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Preface 

The archaeological survey work detailed in this report was undertaken by Colin 

Richards and Jane Downes (University of the Highlands and Islands, UK), Kate 

Welham (Bournemouth University, UK), Francisco Torres Hochstetter (MAPSE, 

Rapa Nui (Easter Island), Chile) and Lawrence Shaw (New Forest National Park 

Authority, UK), working with Ngaakitai Pureariki (Punarei Aitutaki), with the 

permission of the Aitutaki Council, and Cook Islands Research Permit  (Ref. 15-16a), 

working between 23rd May and 2nd June 2017. 

The archaeological work comprised site survey and location using GPS, geophysical 

survey, and surface collection of artefacts. A database of the sites has been 

produced as a Cultural Heritage Record, and lodged with the Aitutaki Islands 

Council. All artefacts have been left on the island with the Aitutaki Islands Council. 

 

1. Introduction 

The island of Aitutaki is part of the Southern Cook Islands, situated c. 130 miles 

north of the largest island, Raratonga. Aitutaki is formed of one large island and a 

series of smaller islands (motus) running down its eastern side. The archaeology of 

Aitutaki was initially brought to wider academic attention through the publication of 

óThe material culture of the Cook Islands (Aitutaki)ô by Te hangi hiroa (Buck 1927). 

However, it was only through the 1968-9 survey work of the University of Auckland 

team, headed by Peter Bellwood, that a more systematic and detailed site record 

was produced (Bellwood 1978). Since this time little further fieldwork has occurred 

on Aitutaki, the exceptions being smaller interventions such as the unpublished 

partial excavations at the substantial marae of Paengariki (see section 5.1), and 

Melinda Allenôs research into adze production, for example, on Moturakau (Ditchfield 

et al. 2014). As part of the current survey, the adjacent island of Motu Rapota was 

visited and as Ditchfield et al. (ibid) report, clear evidence of adze (toki) production 

was detected. Spatial differentiation of production was discernible with a number of 

large hammer-stones being visible amongst at least two areas of basalt outcropping. 

Between the two outcrops, approximately 20m from each, a level area of c. 10-15m 

diameter was littered with small flakes and had clearly provided the context for 

secondary flaking. No evidence in the form of polishing stones or grooves on the 

outcrops for final polishing was observed.   
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The presence of marae on Aitutaki was highlighted by Te tangi hiroa, but detailed 

descriptions were limited and no complete site catalogue was produced in the final 

publication (Buck 1927). That the number and distribution of marae were potentially 

far more extensive than indicated by Buck (ibid), was noted by Robin Duff, a member 

of the Canterbury Museum team undertaking survey and excavation in the Southern 

Cooks between 1962-4 (Duff 1974, 20). Peter Bellwoodôs Auckland team confirmed 

this observation and undertook a remarkable survey of the Aitutaki marae or atarau 

producing detailed site descriptions and plans over a two week period in February 

1969 (Bellwood 1978, 90). Many new ceremonial sites were recorded and a corpus 

produced that is still of value today: indeed it is Bellwoodôs data that the current 

survey employed as a benchmark in recording the condition and location of 

archaeological sites in 2017 (Fig. 1).

 

Figure 1. Sites on Aitutaki recorded by Bellwood in 1969 (reproduced from Bellwood 1978). 

Aitutaki has changed significantly since 1969 when the last survey of archaeological 

sites was undertaken; new hotels and resorts have been built, domestic houses 
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erected and more areas of cultivation established. Consequently, as a prerequisite 

for a new programme of archaeological research it was considered important to re-

evaluate the archaeological resource and re-survey the known sites to modern 

standards, specifically to accurately record site locations with GPS, visually assess 

the condition of sites (in particular to note whether sites had deteriorated since the 

Bellwood survey of 1969), and finally to add any further sites discovered since the 

late 1960s. This fieldwork also provides a detailed indication of the level of 

destruction of the archaeological heritage of Aitutaki over a c. 50 year period, 

presented within the Aitutaki Cultural Heritage Record (Appendix 1).  

 

2. Research context 

In the wider context of the Southern Cook islands as an integrated Polynesian entity, 

the interesting element of the Aitutaki marae structures is the frequent employment 

of orthostatic architecture in their construction, as exemplified by the substantial rows 

of monoliths at Paengariki (AIT26), and probably at Mata o tane (AIT36). This 

architecture is not paralleled at marae structures on the larger island of Raratonga 

(Duff 1974, 20), which tend to conform to an elevated platform arrangement 

recognised more widely across eastern Polynesia (see Emory 1933; Wallin 1993, 

34-6). Alternatively, some Rarotongan marae do employ monoliths, but not taking 

the form of stone alignments seen on Aitutaki. Although a broad range of 

topographic locations for different  marae is apparent on Raratonga, the dominant 

spatially (and socially) structuring element determining marae location was the Great 

Road of Toi (ara metua); a basalt rock-surfaced road which once encircled the island 

(Campbell 2006, 103-5). It was at intervals along this road that the larger marae 

were situated. 

If the architecture of the marae on Aitutaki are different from those present on 

Raratonga, should the ceremonial monuments be considered as equivalents? 

Equally, were the locations of marae and paepae on Aitutaki predicated on the route 

of a circuit road (ara) that previously existed on the main island? Furthermore, how 

does settlement relate to the location of marae on Aitutaki? It is by addressing these 

questions that an appreciation and knowledge of the ordering of settlements, and 

communities and religious life in ancient Aitutaki may be attained. They also 
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provided a framework for the short period of fieldwork undertaken in 2017, and that 

planned for further years. 

