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THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF HEAD-HUNTING IN ROVIANA

LAGOON, NEW GEORGIA

PETER J. SHEPPARD
Ullil'ersitr o/Auck/alld

RICHARD WALTER
Ullil'ersity of Otago

TAKUYA NAGAOKA
Ullil'crsity o/Auck/alld

In 1891, Captain Davis of the HMS Rom/ist attacked and burned a number
of villages in Roviana Lagoon on the southwestern side of the island of
New Georgia in the Solomon Islands' Western Province. The attack was
directed at the base settlements of the Roviana head-hunters who were
responsible for carrying out large scale raids throughout the Western
Solomons. The Royalist attack was precipitated by the murder of a white
trader at Nusa Zonga in Roviana Lagoon (Svdnev Morning Herald 1891,
Woodford 1890: 150), but was part of a wider British agenda to bring about
a Pax Britannica in the Western Province. By the late 19th century the
activities of the Roviana chiefdoms were impinging on European commerce.
This was done largely by creating an unstable political and economic
cnvironment, and by preventing the development of a consolidated European
voice among the scattered traders (Bennett 1987:63).

The Roviana chiefdom, and its attendant ritual acts and institutionalised
violence have been described by a number of contemporary observers
(Guppy 1887, Woodford 1890). With few exceptions, however, the early
accounts are historically sterile. They describe a repetitive cycle of raiding
aimed at satisfying political, cconomic and ritual exigency, and at
accumulating sufficient capital, as malia, to instigate and finance the next
round of violence. The indigenous origin of head-hunting, and its cultural
and historic setting are elided or even denied. What is left is an essentialist
view of an aggressive political system that dominated the social landscape
ofRoviana at the time when Europeans were establishing a permanent power
base in the Western Province. This system is interpreted as an anachronistic
retention of darker times, spiralling out of control under the influence of
Western trade and material culture, awaiting perhaps, the fatal impact of
colonial pacification.

These accounts raise several problems for us. First, we are concerned to
situate head-hunting, and the warfare and ritual acts observed by early visitors

9



Figure I: Chiefly skull shrine at Kindu, Vonavona, New Georgia

the archaeology shows that the notion that engagement with the West resulted
in the demise of an indigenous political and ritual expression, seriously
distorts a complex and creative resortment of Roviana ritual, ideational
and politico-economic practices.

IIPcter Shcppard. Richard Walter & Takuvu NagllOka

HEAD-HUNTING AND ANCESTRAL POWER IN ROVIANA

In this essay, head-hunting is considered to be a means by which certain
political actors both acquire and manifest power. In Roviana, authority in
all matters, be it head-hunting, installation of new chiefs or determination
of land usc rights, is bestowed by the living. But to exercise such authority
requires the positive sanction of the dead, of the ancestors from whom all
power ultimately derives. Sanction is demonstrated through the successful
acquisition of skulls, which become a material token of the efficacy or mafia
bestowed by those ancestors on chiefs who organise, fund and lead head­
hunting expeditions. Head-hunting connects the living and the dead and
provides material evidence of the will of the ancestors in the decision-making
of the living. Skulls derived from head-hunting in enemy lands, adorning
the houses of the tomoko 'war canoes', serve as powerful symbols of chiefly
efficacy. The skulls of chiefs (hanKam) when conserved in shrines (hope)
provide material connections to powerful ancestors.

10 Thc Arc!/(/cologv o(Hcwl-hulltillg ill ROl'ialla Lagooll

to New Georgia, within an indigenous historical framework, Relating to
this, we question the role of Western agency in the acceleration of head­
hunting activities in the 19th century, Or rather, we question the viewpoint
that large-scale predatory head-hunting was solely a product of Western
influence. Thus we do not wish to exeise European agency from the head­
hunting narratives because there is no doubt that engagement with the West
had a fundamental impact on the scale and organisation of warfare, on the
cconomic foundations of the chiefdom, and on the material culture of head­
hunting. However, it is our view that the Roviana chiefdom described by
firsthand observers was neither a static remnant of prehistory, nor a product
of Western agency. Neither do the SO years of firsthand observations portray
a cultural trajectory usefully described in terms of impact and acculturation.
Instead, the head-hunting system of the New Georgians was part of a ritually
charged politico-economic system that evolved in the Western Province
during prehistory. Its articulation with the West involved a process of what
Carrier ( 1992:26) terms "generative interaction", one involving a creative
interaction between indigenous and Western systems.

