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Abstract - The work undertaken at Ahu Motu Toremo Hiva (Poike Peninsula, Easter Island) between 2004 and 2006 has 

brought to light several unexpected elements: the sequential emplacement of ritual platforms, testifying the use of the site 

that has at least two times been completely rearranged since its initial occupation in the late 13
th

-14
th

 century AD, the 

systematic disassembling of pebble pavements before each phase of abandonment, and the recycling of one statue. All 

these discoveries shed new light on the history of Easter Island ritual platform construction. Now we can recognize that the 

abandonment of an ahu is not strictly connected with an ecological crisis: recycling, disassembling and reuse of architectural 

elements and statues also characterize monuments of the 14
th

 or 15
th

 century AD. In other respects, the geomorphologic 

study of the site allowed us to determine that each ahu abandonment phase was coupled with agricultural exploitation. 

Evidently, the traditional settlement pattern of villages inserted between the ritual platform and the agricultural land, all 

functioning simultaneously, must be questioned. In addition, at Ahu Motu Toremo Hiva, each abandonment of an ahu 

represents an important work requesting manpower and time. We propose to call this process "condemnation". These data 

ask a change of our approach of the story of the ahu in ruins: is it really ruins or the result of a process of "condemnation"? 

 

Introduction 

 
The Belgian Archaeological Mission, that began in 2000 for the Royal Museums of Art and History of Brussels 
with the collaboration of the University of Ghent (Vakgroepen Geo-grafie en Archeologie) and the Royal 
Belgian Institute for Natural Sciences (Laboratory of Human Palaeontology), had as main purpose to understand 
the oldest ahu of Easter Island. As part of this program, we excavated during three years around an ahu along the 
northern coast of Poike.1 This ahu, greatly in ruins, is located on the top of a cliff of 170 m hight, near the 
Tavaka creek. It is located immediately east of Maunga Parehe, the northernmost of the three trachyte domes that 
characterize the northern slope of the Poike Peninsula. The popular tradition calls this place Ahu Motu Toremo 
Hiva2 (Figure 1). 
 
This structure, already listed by Sebastian Englert (2004:268, No. 149), was only known to bear some superficial 
architectural elements spread out over a length of approximately 32 m. On the base of these remains, it could be 
suggested that the site consisted of an ahu made up of a central platform of almost 15m long and augmented with 
lateral wings to the east and the west. The extremities had been truncated or interrupted by broad depressions 
formed by erosion. There was no obvious trace of a paved ramp in front of the ahu platform (Figure 2). 
 
On the landward side, the wall of the platform appeared relatively well preserved, but was almost completely 
covered by sediments. Immediately south of this wall, a large, much eroded block of yellowish tuff of Rano 
Raraku type suggested the presence of a moai at the site. The seaward facade, on the other hand, has largely 
collapsed. Many of the fallen blocks are still present on the seaward slope leading from the ahu to the terrace-
like weathering front of the basaltic bedrock. A few wall elements still in situ today demonstrate that the 
monument was, along this side, at least 2.5 m high (Figure 3). It had been built with large, irregularly shaped 
basalt blocks of various dimensions, which had only been very rudimentarily hewn. Between the safeguarded 
exterior ahu facades, the loose interior fill could be observed (unconsolidated rubble essentially composed of 
trachyte and basalt fragments of variable size). 
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Figure 1. Location of Ahu Motu Toremo Hiva (at northern coast of Poike Peninsula). 

Figure 2. General view of Ahu 

Motu Toremo Hiva site (northern 

coast of Poike Peninsula). On both 

sides of the remains of the 

platform, we can see two large 

depressions formed by erosion. 

Figure 3. The seaward facade of 

the platform of Ahu Motu Toremo 

Hiva (northern coast of Poike 

Peninsula). The wall is largely 

collapsed but a few elements are 

still in place. 
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The New Data 
 
The site was excavated during three campaigns between 2004 and 2006, with as a first result, the discovery of a 
series of three ahu (Cauwe et al. 2005; 2006a, 2006b) the last one being partially on the surface. On no account 
is this accumulation of monuments at the same place a novelty: we know, for example, the same/situation occur 
at 'Anakena (Ahu Nau Nau) and at Akahanga (Routledge.1919; Metratix 1971; Englert 2004; Skjølsvold 1994; 
Flenley &Bahn 2002). Some years ago, our team had also discovered the same situation at Ahu o Rongo (Huyge 
& Cauwe 2002). But in the present case, this phenomenon was found in a coherent stratigraphic context, 
favourable for some observations about the building, use, modifications and the end of use of the monuments. 
More than the recurrence of ahu on the same site it is possible to discuss about their story. The situation is 
similar to that of  'Anakena (Martinsson-Wallin & Wallin 2000). 
 