 

3 Methods 

All site locations, small finds and geophysics grids were geolocated using a using a 

Leica Viva GS05 Zeno survey grade Global Positioning System (GPS) in the 

coordinate system UTM 4S.  Plans were produced in ESRI ArcGIS v10.2.2 using 

base map layers provided by Land Information New Zealand (LINZ).   

Geophysical survey was conducted at four locations on Aitutaki: Bellwood AIT01 

Toku pu moana, Bellwood AIT13 Orongo, Bellwood AIT26 Paengariki, and Bellwood 

AIT43 Maramanui.  All sites were surveyed using a fluxgate magnetometer, and 

AIT01 and AIT43 were also surveyed using electromagnetic techniques.  All grids 

were 20m by 20m. 

The electromagnetic survey (AIT01 and AIT43) was conducted using a Geonics 

EM38B instrument in horizontal mode.  Readings were taken at 1m intervals along 

north-south traverses spaced 1m apart.  Data were accessed in Geonics DAT 

software.  Unresolvable problems with the Geonics download software have meant 

that the results of these surveys cannot be reported here and will be sent on at a 

later date. 

Fluxgate gradiometer survey at all sites was conducted using a Bartington Grad601b 

with readings taken at 0.125m intervals along north-south traverses spaced 1m 

apart, at a resolution of 1nT, range 1000nT, readings were taken in parallel.  All data 

were subjected to minimal processing (e.g. zero median traverse, and clip) in Terra 

Surveyor v3.0.27.0, and imported into ArcGIS v10.2.2 for display and production of 

interpretation plots.   

Artefacts that were visible on the surface were collected and a GPS co-ordinate 

taken. Artefacts have been listed (Appendix 2) and photographed. 
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4. Locating the Aitutaki ara metua 

There is no current written record of a ceremonial aranui (equivalent to the ara 

metua on Raratonga) on Aitutaki. However an examination of the island-wide 

distribution and location of sites and monuments through archaeological survey 

could reveal whether there once existed such a monumental route on the island. The 

assumption here is that the location of a number of marae (particularly coastal) 

would be determined by the island circuit of an aranui or ara metua. To examine this 

possibility each site identified by the 1969 survey by Bellwood, together with new 

sites, was recorded by GPS (Fig. 2). 

 

Figure 2. Sites recorded on Aitutaki by GPS. 
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The distribution of sites recorded (Fig. 2) reveals an interesting distribution pattern 

that partially coincides with the route of current coastal roads on Aitutaki. 

Significantly, the only observable deviation is in the southern area of the island 

where, a number of sites appear to relate to the circuit of ara metua as it which once 

ran around the southern coast. From the overall distribution of sites, mainly marae, 

at intervals along the coast, it seems reasonable to conclude that originally there was 

an ancient ara metua running in a circuit adjacent to the coast around the entire 

island.   

 

5. Orthostatic marae of Aitutaki 

Accepting a degree of diversity (Campbell 2006, 106), as mentioned above, the 

architectural variation between the platform marae on Raratonga and the orthostatic 

marae on Aitutaki has been commented on in the past (e.g. Duff 1974, 20). 

However, these differences have been attributed to the presence of different ópeopleô 

as represented by canoes from various locations across Polynesia landing on 

Aitutaki: 

The founder of all these [orthostatic marae at Paengariki] was said to have been Kakeroa, 
who sailed to Aitutaki in his canoe Ka-topatuma from Avaiki (Bellwood 1978, 107). 

 

Whilst there may well have been numerous canoe landings throughout the Southern 

Cook Islands over several hundred years in the pre-contact period, the architectural 

differences of marae noted between Raratonga and Aitutaki clearly relate to different 

social practices as much as the relocation of specific external Polynesian island 

architectural traits or traditions. Moreover, the final morphology of Aitutaki marae, as 

seen today, may represent the culmination of a series or process of monumental 

construction, or even the superimposition of quite different ceremonial monuments. 

Consequently, as part of the new survey two marae, Paengariki (AIT 26) and Toku 

pu moana (AIT01), were selected for more detailed evaluation (see Fig. 2 for 

location). 

 

5.1 Paengariki (AIT 26) 

Although of considerable size, the marae site of Paengariki, located in the southern 

part of the main island was not recorded by Buck (1927) in óThe material culture of 
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the Cook Islands (Aitutaki)ô. In 1974, Duff described Paengariki as ófour parallel rows 

of massive five feet uprights spaced ten feet apartô forming ógreat avenues over one 

hundred in lengthô (1974, 20). When Bellwood surveyed the site in 1969, the site was 

divided into two components. First, a marae or atarau (AIT26) consisting of two 

close-set rows of basalt uprights covering an area approximately 7 x 2.50 meters 

(1978, 107). It was suggested that a second small atarau, situated 9m to the north, 

may be represented by three standing monoliths. Second, five roughly parallel 

alignments of basalt monoliths (AIT27), ranging up to 1.90 meters in height, and 

positioned on average about 2 meters apart (ibid). It was also noted that overall 

there is no regularity about the placement of monoliths. Bellwood observes the 

existence of flat stone seats at the bases of three stones in the western row, facing 

the atarau, with another adjacent to the most northerly standing monolith in the 

eastern row. Two rows of smaller horizontal stones (referred to as curbing by 

Bellwood) were observed running from the alignments to the east and north, with the 

later having a right-angle section at the end. These two rows puzzled Bellwood who 

considered the possibility of their being structures: 

 

The two lines of stone curbing are anomalous, as they both cut across the eastern line of 
uprights. It is possible that these curbings are remnants of dwelling platforms from a period 
before the construction of the marae, when a few curbstones were left in place. While there is 
no certainty on this matter, the obvious alternative is unacceptable. That is, if each dwelling 
platform had a house over its full length when the marae was in use, both houses would have 
had marae uprights inside them, and this circumstance is rather unlikely. Furthermore, the 
northern facing is on a different alignment than that of the marae uprights (ibid). 