As Aswani (this volume) demonstrates, one of the central clements in
the emergence of a historical representation that disavows indigenous agency
is the privileging of historic text. To counter this influence, Aswani examines
the narratives of New Georgians and shows that the oral traditions record
predatory head-hunting emerging out of indigenous political and ideological
entanglements in a setting of shifting demographics and tribal interactions.
The archaeological record provides a further historic "text" that informs us
on social and political change in the Roviana region in the centuries preceding
Western contact. In fact archaeology, although weak in comparison with
indigenous narrative in providing the details of historical events and
individual action, is an historical discipline which, by the nature of the data
alone, emphasises long-term change above all other processes.

In the following discussion we draw on the archaeological record of
Roviana and its former inhabitants to show that the head-hunting tradition
developed over a period of many centuries in the lagoon region. Its
development drew on basic religious practices and symbols, centring on
relationships between the living and the dead, which had been present in
New Georgia for centuries. Transformations in the scale and cultural setting
of these ideals and symbols underpinned the emergence of the powerful,
hegemonic chiefdom encountered by the first Europeans to New Georgia.
The archaeological record of Roviana makes redundant any essentialist
discussion of the chiefdom system and its associated head-hunting cults,
and this diachronic perspective is a strength that archaeology brings to the
study of head-hunting, and to Melanesian anthropology in general. Further,
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that is accessible archaeologically. Our archaeological examination of
head-hunting draws on a model in which power or efficacy derived from
ancestors is materialised, channelled and circulated through an
interconnected set of cultural media (ancestors-skulls-shrines-priests/
chiefs-exchange valuables-skulls-ancestors). A linear presentation of this
process, which under-represents a complex web of relationships, is
portrayed in a simplified form in Figure 3. Our point is to illustrate how
the archaeologically visible component of the Roviana chiefdom system,
the shrines and shell valuables, form part of a set of power relationships
in which head-hunting plays a fundamental role. We contend that head­
hunting developed in concert with the other elements, which can serve
as a proxy for this cultural practice.
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Figure 3: Simplified representation of materialised power relationships
articulating with head-hunting.

In the following discussion we first document the archaeological sites
historically associated with the Roviana groups who practised head-hunting
in the late prehistoric and early historic periods. We look at the size and
spatial layout of the settlements, and at the form and density of their internal
components. Following this, we examine evidence for the development of
this settlement system drawing on site data collected on the barrier islands
of Roviana Lagoon, and on the coastal and interior mainland of New Georgia.
We focus in particular on the shrines whose changing form, content,
distribution and spatial relations we see as key to understanding the evolution
of Roviana politico-religious configurations.

12 The Archaeo!llliY of Head-hunting in Roviana Lagoon

Figure 2: Shell valuables from Site 94 on Honiavasa. Top row hakihal!Joata,
bottom row left to right two conus rings and one bareke.

The institutionalised violence associated with head-hunting has no direct
archaeological signature. However, in the Roviana case it sits within,
supports, and is supported by a political, economic and symbolic structure

In the chiefly skull shrines, the skulls sit (Fig. I) upon a form of shell "money"
(jloata) known as hakiha. Bakiha are large rings (c.14cm in diameter) made
from fossil tridacna shell derived from the raised coralline limestones of the
Roviana Lagoon. A true hakiha, which is a marker of chiefly authority, has an
orange stain, possibly derived from iron staining in the hinge portion of the
fossil shell. This distinguishes it from other shell valuables made from fossil
shell as well as from a variety of other valuables made from living shell of
various types (Aswani and Sheppard n.d.). The relationship between !Joafa and
ancestors is not clear in Roviana, but in the closely related island of Simbo,
shell valuables are recorded as living. When they die (are broken?), their spirit
goes to Sondo, the residence ofancestral spirits (Hocart 1922). Shrines in Roviana
contain large numbers of !Joata, usually broken (probably as part of a ritual of
transfer of land use-rights), but in well preserved shrines complete items are
common (Fig. 2). Although many shell valuables are inalienable items associated
with specific social histories, others were routinely used to mark social
transactions (e.g., transfer of land-access rights). A commodity-like exchange
could occur whereby !Joata were amassed by chiefs through various mechanisms
and used to finance large-scale activity such as head-hunting or as rewards to
successful head-hunting participants (Aswani and Sheppard n.d., Hocart MSS
n.d., Miller 1978).
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land in the lower reaches of most river systems. and 10l'ated in patches behind
the mangrove zone. Water supplies on the barrier islands arc less reliable.
There are no permanent streams. but many of the islands contain semi­
permanent springs located above the high tide line. All of the barrier island
water sources dry out during particularly long dry spells (July-August). and
people routinely transport water from the mainland to the islands during
these periods.