     
 
 
 
 
The oldest ahu constructed at Ahu Motu Toremo Hiva (called AMTH-II3) was built on the eastern part of the 
site (Figure 4). The boundaries of the actual platform are known, but the extent of its wings cannot be estimated. 
Part of the monument seems to have been carried off by erosion. Partial cleaning of the flank of the broad eroded 
depression east of the excavated remains, however, showed that the AMTH-II eastern wing probably projected 
beyond that point. On landward side, in front of the ramp and the wings of the platform, a construction surface 
was prepared. The southern extension of this surface is not known. Some poro were found in situ on this surface, 
as well as negative impressions of similar cobbles. Probably, the disappearance of the majority of these poro is 
the result of an intentional act. Indeed, the construction surface into which these poro were integrated, however 
fragile, does not show any evidence of disturbance (no erosion traces, for instance). In other respects, the 
sediments overlying this surface show no traces of disturbance, therefore the removal of the poro must date from 
about the moment it was decided to abandon the monument.                                                    
 
The second platform (AMTH-I) have at least a length of 5 m (Figure 5). The most part of the ahu was also 
destroyed by erosion. But we know that this monument is 2 m wide. Indeed, the seaward wall rests on a solid 
foundation substructure. On the landward side, the facade is equipped with a relatively narrow ramp (1.80 m 
wide), but its incline is rather steep. The third monument (AMTH-III) was built between the two others, and the 
ruins were partially used as foundations (Figure 6). The landward wall is only preceded by an area paved with 
small cobbles and powdered with yellow dust (the precise nature of this dust is still to be determined). Here too, 
negative impressions of poro have been observed. The disappearance of these cobbles also seems to be the result 
of an intentional act, as in the case of the oldest ahu. 

Figure 4. The oldest ahu (AMTH-II) of Ahu Motu Toremo Hiva (northern coast of Poike Peninsula). In the background we  

see the remains of landward wall of the platform. In front of the wall, we have found a well preserved ramp and the 

construction surface. 
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Figure 5. The second ahu (AMTH-I) built at Ahu Motu Toremo Hiva (northern coast of Poike Peninsula). In the 

background we can see a wing or a ramp largely collapsed by erosion. 

 

Figure 6. The third ahu (AMTH-III) of Ahu Motu Toremo Hiva (northern coast of Poike Peninsula). This last ahu was 

built between the two others, whose ruins were partially used as foundations. The landward wall is preceded by an 

area paved with small cobbles. 
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Figure 8. Head of moai found at Ahu Motu Toremo 

Hiva (northern coast of Poike Peninsula). This head 

was integrated into a ramp built in front of the last 

platform of the site. 

 

Absence of Moai 
 
After the abandonment of AMTH-III, the area in front of the platform was partially covered by natural 
sedimentation (sheet wash deposits), but also by a discontinuous distribution of hani hani (red scoria). The 
significance of this deposit, sometimes rather thick (up to 10 cm in certain sectors), is not known at present. It 
could represent a symbolic condemnation of the monument, the preparation of the surface for an activity 
unrelated to the earlier ahu, or the destruction of pukao which may have once capped the statue(s) erected on the 
site. 
 
The last historical stage of the site is, as far as we know, unparalleled on Easter Island. It consists of the 
construction of a broad ramp by means of large blocks posed upright and intentionally covered by a large mass 
of sediments.4 This ramp, set in an arc of a circle in front of the monument, apparently reached the surface level 
of the last platform (Figure 7). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
On the chronological level, as indicated by a natural 
sedimentary interval, this ramp was clearly placed after the 
use of AMTH-III. Its purpose, however, remains 
enigmatic. In our opinion, the considerable effort 
undertaken for its construction and the solidity of the 
edifice — reinforced with vertically positioned stones — 
may suggest a ramp intended for the removal of moai. 
This explanation is indeed compatible with the already 
mentioned removal of poro from the terraces of AMTH-I 
and AMTH-III. With each abandonment phase of the site, 
the people concerned with a particular monument carried 
its essence with them, moai as well as poro.                                       
 
In this way, no complete statue has been found associated 
with the monuments of Ahu Motu Toremo Hiva, only one 
moai head remains. The head fragment was integrated into 
the last ramp, like the other large blocks posed upright. It 
looks like a fragment of an older statue which was 
recycled. Examples of the reuse of statues, or fragments of 
moai, are known elsewhere on the island. The most 
famous are certainly those of Ahu Nau Nau on the beach 
of  'Anakena and Ahu Maitaki te Moa on the west coast (a 
recycled complete statue, its face turned towards the 
interior of the monument) (Heyerdahl & Ferdon 1961). 