 

It was the eastern row of curb-stones that provided the focus for small-scale 

excavations undertaken at the site in December 2008 by Mark Eddowes and 

Ngaakitai Pureariki (Fig. 3). The main trench was rectangular (later extended to the 

east) and positioned to run across the stone row. A number of small pits and 

features were revealed within the trenches with little evidence that the row of stones 

constituted a building. A number of smaller test-pits were excavated at various 

locations across the site. One test-pit south of the marae or atarau produced 

fragments of human skull. Of further interest was the observation of three sunken 

substantial pit-like features running in a linear manner to the west of the marae or 

atarau, these remained unexcavated (see Fig. 3). Despite their clear sunken visual 

appearance, the geophysical survey failed to detect these features as magnetic 

anomalies (see Fig. 4).  
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Figure 3. Complete plan of Paengariki showing the location of stones concealed by vegetation 
in the 1969 survey, the position of 2008 excavation trenches are also shown by dashed lines. 

 

In 2017, as part of the new survey of Aitutaki sites and monuments, further fieldwork 

was undertaken at Paengariki. Initially, the site was cleared of vegetation to enable 

the location of stones previously concealed when Bellwood undertook planning in 

1969. Geophysical (fluxgate gradiometer) survey was also undertaken across the 

entire site. Unfortunately, the high magnetism of the basalt monoliths masked any 

smaller magnetic anomalies representing sub-surface features (Fig. 4). However, an 

exception to this was the presence of a positively enhanced sub-rectangular 

anomaly, approximately 5 x 2m, situated in the far northwest extent of the survey. 
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Figure 4. Fluxgate gradiometer survey of Paengariki, top shows raw data and bottom 

processed data. 
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The clearing of vegetation from the site revealed the extraordinary scale and 

architecture of the Paengariki complex. Although many stones have fallen, a number 

of irregular rows or alignments of basalt monoliths were clearly visible (Fig. 5). 

Careful observation of the complex revealed a number of interesting characteristics 

missed by earlier surveys. 

Even taking into account the rather haphazard appearance caused by the fallen 

monoliths it is clear that the site is constituted of six rows of basalt monoliths (Fig. 6). 

Each alignment is dissimilar, both in orientation and number of stones. In alignment, 

each stone row splays in from the north, thereby giving the impression of an 

architecture that leads to a particular point in the south of the site. Finally, the 

intervals between stones in each of the rows are irregular. Taken together these field 

observations allow the site to be reinterpreted.  

 

Figure 5. View of Paengariki complex from the north. 

The irregularity of both rows and individual stones is suggestive of the site being a 

product of a process of construction, as opposed to an initial total construction. In 

this scheme stones (and rows) would be gradually added over a potentially long 

period of time. The implication of this is that there was never an overall concept of a 

completed marae, but rather the site was understood as a product of an ongoing 

process or a monumental project stretching over several generations. Interestingly, 

Bellwood (1978, 107-8) noted that some stones were actually named which changes 

the complexion of the site from being constituted of a series of stone rows to that of a 

series of stone rows comprising discrete and individually named monoliths (Fig. 7). 
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Here we can recognise a material homology between the famous Rarotongan staff 

gods, with side notches that acted as mnemonics for genealogical recitation (see 

Campbell 2006, 106) and the rows of individually named stones comprising 

Paengariki. Here, rather than running the hand down the notches of the staff god, 

walking along the rows, passing individual stones, provides a material manifestation 

and mnemonic of named ancestors ï a series of genealogies mapped into the stone 

architecture and fabric of the site. 

It is therefore no coincidence that the stone rows begin to converge in the south of 

the site. This is where the marae or atarau is positioned; the most sacred part of the 

monument. It was at this location that pieces of a human skull were recovered in a 

test-pit. 

Overall, rather than being a large marae facing the west, an alternative interpretation 

sees the site as being a series of discrete stone rows running north-south, produced 

or constructed over a long period of time with individual stones being added in a 

piecemeal sequence. Each stone is named and relates to an ancestor in one form or 

another. To walk along down the row (north - south) is to pass back through the 

generations and the movement of the human body effectively recites a genealogy as 

each stone is passed. The passage south along the stone row runs from the 

everyday world back through time to the clan founders, and in taking this path there 

is a gradual increase in sanctity or tapu. At the end of the path is the sacred marae 

or atarau; a dangerous and highly tapu place where people and deities interact.   
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Figure 6. Plan of stone rows at Paengariki showing the six irregular alignments, note the 
variability between each row in terms of number of stones and orientation. 
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Figure 7. Photogrammetric model of named stones 1, Rare Korero (right) and 2, Kapua-te-rangi 
(left).  

 

5.2 Toku Pu Moana (AIT 1) 

Like Paengariki, the marae of Toku Pu Moana was not identified by Buck (1927) in 

óThe material culture of the Cook Islands (Aitutaki)ô. Bellwoodôs 1969 survey provides 

a description of the site: 

This site consists of an atarau with two parallel rows of close-set^ unworked, upright 
basalt stones, ranging in height from 40 to 85 cm. The two rows cover an area of 4 x 1.20 
meters, and the irregular space between the two rows has been left empty, as in all other 
examples of this class (Bellwood 1978, 93). 

 

Bellwood (ibid) also notes the presence of small stone slabs c. 7m to the north which 

are provisionally interpreted as a second atarau. New fieldwork undertaken in May 

2017 comprised geophysical survey (fluxgate gradiometer) and re-planning  areas of 

the site. The condition of the marae or atarau was good and a large area to the north 

and west had been cleared and grassed over. It soon became clear that the site was 

more extensive than reported by Bellwood, being apparently dispersed over an area 

exceeding 50m to the north ï north-east. 