The coastal soils of Roviana are mainly of limestone derivation. reflectina
their origins in uplifted coralline reefs. although soils inland of the mainland
wastal flats are derived from hasic vokanil's. The limestone soils are low
in nutrients hut support a shifting cultivation system which is today centred
around sweet potato production. supplemented hy the traditional crop plants:
taro. yam. banana and sago. Sweet potato is probahly an early historic period
introduction I that docs well on coastal flats adjacent to the sea. Other
introduced food plants indude cassava. whil'h docs especially well in the
low nutrient conditions. as well as a range offruits and green leafvegetables.
Irngated and wet-field taro production is today only pral'tised in a few
favoured locations in Roviana. although it is potentially viable along the
edges of the coastal river systems. Oral traditions. however. suggest that
taro production was practised more intensively in the past. particularly around
the interior of north New Georgia (Tedder and Barus 1976). and we have
re~orded the remains of small scale irrigated systems in the upper reaches
of some streams (Sheppard et al. 1998). In addition to a shifting horticultural
system. the subsistence el'onomy of the Roviana peoples focused strongly
on maritime exploitation systems. reflecting the richness and diversity of
the New Georgia lagoons.

To summarise the conditions of Roviana Lagoon as they apply to
MelaneSIan el'()J1omic patterns. the region has a low potential for intensive
hortil'ultural production with limitations imposed by low nutrient soils and
the lack of either extensive coastal plains or swamp systems suitable for
wet-field taro production. This is offset by a rich and diverse marine
environment. and despite the presence of an extensive forested interior.
historic Roviana was very much a maritime hased society. In Melanesia,
coastal l'hiefdom systems. such as that of Roviana. tended to develop in
areas where they could dominate external trade and exchange systems
~ Keesll1g I992a: 187). The Roviana chiefdom and head-hunting system was
lI1tnnslcall~ l~nked to a political economy centred in external exchange and.
whtle aVOiding overt notions of causation, we note that the local
environmental conditions no doubt facilitated these developments. Roviana
Lagoon is well sheltered, with a number of deep, safe passages to the open
sea. and articulates with other extensive lagoon systems to the southeast
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Figure 4: General Map of Roviana Lagoon showing sites and locations
mentioned in the text.

The Environmental Context (if Roviana Head-hunting
Roviana Lagoon (Fig. 4) consists of a string of raised coral islands

stretching for approximately 40km down the southwest coast of New Georgia
Island. Between the islands and the mainland of New Georgia lies a shallow
coastal lagoon of approximately two to three kilometres in width. New
Georgia is a steep, mountainous island of volcanic origin but with a complex
history of faulting, sedimentation and uplift. The vegetation cover of the
mainland is dominated by lowland and montane rain forest in the interior.
Along the coastal strip and lower river valleys and on the offshore islands,
centuries of small-scale bush clearance, fallow regimes and bush regeneration
have resulted in a distinctly anthropogenic landscape: a mosaic of garden
clearances, fallow plots, scrub and fern land border stands of regenerating
and mature forest. Introduced species, such as pandanus, are now dominant
understory plants in some areas and groves of coconut and other nut trees
(Canarium spp. and Barringtonia spp.) in forest clearings and around
settlement areas attest to the role of arboriculture in traditional Roviana
subsistence.

Permanent rivers transect the rugged mainland interior and flow into the
lagoon every few kilometres along the coast. These once floWl'd across the
now submerged coastal plain, meeting the ocean in what arl' now thl' major
passages through the barrier islands. These reliahk water SOUI"Cl'S are
supplemented hy springs close to the coast and thl'rl' arl' also arl'as of marshy



archaeological remaim of previous habitation, fortification and religious
activity. The wide southeastern end of the island is low, swampy and
uninhabited.

