birds that succeed in initiating human-like interaction with
man, and to develop special attitudes and values in respect of both conspicuously
tame and conspicuously shy, but identifiable, bird species.

42 ‘Hie! Hie! Haere ki te hiihi, haere ki te repo, haere ki a Hine-wairua-kokako! Hie! Hie!” (‘Be off! Be off!
Go to the swamp, go to the marsh, go to Hine-wairua-kokako! Be off! Be off!’).

4 The same went for fish: ‘fish behaving in character were just ika, those behaving bizarrely might be ata’
(Firth 1981:221).

4 Tameness is the ‘toleration by birds of the close presence of human beings, in some instances amounting to
a positive tendency to seek such presence’ (Thomson 1964:802).
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On some Polynesian islands, it was thought that souls assumed temporarily the form of
birds (Handy 1927:85). In Mangareva for instance, Janeau (1908:30) recorded that people
believed that the souls of the dead came to visit their relatives in the shape of ngoio (Brown
Noddy, Anous stolidus). As such, birds, whose power of flight suggests a ‘communion with
higher powers’ (Armstrong 1958:22), were seen as intermediaries between the living, dwel-
ling on the earth, and the spirits, dwelling in the heavens. Furthermore, they alight on the
roof of houses, which is ‘a half-way point between the human world and the world of the
supernatural’ (Orbell 1992:130). Birds could embody the souls of the dead as well as those
of the living.*® In this regard, Eliade (1951:102), drawing on Asian, North American and
South American examples, found that ‘les oiseaux sont psychopompes. Devenir soi-méme
un oiseau ou étre accompagné par un oiseau, indique la capacité d’entreprendre, étant enco-

re en vie, le voyage extatique dans le Ciel et I’au-dela.”*®

Furthermore, humans’ ability to speak and understand the language of animals, and of
birds in particular, is a very widespread motif in world folklore and mythology.*” Learning
the language of birds allowed one to communicate with the spirits. Writing about the shaman
who knows the ‘animal language’, originating in animal cries, Eliade (1951:101-102) con-
cluded that

Apprendre le langage des animaux, en premier lieu celui des oiseaux, équivaut
partout dans le monde a connaitre les secrets de la Nature et partant a étre capa-
ble de prophétiser. Le langage des oiseaux s’apprend généralement en mangeant
du serpent ou d’un autre animal réputé magique. Ces animaux peuvent révéler
les secrets de I’avenir parce qu’ils sont congus comme les réceptacles des ames

45 A story recounts how, in the early 19" century, the young queen of Huahine, Ari‘i-paea-vahine, after having
stopped breathing, was believed to be dead by her people. They put her body in a canoe. A white ‘otu ‘u (Pacific
Reef Heron, Egretta sacra), coming from a nearby marae (sacred place of worship), then alighted on the canoe:
the young woman’s spirit had entered that bird. A goddess told Ari‘i-paea-vahine to look at the body; as she
fixed her eyes on the face disfigured by gangrene, her spirit left the bird and slipped back into the body. The
‘otu ‘u flew back to the marae, and the queen recovered (Henry 1928:220-222).

46 “Birds are psychopomps. Becoming a hird oneself or being accompanied by a bird indicates the capacity,
while still alive, to undertake the ecstatic journey to the sky and the beyond’ (Eliade 1964:98). For a study of
the surviving shamanistic story and song cycles from Polynesia, which feature birds such as Lupe, see Gunson
(1995).

47 Siegfried in Norse mythology and Melampus in Greek mythology, for instance, received this power from a
serpent or dragon (Thompson 1946:83). There was a worldwide popular belief according to which snakes were
blood relations of birds. According to a saying of Democritus handed down by Pliny the Elder (Naturalis
Historia, X, 137), snakes are generated from the mixed blood of different birds. Frazer (1888:180-181) argued
that this belief in the kinship of snakes and birds arose from the observation that the former eat birds and their
eggs. The idea that snakes understood the language of birds stemmed from this kinship. Anyone who ate a
snake would acquire the language of birds ‘on the folk-lore principle that in eating of an animal’s flesh one
absorbs the animal’s mental qualities’. This belief is clearly illustrated in stories containing the motif B217.1.1,
‘Animal languages learned from eating serpent’ (Thompson 1955-1958:1,401).
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des morts ou les épiphanies des dieux. Apprendre leur langage, imiter leur voix,
équivaut a pouvoir communiquer avec 1’au-dela et avec les Cieux.*®

Thus, birds were spiritual intermediaries between the visible and the invisible world, allow-

ing humans access to the invisible one.