The description and plan of the small atarau diverged little from that given by 

Bellwood (ibid). However, two discrete groups of stones (one recorded by the 1969 

survey) were present due north of the atarau (Fig.7). In the far northeast corner of 
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the grassed area, portions of paving were visible on the surface extending across a 

slightly elevated piece of ground (Figs. 8 & 9). The paving could be seen to extend 

further to the north beyond the grassed area. The overall impression of Toku Pu 

Moana is of a marae complex extending over a considerable area. Architecturally, 

this marae is extremely different to that of Paengariki, being constituted by a focal 

point of the parallel low monoliths of the small atarau (Fig. 10), and a series of 

outlying components, one of which is a substantial area of paving.  

 

Figure 8. Large scale plan of visible features at Toku Pu Moana. 
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Figure 9. Detailed plans of specific areas at Toku Pu Moana 
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Figure 10. Photogrammetric model of the small atarau at Toku Pu Moana. 

The most unexpected feature of this complex was discovered by the geophysical 

(fluxgate gradiometer) survey (Fig. 11). A broad curvilinear feature, represented by a 

semi-circular positively enhanced anomaly, approximately 20m in overall diameter. 

No trace of this feature was observable on the surface and its presence as a sub-

surface feature raises the interesting issue of the significance and continuity of 

óplaceô and the temporal sequence of sacred architecture. Clearly, this feature relates 

to an earlier monument occupying and underlying the marae of Toku Pu Moana. 

Equally, curvilinear architecture is unusual in an ancient Polynesian context, 

particularly eastern Polynesia. 
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Figure 11. Geophysical (fluxgate gradiometer) survey of Toku Pu Moana, top shows raw data 

and bottom processed data. The curvilinear feature is visible on the bottom plot running 

vertically in the right-hand area of the survey. 
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5.3 Orongo (AIT 13) 

A parcel of ground directly behind the Mayorôs Office is due to be developed in the 

near future (2017-8) and given its proximity to a reconstructed marae of unknown 

antiquity, which may relate to a previously destroyed marae (Orongo AIT 13) 

mentioned by Bellwood: 

Informants state that basalt stones were buried beneath the concrete floor of the present 
shed when it was constructed, and nothing is visible today. Traditionally, it is said to have 
been founded by Ru, and two men who came to Aitutaki with him, by name Rongo-i-te-
turuki'au and Rongo-te-pure-i'au. They were the first ta'unga to officiate at this marae 
(Bellwood 1978, 98). 

 

The presence of another nearby marae Raikuriri (AIT 15) is suggestive of a larger 

ceremonial complex. Consequently, it was decided to undertake geophysical 

(fluxgate gradiometer) survey. Unfortunately, due to modern amenities and services 

(and a steel reinforced concrete area), and recent landscaping of a park area, no 

archaeological features were detected (Fig. 12) 

 

 

 

Figure 12. Geophysical (fluxgate gradiometer) plot of Orongo. 

6. Settlement  
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The location of prehistoric Polynesian settlement in relation to marae is a fairly 

under-researched area of enquiry in the Southern Cook islands (see however 

chapters in Trotter 1974). The 1969 Aitutaki fieldwork undertaken by Bellwood 

(1978) tended to concentrate on marae, as opposed to associated settlements.  

 

6.1 Maramanui (AIT 43) 

The site of Maramanui (AIT 43) was shown to Bellwood in 1970 after it had been 

bulldozed for a banana plantation (1978, 115-6). The remains are described in the 

following terms: 

At present, two rows of uprights survive, partiallyéé. The site may have had three rows of 
stones, and may have been a little under 25 meters in total length. To the east of the road are 
three other bulldozed uprights. To the south of the uprights, coral gravel is spread for a 
distance of 60 meters, and two other small areas of gravel were noted in a recently cleared 
field a little farther to the south. This may indicate that dwellings were once present in the 
vicinity. Coral gravel has also been spread around the uprights, although this is a feature of 
almost all Aitutaki marae.    

 
The mention of settlement by Bellwood is significant as at the time of the site visit in 

2017, although little trace of a marae was evident, an area of sloping ground 

corresponding with the noted órecently cleared field a little farther to the southô was in 

a semi-cultivated state (Fig 13).  In particular, a small platform area measuring c. 

20m N-S x 22m E-W was present halfway down the slope (Fig. 13).  

 

Geophysical (fluxgate gradiometer) survey (Fig. 14), was undertaken over the 

cleared hillside together with unsystematic surface collection due to the partial state 

of ground cultivation. A number of basalt artefacts (Fig. 15) were collected from the 

field surface directly below the platform. The geophysical survey revealed enhanced 

magnetic anomalies also directly below the platform, concurring to some extent with 

the distribution of artefacts. The slope of the hillside would tend to create slippage 

and movement of soil and disturbed sub-surface deposits would travel downslope to 

some degree, however, there are numerous examples of household debris being 

discarded downslope from domestic contexts. We suggest the magnetic anomalies 

and artefact distribution reflect both of these occurrences and that a dwelling once 

stood upon the platform.  
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Figure 13. View of Maramanui from the south, note the level platform area halfway up the slope 

to the left. 