Nusa Roviana is divided into three territories, which are the settlement
IOnes of three closely related social divisions within Roviana society. These
divisions, Vuragare (ocean side), Kalikoqu (lagoon side) and Kokorapa
(middle), were created through the fusion of at least three named tribal
clements (Koloi, Tagosaghe, Kazukuru) as well as other coastal groups who
inhabited the lagoon hefore the major waves of population movement. Details
of this ethnohistory arc found elsewhere (sec Aswani this volume, Sheppard
et al. n.d., Aswani and Sheppard n.d.). The sites on Nusa Roviana are
clustered into four major aggregations: a hill fort, and three open settlements
on the Vuragare, Kokorapa and Kalikoqu areas of the lowland.

The Fortificatioll

The fortification on Nusa Roviana runs for more than 600m along the
eastern end of the island's central ridge. The fort is constructed of coral
cobbles which are formed into transverse walls, sometimes supplemented
hy ditches (Fig. 5). There are four main sections or compounds within the
fort, each of which is named and associated in oral traditions with specific
events and individuals. Each compound contains sets of architectural and
other archaeological features, the most prominent of which are the shrines.

The shrines consist of low platforms of coral ruhble and are usually
rectangular to sub-rectangular in form. The occasional hasalt boulder or
slab is incorporated into the structure. These were brought from the mainland
and arc thought to be of symbolic significance. On some of the shrines
sheets of lace or sheet coral mark the location of former skull houses which
contained the skulls of the ancestors (in contrast, the trophy skulls taken in
head-hunting raids were used to adorn the canoe houses on the coastal
foreshore Isee Aswani this volume D. Most of the shrines contain surface
scatters of shell valuahles and other artefacts, and some also contain intact
or fragmentary remains of human skulls. An example of a ridge fort shrine
is shown in Figure 6.

The artefacts found on the shrines were those used in the ritual and
ceremonial practices associated with the ancestor cults of Roviana religion.
Multiple examples of most of the shell valuable types recorded
ethnographically were present on the shrines in addition to a range of ornate
pearlshell ornaments (sec Fig.2). Some of the shrines also contained large
tridacna shells which were used as ritual objects. An important feature of
many of the shrines is the presence of European trade items. On both the
hill-fort and the open settlements of the Nusa Roviana coast, we recorded

16 The Archaeologv of' Head-huntinK in ROl'iana LaKooll

and northwest. These inshore waters offered rapid access to the major
population centres of New Georgia and relatively short, strai~ht runs from
coastal New Georgia could be made to the other Islands of the Western
Solomons, notably RendoYa, Kolombangara, Choiseul and Simbo,

The environment described above represents the physical setting upon
which the Roviana chiefdom and head-hunting system developed and
flourished in the centuries leading up to 1900. We have discussed elsewhere,
in reference to Roviana, the manner in which the landscape plays an active
role in social construction and reproduction (Sheppard et al. n.d.). Here, we
discuss the evidence from landscape archaeology, specifically settlement
pattern analysis, for the scale and physical structure of the Roviana polity
as it existed in the proto-historic period.

SETTLEMENT PATTERNS IN ROVIANA

Archaeological landscapes consist of ajuxtaposition of en?uring features
from different time periods; they constitute a palimpsest of hIstory. There
are means, however, of teasing apart the various components and
transforming what is essentially a synchronic artefact into a diachronic one­
of breathing history into the landscape. The New Georgia Archaeological.
Survey (N.G.A.S.) research has recorded and n~apped. h,undreds ~f

archaeological sites and features relating to the Rovlana chICtdom, but m
this review we discuss only a small subset of these. Drawing on oral tradition,
radiocarbon dating and typology we describe a sequence of change in sites,
features, artefacts and their configuration. We begin by describing the
archaeological landscape of Nusa Roviana Island which ",:as t~e ritual and
political centre of head-hunting activities in the late prehlstonc .and early
historic era. We then discuss sites and site complexes along the bamer Islands
and the New Georgia mainland, and argue that a chronological sequence,
can be presented for these which can be used to model the developm~nt ~)f

the Roviana chiefdom. As indicated above, the key element ot this
chronological treatment of head-hunting lies in tracing the changing
structure, content and spatial relationships of shrines, a pnmary ntual and
symbolic focus of all power relations and acts in Roviana society.

