
POLYNESIAN AUSTRAL ISLANDS EXCEPTIONALLY TALL CEREMONIAL PADDLE
A CENTRAL POLYNESIAN AUSTRAL ISLANDS EXCEPTIONALLY TALL CEREMONIAL PADDLE CARVED WITH

ANTHROPOMORPHIC FIGURES TO THE CIRCULAR FINIAL AND WITH COMPLEX SCHEMATIC SURFACE IMAGERY 
LATE 18TH – EARLY 19TH CENTURY

SIZE: 227CM LONG - 89¼ INS LONG - 7 FEET 5¼ INS LONG

 
LITERATURE

IT IS BELIEVED THAT AUSTRAL ISLANDS PADDLES WERE DISPLAYED AT TIMES WHEN ONE CHIEF VISITED ANOTHER, BUT
NO EARLY ACCOUNTS EXIST OF ANY CEREMONIES CONNECTED WITH THEIR USE. WILLIAM ANDERSON, WHO

ACCOMPANIED COOK ON HIS THIRD VOYAGE TO THE PACIFIC, NOTED THAT CANOES IN TUPUAI ISLAND WERE ‘MANAGED
WITH SMALL PADDLES WHOSE BLADES WERE NEARLY ROUND’, BUT THE CAREFUL ORNAMENTATION ON THESE

PADDLES LEADS TO A CEREMONIAL RATHER THAN A FUNCTIONAL USE. LIKE THE PADDLE SHAPED ‘RAPA’ OF EASTER
ISLAND THEY PROBABLY SERVED AS DANCE PADDLES USED TO ACCENTUATE THE MOVEMENTS OF THE BODY DURING

CEREMONIAL SACRED AND SECULAR PERFORMANCES ON THE ‘MARAE’.
THEIR GENERAL FORM IS OBVIOUSLY TRADITIONAL AND WHATEVER THEIR ORIGINAL FUNCTION IT WAS LIKELY OF PRE-

CONTACT ORIGIN. THE INDICATION IS THAT EARLY ON THESE PADDLES WERE PRODUCED LIKE OTHER AUSTRAL ISLAND
ART FORMS SUCH AS DRUMS FOR LOCAL USE AND FOR TRADE TO THE SOCIETY ISLANDS, AND WERE PRESENT BEFORE
THE ARRIVAL OF EUROPEANS. CARVED WITH FRONTALLY POSED FIGURES APPARENTLY DANCING WITH UPRAISED ARMS

THEIR USE AS DANCE PADDLES WOULD CORRESPOND WITH THEIR DECORATION.
THE ARRIVAL OF THE MISSIONARIES IN THE 1820’S PUT A STOP TO DRUM MAKING AND OTHER ASSOCIATED RITUAL

OBJECTS WHICH WERE DEEMED TO BE ‘HEATHEN PRACTICES’. WITH THE CONVERSION OF THE ISLANDERS TO
CHRISTIANITY AND A GROWING DEMAND FROM VISITING WHALERS AND EUROPEAN SHIPS FOR EXCHANGE VALUABLES
AND POLYNESIAN CURIOSITIES THE CARVERS TURNED THEIR HAND TO CREATING PADDLES. BETWEEN 1821 AND 1840

MANY BEAUTIFULLY CARVED PADDLES WERE MANUFACTURED, OF SMALL AND MEDIUM SIZE, AND ALTHOUGH
INTRODUCED METAL TOOLS WERE USED IN THEIR INITIAL SHAPING, THE CARVERS PREFERRED THEIR INDIGENOUS

TOOLS MADE FROM SHARK’S TEETH OR SHELL FOR THE FINER SURFACE CARVING.
THIS EXCEPTIONALLY TALL PADDLE, TOO LONG FOR EASY TRANSPORTATION BACK TO EUROPE, IS METICULOUSLY

CARVED, EVERY SQUARE CENTIMETRE IS CUT WITH ARCS, LATTICEWORK, CONCENTRIC CIRCLES AND
ANTHROPOMORPHIC MOTIFS WHICH ARE THOUGHT TO ALLUDE TO SUCCESSIVE GENERATIONS OF ANCESTORS. IT IS

MOST PROBABLY AN EARLY TRADITIONAL ISLAND ARTEFACT AND WAS NOT MADE SOLELY AS A RESPONSE TO THE
DEMAND OF 19TH CENTURY COLLECTORS FOR EXOTIC CURIOS.

 