  

Figure 14. Geophysical (fluxgate gradiometer) plot of Maramanui, showing areas of high 

magnetic anomalies and small-find location (see Fig. 15 for corresponding artefacts). Note the 

magnetically enhanced area directly downslope of the paler shaded óplatformô at grid reference 

418020/7814360. 
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Figure 15. Artefacts collected from cultivated surface at Maramanui (location can be found in 
Fig. 14). 
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The small-scale fieldwork at Maramanui effectively demonstrates the potential of 

field survey (field walking for surface artefacts on recently cultivated surfaces) and 

geophysical survey for locating fairly ephemeral traces of habitation. The relationship 

between marae and settlement is little understood, but through the implementation of 

these basic techniques this situation could easily be remedied. 

 

7. Schools outreach  

Heritage education is perceived by this research team as being integral to research 

programmes (and a part of Learning for Sustainability more generally), wherein an 

interest in the tangible cultural heritage in the younger generation can help with the 

survival of the sites and monuments. Moreover, in an island context particularly it is 

important to build capacity and provide additional skilled career opportunities for 

younger people, contributing to conservation and to sustainable tourism 

development. 

 

The research team worked with Tracey Spiers, Head Teacher of Araura School, to 

identify groups of school pupils to work with in learning about archaeology; all of 

Year 9 (35 pupils) and all of Year 10 (40 pupils) by year group in two sessions, from 

9am to 1.25pm on 31st May 2017. Activities were devised by the research team 

based on experience elsewhere (UK and Rapa Nui) and made particular to Aitutaki, 

under the heading óToday we are Archaeologistsô (Appendix 3).  

With each year group there was a short Powerpoint introduction after which the 

pupils were split into four groups and rotated around four activities: 

 

¶ Activity 1 ï Seeing beneath the soil 

¶ Activity 2 ï Making photos 3D 

¶ Activity 3 ï Mapping our heritage  

¶ Activity 4 ï Things and people 

 

All the activities involved practical engagement and activities within the school 

grounds. The pupils were really engaged for the duration of the exercises and 

produced some excellent work and thoughtful insights.  
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Figure 16. School pupils at Araura School undertaking archaeological activities  
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8. Conclusion 

Cultural Heritage Management 

The Cultural Heritage Record (CHR) for Aitutaki (Appendix 1) can be further 

developed by adding more detail and information to each site entry, and by adding 

on additional sites as they are discovered. The CHR can form a model for the 

development of sites and monuments records for other of the Cook Islands.  The 

CHR demonstrates the richness and variety of the tangible cultural heritage of the 

island and will be of interest to the Aitutaki community, and communities and 

researchers further afield. The information contained within the CHR can be used as 

a platform for the future development of the archaeological heritage for tourism. 

 

Importantly, the CHR shows the condition and vulnerability of the archaeological 

sites. The principle causes of destruction of the sites such as marae and paepae, 

and the ara metua, have been development (housing, modern road and tracks), and 

agriculture (plantations, garden landscaping). Many of the sites have been in 

relatively stable condition during the fifty years since Bellwood undertook his survey 

and it is apparent that people care for and maintain a number of the mouments. 

However they are vulnerable to degradation and destruction and this Record will 

help in the management of the archaeological resource. 

 

Heritage education and outreach 

Schools work ties into Science, Technology and Maths, as well as Social Sciences ï 

Geography and History. Heritage education provides transferable skills such as 

these, as well as an awareness of heritage can lead to better survival of the 

resource, and more career opportunities for islanders. It could be considered that all 

future researchers are required to engage in heritage education and training 

(outreach), following the example of the protocols for researchers being developed in 

Rapa Nui (Easter Island).  

 

Wider significance  

The work in developing the understanding of tangible cultural heritage, and the 

development of cultural heritage assets as a resource for education and tourism can 

be aligned with UNESCOôs Small Developing Island States (SIDS 
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http://whc.unesco.org/en/sids/ ), which gives routes for sharing of best practice, 

capacity building and potentially funding. Within the PACIFIC WORLD HERITAGE 

ACTION PLAN 2016 ï 2020   (/activity-42-18.pdf), the Vision for 2020 is:  

Pacific Island heritage is protected and enriched for current and future generations 

Of the three aims of the Action Plan, the aim to 

Å  increase community, national, regional and global awareness of the heritage of the 

Pacific nations and the contribution of Pacific Island and Ocean heritage to 

sustainable development is particularly relevant in this context, as are the goals: 

1. Pacific communities are actively engaged in conserving their heritage.  

2. Pacific heritage is valued and effectively protected and managed. 

The creation of the Cultural Heritage Record for Aitutaki is an important achievement 

in the Activity Plan for the Regional Level Activities, in particular  

2. Develop a Regional Cultural Heritage Register and Database or model for 

Heritage Registers to be adopted by national agencies 

For which the Cultural Heritage Record for Aitutaki could provide a model, and  

13. Promote the value of heritage in context of sustainable tourism 

For which the information contained within the Cultural Heritage Record for Aitutaki 

could form the basis. 

 

Concluding Remarks 

In conclusion, the initiation of a list of sites (Cultural Heritage Record) for Aitutaki, 

including their attributes, continues a tradition of recording begun by Peter Bellwood 

(1978). Such a record fulfils many needs. First it provides an index of sites and their 

condition which can influence heritage resource management. Second, it provides a 

detailed record of the cultural heritage of Aitutaki, and finally it provides an excellent 

research tool. 

The unique archaeology of Aitutaki requires to be researched in its own terms as 

opposed to simply applying labels and interpretations derived from other parts of 

Polynesia, or even other islands in the Southern Cooks. A good example is the re-

http://whc.unesco.org/en/sids/
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interpretation of the ómaraeô of Paengariki as offered earlier in the report. Equally, 

ancient Polynesian settlement patterns have tended to be neglected in research 

programmes, with marae assuming the dominant focus of archaeological enquiry. 