Nusa Rovial/a
Nusa Roviana Island is about 4km long and reaches a maximum elevation

of just under 80m making it the highest of the b~rrier I:e~f islands in Rov.iana
Lagoon. It has a narrow coastal strip on three sIdes, nsm~ to a central ndge
about one kilometre in length. Swidden gardens are mamtamed on the coastal
nat land and rise high up the central slopes, especially on the. (northern)
Kalikoqu side, where today they are encroaching into areas which contam

Peter Sheppard. Richard Walter & Takuvu NaKuoku 17



items such as steel axes and muskets in positions indicating that they were
deposited as ritual offerings. These artefacts not only provide us with a
relative date for the use of the structures, but also serve to reinforce the
argument that the Roviana politico-religious system was involved in a
creative interaction with the west. Artefacts which were initially introduced
into Roviana as commodities appear to have been transformed, in the context
of their use and perhaps their individual life histories, into inalienable or
decommoditised objects (Aswani and Sheppard n.d., Thomas 1995a).

Other common archaeological features within the fort sections are
residential platforms and cut stone-faced terraces that run in several tiers
below the crest of the ridge and often contain deep shell midden deposits.
Both of these features are interpreted as supporting the residential
components of the site: the houses and ancillary structures of the domestic
realm. Figure 5 presents the essential features of the hill-fort as mapped in
1996.

19Peter Sheppard. Richard Walter & Takuvu Na[!,aoka

Oral History lind Chronologv oj'the FortUicatioll.
It has been difficult to achieve consensus among various informants about

the relationship between shrines named in oral histories and specific physical
structures recorded in the dense undergrowth of the hill-fort. There is,
however, an essential agreement about the associations of named places,
even if their locations are uncertain. This is especially true of the middle
section of the hill-fort (Sites 13-19) which features prominently in Roviana
tradition. Table I presents informants statements concerning each of the
major shrines.

Approaching the complex from the modern village, the first feature
associated with the fortification is a transverse ditch and bank defensive
feature running across the ridge. The ditch lies on the outside of the
fortification, along the northern half of the bank. The latter is constructed of
mounded earth with stone facing. Excavation across the ditch and bank
failed to recover any dateable material, but a shrine located just to the west
of the wall, outside of the fortified area (Site 118 Ex-J), provided a calibrated
age in the 13th to 14th century (Table 2). As discussed below, this shrine is
typologically unlike those in the fortification and we believe it pre-dates
fortification construction. Immediately to the west of the wall is a large
shrine complex (Site 12, Fig.6) which is probably Olobuki, the main skull
shrine of the Nusa Roviana chiefs and the only chiefly skull shrine located
within the fortified area. This is a rather large complex of stepped platforms
with an associated oven and probable assembly area delineated by a stone
alignment to the west. A series of depressions in platforms F I and F2 within
Site 12 possibly mark the location of destroyed skull houses. 2

c

Figure 5: Plan of hill-fort and Kalikoqu coastal settlement on Nusa Roviana
with numbered shrine features (adapated from Nagaoka 1999, Fig. 3.17).

- ---- --- - - ------- -- ----

18 The Archaeology ofHead-hunting in Roviana Lagoon
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"The man Tava died and after three days of mourning he
entered the ground here."
'This is Zare. This is where Tagua died. They kept his oody for
three days. After three days his body and spirit went down into
the ground."

"Where Gorooele died and flew off after three days. Feasting
area for the annual ceremony."
"This is where Goreoele died. After three days he oroke open
his wrappings and flew up. That is why they call it a Hope
Mateana Roviana. His spirit can be seen as fire in the Aa/a/a
tree at Sagiorro."

Peter Sheppard, Richard Walter & Takuvu Nagaoka

"Associated with a sacred plant which makes you sleep,"

"Where they made a spell to make people sleep or very light on
their feet so they could run fast. To tame people also when they
are angry. A calming spell."

i "Associated with a spell to make you aole to cat at a feast out

~
10t get full. Also a tighti,~g spe!,1 which makes weapons lethal.
It can also make people domo , ttl a trance-Itke state where
they lack energy."

- ----- -- - ---- ~

Leo-zuzulongo

Site~Name

'J I Tiola

Zarei moi ou

13 Zare

l'i Zareimoiou

14 Zare')
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Table I Hill-fort Shrines

I 12 Barairiranga
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To the west of Site 12 are a series of shrines distributed along the narrow
ridge top. Within this area there is a poorly defined rectilinear area that is a
possible square assembly or dance floor, but few platforms or features other
than shrines were located. Most of these shrines are associated in oral
accounts with war magic and ritual; they are places where warriors acquired
and then displayed their power. The two exceptions are the sites known as
Zare and Zareibibu (Sites 13 and 14). These are associated with ancestral
beings, a clan of mafeana or 'angels', from whom the chiefly lines of Roviana
descend (see Aswani this volume).