Figure 7. Plan of the ramp built at Ahu Motu Toremo Hiva (northern coast of Poike Penirisula in front of the last 

platform and after its abandonment. We suppose that this big structure in the arc of a circle, reinforced with stones 

and covered by a large mass of sediments, was intended for the removal of moai. Possibly, the two postholes were 

useful for retaining ropes. 
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The fragmentary head preserved at Ahu Motu Toremo Hiva is atypical in style. The face is extremely broad 
(1.40 m), the nose is bloated and the hollows of the eyes are too shallow to have contained some kind of ocular 
insert (coral eyes for instance) (Figure 8). Lastly, the face seems to be completely deprived of ears. Little 
comparison exists for this type of moai, except for the statue of  Pou Hakanononga, preserved at the Royal 
Museums of Art and History in Brussels since 1935 (Forment 1981). In this case as well, one notices the 
broadness of the face (nearly 1.35 m), the absence of ears and the very shallow eye sockets. With regards to 
differences, the back of the head of Pou Hakanononga is completely rounded, whereas the moai of Ahu Motu 
Toremo Hiva has a flat occipital. The Brussels statue, moreover, has clearly much more pronounced eyebrow 
arches. 
 
 

Chronology of the Site (Table 1) 
 
The order of the ahu series of Ahu Motu Toremo Hiva has no ambiguity. In one of our trenches, the three 
monuments are superimposed, but separated from each other by some sheet wash deposits coming from the slope 
in front of the monuments (Figure 9). 
 
 
 

Event 

 

Sample 

 

Lab A/o. 

 

Date BP 

 

Date cal. AD (1o) 

 

Date cal. AD (2o) 

 Skeleton buried after 
the use of the 
platforms 
 

AMTH-2004-2/1 
(human bone) 
 

KIA-26483 

 

150 ± 20 

 

1690 (14.5%) 1730 
1800(38.7%) 1900 
1920 (14.9%) 1950 
 

1680 (21. 9%) 1730 
1800 (73.5%) 1960 
 

West posthole 
associated with the 
ramp which closed 
the use of the 
platforms 
 

AMTH-2004-1/6 
(Charcoal) 
 

KIA-26487 

 

240 ± 20 

 

1650 (23.1%) 1680 
1740 (45.1%) 1800 
 

1640 (29.1%) 1680 
1730 (66.3%) 1800 
 

AMTH-2005-4/1 
(Charcoal) 
 

KIA-29814 

 

325 ± 25 

 

1510 (44.0%) 1580 
1620 (24.2%) 1650 
 

1500 (64.9%) 1600 
1610 (30.5%) 1650 
 

Colluvium (Sheet 
wash deposits 
between the 
platforms) 
 

AMTH-2004-1/1 
(Charcoal) 
 

KIA-26452 

 

675 ± 20 

 

1300 (26.0%) 1325 
1340 (26.3%) 1365 
1375 (16.0%) 1390 
 

1295 (95.4%) 1395 

 

AMTH-2004-1/3 
(Charcoal) 
 

KIA-26461 

 

630 ± 25 

 

1320 (44. 5%) 1350 
1385 (23.7%) 1405 
 

1310 (58.8%) 1360 
1370 (36.6%) 1420 
 

AMTH-2005-6/1 
(Charcoal) 
 

KIA-29813 

 

610 ±25 

 

1325 (21.2%) 1340 
1390 (47.0%) 1410 
 

1310 (36. 7%) 1360 
1380 (58.7%) 1430 
 

Deforestation layer 
(beneath the oldest 
ahu foundations) 
 

AMTH-2004-3/2 
(Charcoal) 
 

KIA-26453 

 

675 ± 25 

 

1300 (26.2%) 1330 
1340 (26.4%) 1365 
1375 (15.6%) 1390 
 

1295 (95.4%) 1395 

 

AMTH-2004-3/3 
(Charcoal) 
 

KIA-26464 

 

700 ± 25 

 