The small-scale cultivation of Aitutaki (following large scale banana plantations) 

provides good conditions for field-walking and surface survey. Overall, Aitutaki 

represents an ideal area for future research since it provides a pivotal location in 

ancient Polynesia, and a key island in the Southern Cooks.  
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Location map of sites in the Cultural Heritage Record: Aitutaki.  Please see individual 

records for coordinate details. 
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Site ID AIT01 Site name Toku pu moana Aitutaki 

Location 

Easting 418728 Northing 7917486 Municipal district Vaitupa 

Site type(s) 

marae   

Status 
State of Conservation Significance Vulnerability 

high high low 

Description 

Large well preserved marae complex with a short double or treble row of upright basalt stones.  Spreads of 
kiri kiri visible around the marae stones.  Some partially buried basalt stones visible across the complex 
which covers an area under two large trees and a further open area.  Site is located approximately 300m 
from a fresh water spring. 

Notes 

 

Photo 

 

 
 

Date of 
survey 

5/25/2017 Recorded by 
Jane Downes, Colin Richards, Ngaakitai Pureariki, 
Lawrence Shaw, Francisco H. Torres, Kate Welham 
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Site ID AIT01 Site name Toku pu moana Aitutaki 

Notes from Bellwood 1978 

Bellwood number AIT01 
Bellwood site 
name 

Toka pu moana 

Bellwood site 
type(s) 

marae  
Bellwood 
Classification 

D3 

Bellwood location Ta'akarere tapere, division number unknown (Fig. 56a) 

Bellwood Description 

This site consists of an atarau with two parallel rows of close-set, unworked, upright basalt stones, ranging in height 
from 40 to 85 cm. The two rows cover an area of 4 x 1.20 meters, and the irregular space between the two rows has 
been left empty, as in all other examples of this class (see Fig. 56a).  
To the northwest of the AIT01 atarau lie a number of stones, that may represent a destroyed second example, and also 
two short alignments of facing stones at right angles, that might have been facings for the foundations of a small house 
(see Fig. 56a). Similar facings have been preserved on the type D4 marae of AIT27 (see this paper, pp. 107-108). 
Immediately to the southeast of the atarau lies another cluster of fallen stones, together with a single upright. 
Tentatively, it might be suggested that this site originally consisted of two atarau, with a small god-house between 
them.  
The tradition for this site states that it was built by Maio, a voyager from an unknown homeland who settled on Aitutaki 
and married Te-aroitau, a woman who came to Aitutaki with Ru, 24 to 27 generations before 1900 (Table 6). 
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Site ID AIT02 Site name Itinga ra Aitutaki 

Location 

Easting 419063 Northing 7918178 Municipal district Vaitupa 

Site type(s) 

Marae   

Status 
State of Conservation Significance Vulnerability 

High low low 

Description 

Large block of coral limestone located on Aitutaki golf course 

Notes 

 

Photo 

 

 
 

Date of 
survey 

5/25/2017 Recorded by 
Jane Downes, Colin Richards, Ngaakitai Pureariki, 
Lawrence Shaw, Francisco H. Torres, Kate Welham 
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Site ID AIT02 Site name Itinga ra Aitutaki 

Notes from Bellwood 1978 

Bellwood number AIT02 
Bellwood site 
name 

Itinga-ra 

Bellwood site 
type(s) 

natural  
Bellwood 
Classification 

Unclassified 

Bellwood location Ta-akarere tap ere, land name Kara'ao, division number 54 (not figured). 

Bellwood Description 

This site consists of a large block of coral limestone, 2.10 meters high and 2.35 x 1.20 meters at the base. Traditionally, 
this stone was erected by Maio as his god, Itinga-ra (rising of the sun). Casual inspection suggests that it is purely a 
natural feature, although it does stand out sharply from the surface of a flat area of land, and erection by human agency 
is not impossible. 
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Site ID AIT03 Site name are kari ori Aitutaki 

Location 

Easting 418766 Northing 7916730 Municipal district Vaitupa 

Site type(s) 

Paepae   

Status 
State of Conservation Significance Vulnerability 

High high medium 

Description 

House of entertainment' large collection of stone structures in heavy undergrowth located approximately 
100m up a steep slope from the main road. 

Notes 

 

Photo 

 

 
 

Date of 
survey 

5/25/2017 Recorded by 
Jane Downes, Colin Richards, Ngaakitai Pureariki, 
Lawrence Shaw, Francisco H. Torres, Kate Welham 
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Site ID AIT03 Site name are kari ori Aitutaki 

Notes from Bellwood 1978 

Bellwood number AIT03 
Bellwood site 
name 

Are Karioi 

Bellwood site 
type(s) 

paepae  
Bellwood 
Classification 

C1 

Bellwood location This site is situated in Vaitupa tapere, on land named Kororopu (Division No. 85) 