The next section of the fortification, Barairiranga (lit. 'Wall for Shouting' l,
is isolated behind high (2-3m) stone walls. An entry-way in the western
wall (Feature 1058) was excavated in 1998 and shell recovered from within
the wall has been dated (WK-6757) to the 16th-17th century, suggesting
possible construction of this elaborate section of the fortification in the late
16th century. The base of a stone oven (ojJUfU, Feature 1082) closely
associated with a large shrine (Site 12) located in the middle of this area has
been dated (WK-6156 l to the same period.

The most distinctive feature of this part of the hill-fort is the regular
series of about 30 stone-faced terraces that extend down the slope on either

Figure 6: A hill-fort shrine, Site 12.
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side of the ridge. These well-designed terraces, that in places have been excavated
back into the rock, often have carefully constructed walkways running between
them and seem to have served as residential platforms. Excavations in 1998
(Ex-I4 and IS, Feature 1063 and 1(62) and 1999 (Ex-R, Feature 10(1) on terraces
on either side of the ridge did not reveal any posthole features indicating definite
house structures. However, abundant food waste was recovered (shell, fishbone,
mammal bone). Oral tradition suggests that this section served as a residential
refuge when the island was under attack, but the care and design evident in this
area argues for more than episodic use. The next section of the fortification
contains a similar array of features to the last. It is separated from the latter by a
2m high coral rubble wall and essentially consists of a causeway-like approach
along the narrow ridge. There is a cliff on the n0l1hern side and a very steep
terraced slope to the south.

The highest walls on the hill-fort cut off the eastern end of the ridge, and
this area contains the most isolated and probably the most sacred site on the
island-the shrine of Tiola. Tiola is a central mythological figure in the
Roviana religious and political system who, in at least one account (aka in
Sheppard and Walter 19(8), is considered responsible for teaching the
Roviana people how to construct the first war canoe, the tot1toko. The tot1toko
is the primary symbol of Roviana power as well as being the direct physical
medium for the assumption of power via its role in raiding, and in the
acquisition of trophy skulls and captives. The small shrine ofTiola contains
a number of shell artefacts and a small carved stone figure of a dog's head
(Fig. 7), which is reportedly all that remains of a larger statue. When the

IX Li(jutu

1<J Latoni

20 Olobuki

"Here they 'scratehed stone' and fed it to babies so they would
become strong warriors"-

"People collected tridacna clam shells here to take to coastal
shrines. The shclls here arc like the 'dog stone' as they can orient
to the direction of danger. especially dangerous weather. The
priest can perfom a ritual bere to make storms to disperse the
enemy:'
'This is where Kali Heo and Langono were. Langono would turn
to the direction which Tiola faced before the warriors would go

, out and fight:'

1

I "Where all the chiefs of Roviana were kept. This is the most
important shrine on Nusa Roviana with more power than all the
rest. In I<J<J3 members of a Christian sect came and threw out the
skulls:'
'This is Olobuki one of the very important sites. This is the place
where the chiefs from Nusa Roviana skulls were kept:'

Peter Sheppard. Richard Walter & Takuyu Na[?aoka 23

Roviana polity was in danger, Tiola gave warning and the statue turned to
indicate th~ dire.ction from which the threat was approaching. This very
small area IS defilled by a large (>3m high and >2m wide) massive rubble
wall to the west, cliffs to the north and south, and a steep slope to a Sm
deep, 7m wide, rock-cut ditch which traverses the narrow ridge to the east.
To the east of this ditch is a small high platform &elow which, down a steep
slope, are located a series of stone-faced terraces ending in a final wall.
Below this point the slope drops sharply to the flat where additional platforms
and terraces ring the ridge as described below.

Figure 7: Broken coral carving of Tiola.