It would seem that Rapa Nui was the only Polynesian island where an actual bird cult
developed. The principal god of the island, Makemake, was represented with a human body
and a bird head. His ‘avatar’ was the tangata manu (‘bird-man’), the chief of the finder of
the first tern’s egg in the annual race organised on a small islet, a seabird colony off the main
island (Oliver 2002:214-215). As Métraux (1940:331) observed, ‘until the second half of
the nineteenth century the annual feast of the bird man (tangata-manu), held at Orongo, was
extremely important to Easter Islanders.” The importance of birds in Rapa Nui culture ‘and
the use of birds as the basis for a religious cult are undoubtedly due to the poverty of the
island fauna in which birds were the only conspicuous creatures’. This bird cult has been the
subject of much ethnographic research (Routledge 1917; 1919:254-266; Métraux 1940:331-
341; Englert 1948:172-177; Barrow 1967).

Omens and ornithomancy

Birds also played a very significant role in Polynesian divination.*® Polynesians interpreted
the behaviour of birds in a variety of ways as portents of good as well as evil. The behaviour
under scrutiny for divination purposes included birds’ flight and movements, their vocalisa-
tions (songs, calls and cries), and their appearance in certain places or at certain times. Poly-
nesians assigned that behaviour profound prophetic significance. This is especially true
because in Polynesia, where ‘every man was his own prophet’ (Handy 1927:165), divination
played an all-important role in daily life, and even more so when warfare was impending
(Oliver 2002:154). In Aotearoa for example, Best (1977:125) observed that ‘the Maori

48 <All over the world learning the language of animals, especially of birds, is equivalent to knowing the secrets
of nature and hence to being able to prophesy. Bird language is usually learned by eating snake or some other
reputedly magical animal. These animals can reveal the secrets of the future because they are thought to be
receptacles for the souls of the dead or epiphanies of the gods. Learning their language, imitating their voice,
is equivalent to ability to communicate with the beyond and the heavens’ (Eliade 1964:98). This is attested by
the plethora of stories containing the motifs B215, ‘Animal languages’, B216, ‘Knowledge of animal lan-
guages’, and B217, ‘Animal language learned’ (Thompson 1955-1958:1,400-401).

4 In ancient Greek, dpvic meant ‘bird’ as well as ‘omen’ (Liddell & Scott 1940).
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seemed to be ever on the look-out for evil omens; good omens we hear little of, but ever he
seemed to be looking for trouble.” Maori regarded, in particular, “all birdsong as meaningful’
(Orbell 2003:68).

Polynesian ornithomancy was wide-ranging, covering every aspect of life in traditional
Polynesian societies. In particular, birds were thought to be able to announce the seasons
(which played a key role in agricultural practices for example),>® warn of danger (for
instance the approach of enemies), announce the coming of visitors, predict death,> foretell

success or failure in war, etc. Dreams about birds also were meaningful.>?

As Clerk (1981:346) found in Mangaia, the main function of the bird form of the gods
was that of omen. He discovered (1981:357) that

The information derived from an event is directly related to its unpredictability.
An acceptable omen must to some extent parallel in its frequency of occurrence
the situation it is taken to predict (or interpretation must be sufficiently wide to
accommodate its variable ocurrence [sic]). The behavioural definition of animal
omens does serve to regulate their particular frequencies. A major omen . . .
involves not only rarely seen creatures but strong behavioural qualifications,
increasing the rarity of the event.

In Mangaia, where all omen birds were ‘noted for 