Bellwood Description 

This site is situated in Vaitupa tapere, on land named Kororopu (Division No. 85), and was excavated over a period of 
14 days in January 1970, with up to four workmen. This is the only site on Aitutaki which has a definite paepae of the 
pavement type, apart from one dubious example at AIT07. Because of its special function as a house for dancing and 
entertainment, it has been classified separately as paepae type CI (Bellwood 1969a:525), It would appear to be the only 
'Are Karioi surviving on Aitutaki, although Buck (1927:37) claims that each district originally had one.   
The traditional story of the site was recorded briefly by Buck in 1926 (Buck 1927:36-38), and in 1970 the full tradition 
of the building of the house was recorded from Mouroa Ioane of Reureu, and the related story of Otaua and Ikaroa 
(Buck 1927:37) was recorded from 'Are Tini of Amuri. The building of the house was commenced 13 generations before 
1900 for a man named Maraeara, whose son was in charge of the construction work. The latter was unable to finish the 
structure because of difficulties with the roof, and the house was finally completed by Ra'ui, a ta'unga from Vaiau tapere 
(see traditions for AIT23, this paper p. 104). It is said that Ra'ui married the daughter of Maraeara. There are no 
missionary accounts known to the author concerning the 'Are Karioi, but the strength of the traditions concerning it 
suggests that it remained in use possibly until the arrival of Christianity. 
The site as it survives now consists of a rectangular pavement covering an area 25 x 9 meters, built on the top of a low 
ridge which runs in a north-south direction about 200 meters inland from the beach. The house itself is orientated 
approximately north-south, and the surface of the pavement slopes very gently downwards toward the west (Fig. 64), 
The structure of the pavement is unusual, and the only similar structure recorded in the southern Cooks occurs at marae 
Maungaroa, site MAN.7 on Mangaia. A discussion of possible links between the two sites is given in the Mangaian report 
for that site (this paper p. 146). 
The foundation of the pavement is of unworked basalt stones of fairly small size, and no stone appears to be so big that 
it cannot be carried by one man. These stones have been arranged in a series of "boxes," and have also been used for 
the outer faces of the platform. The stone "boxes" were filled with coral gravel (kiri-kiri. teatea). When the house was 
in use, it is unlikely that any of the inner basalt stones were visible. They appear to have functioned as retainers for the 
loose coral, which otherwise would have been scattered and washed down the slope tb the west of the site. Today, the 
basalt stones are exposed, and the: coral has evidently washed away in large quantities. 
At present, bananas and arrowroot are grown on the western and eastern sides of the site. In recent times it is fairly 
certain that cultivation has taken place all around the site and up to its edges. This means that the original stratigraphy 
has been truncated, a matter that will be referred to below. Because local residents were unwilling to allow any of the 
stones of the platform to be removed, the excavations took place only around its edges. It is very likely that earlier 
structures remain underneath the platform, and this has made interpretation of the excavations rather difficult. At 
present the platform itself is quite well preserved, but the faces of the northern and eastern sides have been extensively 
damaged. Buck (1927:37) refers to gaps in the facing that marked the positions of doorways. It seems more likely that 
the gaps, which are not regular, simply mark places from which stones were removed sometime after construction. 
The presence of-several banana and coconut trees made a regular layout of the excavation trenches impossible, and 
resulted in gaps between trenches. The gaps shown in the plan (see Fig. 64) mark the positions of these trees. The 
presence of a small hut at the northeast corner of the site also hampered extension of the excavation in this area. The 
archaeological evidence from the excavations consisted almost entirely of postholes which marked positions of house 
posts. These postholes were found all around the platform immediately outside the facing stones. It is quite clear that 
the house was rebuilt at least twice, but the structural sequence is difficult to interpret because the area under the 
platform could not be excavated. 
The situation along the eastern side is the most complex, since there are postholes representing at least three periods. 
The stratigraphy is very simple, and unfortunately has not aided interpretation very much owing to its truncation by 
modern cultivation. 
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Site ID AIT04 Site name unamed Aitutaki 

Location 

Easting 419088 Northing 7916992 Municipal district Vaitupa 

Site type(s) 

Natural   

Status 
State of Conservation Significance Vulnerability 

High low medium 

Description 

Large basalt rock lying in shallow water on the beach. 

Notes 

 

Photo 

 

 
 

Date of 
survey 

5/25/2017 Recorded by 
Jane Downes, Colin Richards, Ngaakitai Pureariki, 
Lawrence Shaw, Francisco H. Torres, Kate Welham 
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Site ID AIT04 Site name unamed Aitutaki 

Notes from Bellwood 1978 

Bellwood number AIT04 
Bellwood site 
name 

unnamed 

Bellwood site 
type(s) 

natural  
Bellwood 
Classification 

natural 

Bellwood location Vaitupa tapere, land name Paenga Manuiri, division number 5A (not figured). 

Bellwood Description 

This site is simply a large natural block of basalt lying on the beach. Traditionally, it is associated with a man called Rae, 
who stole two stones from the marae of Te Autapu (AIT06) for his marae in Taravao (possibly AIT25). He managed to 
remove one successfully, while the one referred to here was used as a seat by Ta'akura, a god associated with Te Autapu, 
and Rae was unable to move it. This, at least, is the legend; the stone is purely a natural feature. 
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Site ID AIT05 Site name Kaimoko Aitutaki 

Location 

Easting 417909 Northing 7917336 Municipal district Vaitupa 

Site type(s) 

Marae   

Status 
State of Conservation Significance Vulnerability 

Low low medium 

Description 

Remains of a marae with upstanding basalt boulders located across a property boundary 

Notes 

 

Photo 

 

 
 

Date of 
survey 

5/25/2017 Recorded by 
Jane Downes, Colin Richards, Ngaakitai Pureariki, 
Lawrence Shaw, Francisco H. Torres, Kate Welham 
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Site ID AIT05 Site name Kaimoko Aitutaki 

Notes from Bellwood 1978 

Bellwood number AIT05 
Bellwood site 
name 

Kaimoko 

Bellwood site 
type(s) 

marae  
Bellwood 
Classification 

Possibly type 
D2 

Bellwood location Ta'akarere tapere, division number unknown (not figured). 

Bellwood Description 

This site consists of a scatter of stones, located close to a road junction. No traditional information is available and the 
site resembles a destroyed version of a D2 marae 
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Site ID AIT06 Site name Tea tapu Aitutaki 

Location 

Easting 418808 Northing 7917097 Municipal district Vaitupa 

Site type(s) 

Marae   

Status 
State of Conservation Significance Vulnerability 

Low low low 

Description 

Area of flat ground with heavy vegetation.  No evidence for marae now evident. 