In summary, the hill-fort is as yet poorly dated. However, two dates directly
associated with the Barairiranga section, which has a design cohesiveness
suggesting it was constructed during one period, indicate that construction
activities involving considerable effort occurred during the late 16th century.
The western end of the fortification, which consists essentially ofa well-defended
:et?f shrines, is as yet undated, although the shrines are not obviously different
III form and content to those in the Barairiranga section. As will be discussed
below, earlier dated shrine forms (faced shrines) do exist on Nusa Roviana and
we th~refore infer that ',TI0st of the hill-fort post-dates the late 16th century.
DrawIllg too on oral tradttion and the presence of historic artefacts, we contend
that its use continued until the late 19th century.

Open Settlements of the Nusa Roviana Coast
The open settlements of the Nusa Roviana coast are located in three

distinct zones associated with the regions and tribal divisions of Vuragare,
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Kalikoqu and Kokorapa (Figs 4 and 5). There arc additional scattered
architectural features which mark out smaller settlement units that we are
unable to tic as closely to oral accounts of social structure, but which were
probably linked to the major settlements. Each of the three major settlement
areas contains a similar rich array of architectural features as found on the
ridge fort. although the components display a greater variability in form. In
addition to the shrines and residential platforms, the open settlements contain
wharves and a range of low mounds and platforms of unknown function.
Here too, on the low coastal flats, is where the trophy skulls were displayed
on the elaborate to/lwko canoe houses. No archaeological remnants of the
canoe houses and their trophy skulls could be unambiguously defined, but
they are described in oral accounts and in the early historic records
(Somerville 1897 :369).

Each settlement area of the Nusa Roviana coast contains rich surface
scatters of midden shell and small-scale excavations on platforms reveal
much of the fill to be of cultural origin (i.e., midden taken from the
surrounding living surface). The open settlements also contain evidence of
manufacturing activities, including areas which were used for the
manufacture of fossil tridacna shell valuables.

Summary of the Nusa Roviana Archaeological Landscape
The sites and features described above are clearly not all

contemporaneous. Excavations on the hill-fort show that major phases of
fort building occurred up to 400 years ago, and this is consistent with the
oral traditions and genealogy which suggest that large-scale aggregation
and the centralisation of political power occurred by at least 300 years or 13
to 15 generations ago (Sheppard et al. n.d., see Aswani this volume). Yet we
do believe that the Nusa Roviana archaeological landscape described above
defines a critical phase in the development of the Roviana polity. This is not
to suggest that a phase of stasis existed in the polity for any meaningful
length of time, but rather that the cumulati ve archaeological record of Nusa
Roviana describes a ritual and symbolic landscape that contrasts significantly
with what went before. The most important element of this is the density of
religious symbolism. As indicated in Figure 5, in many parts of the Nusa
Roviana settlements the areas occupied by religious as opposed to secular
structures are equal or greater. The shrines, including highly elaborate shrines
with skull houses and large quantities of shell valuables, are juxtaposed
with midden dumps, specialised activity areas, and house platforms and
domestic activity zones. We do not see in the Nusa Roviana landscape the
sacred/secular spatial dichotomy that is a familiar part of many Pacific
archaeological landscapes, and it is tempting to extend this observation as
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metaphor and argue that indeed these worlds were not meaningfully
differentiated during the period in which these sites were constructed and
lIsed by the Roviana people.

The archaeological landscape described above is representative of the
Roviana politico-religious system at its most complex-late in prehistory
and into the historic era. The spatial configuration of sites, the sheer number
of shrines in relation to structures of domestic function, and the range and
quantity of ritual offerings and religious paraphernalia is locally unique in
time and space. Yet the individual elements of this configuration have been
present in the lagoon as part of the cultural landscape for a much longer
period.

SITES AND SETTLEMENT PATTERNS ON THE BARRIER ISLANDS

Oral tradition and firsthand records indicate that Nusa Roviana was one
of the main centres of head-hunting politics and ritual activity by the early
19th century. But the same traditions link the Roviana groups with
communities occupying sites scattered along the barrier islands and mainland
New Georgia. The following account of survey data from the barrier islands
first discusses a site that was occupied subsequent to the construction of the
Nusa Roviana fortification, and then two complexes occupied somewhat
earlier.