1295 (29.3%) 1320 
1350 (38.9%) 1385 
 

1280 (42.5%) 1330 
1340 (52.9%) 1400 
 

AMTH-2005-5/1 
(Charcoal) 
 

KIA-29812 

 

630 ± 25 

 

1320 (44.5%) 1350 
1385 (23.7%) 1405 
 

1310 (58.8%) 1360 
1370 (36.6%) 1420 
 

 
 
 
Immediately beneath the foundations of the oldest ahu, one can see a layer of deforestation, with burned palm 
roots. The three dates obtained for this event give us homogeneous results and a good terminus post quem, 
between 1300 and 1420 cal. AD. Similar dates have been found for deforestation of the southern coast of Poike 
(Mieth & Bork 2004: 57-58). Consequently, the monuments of Ahu Motu Toremo Hiva have been built during 
the 14th century AD at earliest. 
 
A terminus ante quem could also be determined for the Ahu Motu Toremo Hiva site. On both sides of the ramp, 
that closed the use of the last ahu, we found two postholes for which we cannot determine the exact function. 
Possibly, they were used for holding in position two posts retaining ropes for the removal of some statues. In any 
case, we have found charcoal in one of these postholes, dated between 1500 and 1800 cal. AD. This date, 
confirmed by two samples, indicates the late state of use of the site.  
 

Table 1. 
14

C dates of Ahu Motu Toremo Hiva. 

 

(Calibrated dates: Bronk Ramsey 2005 and McCormac, et al. 2004.) 
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Thus we can state that the three ahu of this site were built between the 14th and the 17th or 18th century AD. 
Consequently, the life expectancy of each platform was about one century, probably less if we consider the 
moments of natural sedimentation that separate the three platforms. Despite the lack of precision, we can say that 
the Islanders have built, at three times, a large platform only for two or three generations. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Synthesis of Events 
 

1. Deforestation, at the end of the 13th century AD or during the next century, of an area on the Poike 
Peninsula. This sector is more extended than the area strictly necessary for the building of an ahu. 
Actually, sediments coming from the slope in front of the site recover the three ahu and these layers 
contain charcoal for which we have 14C dates. These dates are exactly the same as those obtained for the 
deforestation layer (Table 1). This fact indicates a transportation of charcoal by erosion during several 
decades from a sector that has also supported deforestation during the 14th century AD. 

 
2. Construction of the first ahu (AMTH-II). The foundation structures of this ahu are directly built on the 

deforestation layer. 
 

Figure 9. The superimposition of the three ahu of Ahu Motu Toremo Hiva (northern coast of Poike Peninsula), above 

the β2 horizon. 
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3. Abandonment of AMTH-II. Some poro of the terrace were removed. No statue was found connected 
with this platform. 

 
4. Partial covering of AMTH-II by sheet wash deposits. The origin of these sediments is known and their 

nature indicates the presence of agricultural activities above the site (on the slope of Poike, south of the 
site).  Thus we can note that the abandonment of the first ahu corresponds to an intensification of the 
agricultural activities of this sector of Poike. 

 
5. Construction of AMTH-I, to the west of the first ahu. 

 
6. Abandonment of AMTH-I. In this case, we have no evidence of the removal of cobbles. We also have 

an absence of moai. 
 

7. Covering of AMTH-I by sediments, following the same process described for AMTH-II (sheet wash 
deposits testifying agricultural activities on this part of Poike Peninsula). 

 
8. Construction of the third and last platform (AMTH-III), between the two others. 

 
9. Partial "deconstruction" of AMTH-III (removal of some cobbles). 

 
10. Covering of AMTH-III by sediments, following the same process described for AMTH-II and AMTH-I 

(sheet wash deposits testifying agricultural activities on this part of Poike Peninsula). 
 

11. Partial covering by red scoria dust (hani hani) of the space just in front of the landward side of AMTH-
III.  

 
12. Partial destruction of the hani hani layer by small ditches oriented south-north. 

 
13. Construction, possibly during the 17th century AD, indeed some years before or after, of a large ramp in 

front of AMTH-III. This ramp was built with large stones and sediments. One of the stones  is a head of 
a moai carved in a tuff of Rano Raraku type. The presence of this head, 120 m above the Rano Raraku 
level, seems to testify the erection of at least one moai on one of the three platforms discovered at Ahu 
Motu Toremo Hiva. 