Notes 

 

Photo 

 

 
 

Date of 
survey 

5/25/2017 Recorded by 
Jane Downes, Colin Richards, Ngaakitai Pureariki, 
Lawrence Shaw, Francisco H. Torres, Kate Welham 
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Site ID AIT06 Site name Tea tapu Aitutaki 

Notes from Bellwood 1978 

Bellwood number AIT06 
Bellwood site 
name 

Te Autapu 

Bellwood site 
type(s) 

marae  
Bellwood 
Classification 

D5 

Bellwood location Vaitupa tapere, division number unknown (not figured). 

Bellwood Description 

The only surviving description of this marae is given by Buck (1927:209), who refers to it as Te-Hautapu-o-nga-Ariki, the 
marae of Ru (Koro 1934:22). 
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Site ID AIT07 Site name Ka keu o rangi Aitutaki 

Location 

Easting 416295 Northing 7915838 Municipal district Anaunga 

Site type(s) 

Marae   

Status 
State of Conservation Significance Vulnerability 

Medium medium high 

Description 

Marae complex situated in the grounds of the entrance to the Pacific Resort Hotel.  The site has been 
partially destroyed by building work and large stones are embedded in the walls of the garden. 

Notes 

 

Photo 

 

 
 

Date of 
survey 

5/24/2017 Recorded by 
Jane Downes, Colin Richards, Ngaakitai Pureariki, 
Lawrence Shaw, Francisco H. Torres, Kate Welham 
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Site ID AIT07 Site name Ka keu o rangi Aitutaki 

Notes from Bellwood 1978 

Bellwood number AIT07 
Bellwood site 
name 

Kakeute rangi 

Bellwood site 
type(s) 

marae paepae 
Bellwood 
Classification 

Unclassifiable 
complex 

Bellwood location 
Anaunga tapere, land name Perekiatu, division numbers 76, 77, and possibly 1 (Fig. 
56b). 

Bellwood Description 

This site has no clear structure and is difficult to classify accurately. Of the two western enclosures (Fig. 56b), enclosure 
1 covers an area 3.50 x 1.50 meters, and the rectangular area enclosed is filled with kiri kiri. (coral gravel) . Enclosure 2 
is similar, covering an area 3x3 meters. The stones of these enclosures are not upright, as are those of the D3 atarau 
although enclosure 1 does have two small uprights on one side. Instead, they are lined by slabs set on edge at ground 
level. At AIT20 such enclosures were found to be Christian graves. Otherwise, this marae consists of the few uprights 
averaging 1 meter high, together with paepae 1, which is a stone-faced terrace 3 meters long; and paepae 2, which is a 
badly disrupted pavement covering an area 10 x 3 meters. Both these paepae might be classified as type C2.  
Traditionally, this is said to be one of the marae built by the ancestral figure Te Erui :(Koro 1934:78). 
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Site ID AIT08 Site name unamed Aitutaki 

Location 

Easting  Northing  Municipal district Anaunga 

Site type(s) 

natural   

Status 
State of Conservation Significance Vulnerability 

unknown low unknown 

Description 

unlocated 2017 

Notes 

The locations of these sites is not recorded by Bellwood and have not been able to be located, therefore no 
coordinates are given. 

Photo 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Date of 
survey 

 Recorded by 
Jane Downes, Colin Richards, Ngaakitai Pureariki, 
Lawrence Shaw, Francisco H. Torres, Kate Welham 
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Site ID AIT08 Site name unamed Aitutaki 

Notes from Bellwood 1978 

Bellwood number AIT08 
Bellwood site 
name 

unamed 

Bellwood site 
type(s) 

natural  
Bellwood 
Classification 

Unclassified 

Bellwood location land name Perekiatu (not figured). 

Bellwood Description 

Both these sites are natural boulders on the beach close to AIT07. Traditions concerning them are on record, but are of 
no archaeological significance 
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Site ID AIT09 Site name unamed Aitutaki 

Location 

Easting  Northing  Municipal district Anaunga 

Site type(s) 

natural   

Status 
State of Conservation Significance Vulnerability 

unknown low unknown 

Description 

unlocated 2017 

Notes 

The locations of these sites is not recorded by Bellwood and have not been able to be located, therefore no 
coordinates are given. 

Photo 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Date of 
survey 

 Recorded by 
Jane Downes, Colin Richards, Ngaakitai Pureariki, 
Lawrence Shaw, Francisco H. Torres, Kate Welham 
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Site ID AIT09 Site name unamed Aitutaki 

Notes from Bellwood 1978 

Bellwood number AIT09 
Bellwood site 
name 

unamed 

Bellwood site 
type(s) 

natural  
Bellwood 
Classification 

Unclassified 

Bellwood location land name Perekiatu (not figured). 

Bellwood Description 

Both these sites are natural boulders on the beach close to AIT07. Traditions concerning them are on record, but are of 
no archaeological significance 
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Site ID AIT10 Site name Aurape te rangi Aitutaki 

Location 

Easting 416127 Northing 7914356 Municipal district Arutanga 

Site type(s) 

marae   

Status 
State of Conservation Significance Vulnerability 

medium medium medium 

Description 

Marae complex situated in the grounds of a property.  The marae has been moved about and contains an 
oval grouping of stones said to be original.  Melinda Allen excavated in this region and uncovered human 
remains. 

Notes 

This site is thought likely to be a marae noted by Bellwood called AIT10. 

Photo 

 

 
 

Date of 
survey 

5/25/2017 Recorded by 
Jane Downes, Colin Richards, Ngaakitai Pureariki, 
Lawrence Shaw, Francisco H. Torres, Kate Welham 

  