 
14. Burning of the vegetal cover, perhaps for agricultural activities. 

 
15. Development of the contemporaneous steppe. 

 
 

Discussion 
 
The discoveries made at Ahu Motu Toremo Hiva bring up a series of observations. If we consider only the site 
itself, we can note that the ahu have supported a complex sequence and a relatively short life expectancy. At 
each stage, the Islanders have removed some cobbles and probably also one or more moai. 
 
The case of the last ahu is especially interesting and complex: 
 

• construction of the platform using the ruins of the two others as foundations; 
• abandonment of the monument two or three generations later and removal of some poro; 
• partial covering of the ahu by sediments;  
• return of the Islanders to disperse dust of hani hani;  
• new abandonment of the site and restarting of the sedimentation process; 
• final return of Islanders and construction of a large rarnp, perhaps to remove some moai;  a moai head is 

used to build this ramp. 
 
Certainly, this process took place over a period of time, however difficult it is to define. But the small stages of 
sedimentation between the human activities show that the process of abandonment of the ahu took place during 
some months or years. 
 
In all, at Ahu Motu Toremo Hiva, we can recognize traces of recycling, dismantling and reuse of some 
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architectural elements. This dynamic is not only characteristic of this site but similar observations have been 
made for other monuments of Easter Island, notably at 'Anakena.( Ahu Nau Nau) or La Perouse Bay (Ahu Heki'i 
and Ahu Ra'ai) (Martinsson-Wallin & Wallin 2000:37-38). 
 
In addition, the geomorphological study of Ahu Motu Toremo Hiva has permitted us to determine that each ahu 
abandonment phase was coupled with agricultural exploitation. Evidently, the traditional settlement pattern of 
villages inserted between the ritual platform and the agricultural land, all functioning simultaneously (Flenley & 
Bahn 2002: 93-94) must be questioned, at least partially. 
 
Some consequences can also be established if we consider Ahu Motu Toremo Hiva in the scale of the whole 
island. First we now can recognize that the abandonment of an ahu is not strictly connected with an ecological 
crisis, such as a consequence of the collapse of the Rapa Nui culture. It is important to note that some ahu have 
been abandoned, dismantled or recycled since the 14th or 15th century AD, that is to say at the same time of the 
construction of other ahu. This fact was also observed at Ahu o Rongo, during excavations made by the same 
team (Huyge and Cauwe 2002). 
 
The presence of a ramp as terminal stage of use of Ahu Motu Toremo Hiva and the absence of any statue for the 
three ahu discovered asks the question of the carriage of the moai. Apparently, the statues were not removed 
only from the source of raw material (Rano Raraku for instance; Lipo & Hunt 2005) to an ahu, but also from an 
ahu to other places. This fact allows questioning the determination of the "roads of moai". 
 
Finally, the most important point for us is the discovery of complex process to organize the abandonment of the 
ahu. At Ahu Motu Tormeo Hiva, the Islanders never let their platform go to ruin or be destroyed by violence. 
Each-abandonment represents an important work. This type of process is called "condemnation" by the branch of 
French Archaeology that studies the Neolithic megaliths (Cauwe et al. in press). As for the megaliths of Britain, 
Ireland, Portugal, England or Netherlands, this process requires important manpower and time, and the aim is 
firstly to stop the symbolic or efficient role of the monument, not a destruction. This data, proved by 
archaeological and geomorphologic evidence at Ahu Motu Toremo Hiva provides  a change of our approach of 
the story of the ahu in ruins: is it really in ruins or the result of a process of "condemnation"? 
 
 

Notes 
 

1 27°05.683' South x 109°14.920' West. 
 
2This peculiar toponym derives from the name of a minuscule islet situated a few hundred meters to the east, not 
far from Cape O'Higgins. It is indicated on the 1:25,000 map published in 1968 by the Servicio 
Aerofotogrametrico de la Fuerza Aerea de Chile. On the map of Easter Island edited in 2004 by the Instituto 
Geografico Militar (Carta Regular de Chile, sheet Cl 17 E), however, the same islet bears the name Varinga te 
Toremo. 
 
3The three platforms of Ahu Motu Toremo Hiva are respectively called AMTH-I, II, and III. Unfortunately, 
during the two first campaigns, we believed that the oldest ahu was AMTH-I. But the definitive stratigraphic 
evidence demonstrates than the oldest is AMTH-II. 
 
4The anthropogenic character of this layer was recognized by Morgan De Dapper thanks to the observation of the 
random orientation of the coarsest elements within it, for which no natural phenomena can account. 
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