Saikile
Saikile (Site 47), which is located on the eastern end of Ndora Island at

the eastern end of the lagoon, is a highly fortified complex over 150m long
with features very similar to those on Nusa Roviana. The site is built up
against a large block of makatea c.15m high and extends out to a low coastal
cliff that limits access from the sea except from a small beach on the western
end of the site. To the west and east stone walls, with an interior height over
1.6m and a low probable firing step, run from the makatea cliff to the coast.
Both walls are pierced by entry-ways and the eastern wall has a narrow
window. The interior of the fortification is paved with shell and the debris
from the manufacture of shell valuables. A series of skull shrines are located
along the coastal margin and contain skulls inside sheet-coral skull houses
as well as numerous shell valuables and historic artefacts. One surprising
feature of the forti fication is the presence, on top of the makatea block and
approached via a near vertical ascent up the 15m cliff, of a series of coral
cobble walls and platforms which clearly served as a final refuge from attack.

The style of the skull shrine and defences strongly suggests this
fortification is at least contemporary with that on Nusa Roviana and the
design of the walls suggest a possible construction date soon after the
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introduction of guns. Oral history supports this inference as the history of
the Saikile polity (see Aswani this volume) relates that the fortification was
built by Odikana, a hangara from the chiefly line on Nusa Roviana who left
the island six or seven generations ago at the time when the very powerful
chief Tae bangara was dominant on Nusa Roviana. The traditional history
of Saikile suggests that Odikana was invited to the eastern end of the lagoon
to unify the warring tribes in that region. However oral history from the
western end of the lagoon suggests he fled Nusa Roviana after conflict with
Tae Bangara. Whatever the cause, it is tempting to suggest that the abundant
debris from hakilta manufacture and the concentration of shrines represent
attempts to legitimate the mana of a new chiefly polity developing in the
late 18th to early 19th century. Today the division between the Saikile
chiefdom in the eastern lagoon and that of Kalikoqu at the western end of
the lagoon is the fundamental power split in Roviana. The construction of
the Saiki Ie fortification is tentatively associated with the early historic period
or slightly earlier at the time ofTae Bangara, who oral tradition describes as
dominating the entire New Georgia Group and beyond through marriage
ties and raiding (see Aswani this volume).

Honiavasa
Just east of Honiavasa Passage a settlement complex (Site 94) is defined

by coral platforms, shrines and scatters of midden. The settlement is
undefended; there are no walls, ditches or other features which could be
interpreted as defensive. The whole complex is spread out along the fringes
of a belt of gently slopping garden soils, which are today planted by the
community of Sasavele, who reside on the opposite side of the passage. The
structures are dispersed over an area of approximately 10ha and occur at a
very low density. There are several clusters of possible house platforms,
and some of these are associated with shrines. Elsewhere clusters of shrines
stand in isolation from other feature classes in contrast to the situation
described above for the fortification and main settlements of Nusa Roviana.
The shrines at Honiavasa contain only a small quantity of ritual goods. Shell
rings and tridacna offering vessels occur on some of the features, but few
shrines contain more than a single valuable, and none display the density of
artefacts seen on those of Nusa Roviana.

Kekelte
The settlement of Kekehe (Site 46) on Ndora Island in the Saikele region

of Roviana is another site complex predating the major aggregation of people
and power on Nusa Roviana. Like Honiavasa, Kekehe is undefended. It
consists of a series of coral and basalt platforms rising up a slope above the

Peter Sheppard, Richard Walter & Takuvu Nagaoka 27

low coastal flat. Most site components occur either alone or in small, isolated
clusters up to 70m from other structures. A number of the platforms are
very large and extremely well built, with coral and basalt facing stones and
basalt cobble paving. The abundance of basalt cobble constructions is unique
on the barrier islands as all basalt must come from the mainland. However,
the mainland opposite Kekehe is one of the few areas in Roviana where
basalt outcrops occur on the coast. The largest of the basalt cobble platforms
are found in a tight cluster near the base of the settlement and probably
include platforms that supported houses, as well as some associated with
ritual activities. A number of small shrines are reminiscent in form to those
found at Nusa Roviana, but shell valuables are absent in all but one. The
most significant ritual site at Kekehe is a shrine sited on a natural outcrop of
raised coral on the edge of the coastal marshes. It includes two carved figures
as the centrepiece to a number of small ottering areas, each containing hakilta
and other classes of shell valuable (Fig.8). This shrine is isolated from all
other components of the site, lying at least 200m from the nearest other
structure, and cannot be directly linked to the main complex. The contrast
with the placement of Tiola, located adjacent to one of the most densely
occupied parts of the Nusa Roviana ridge settlement, is striking. Historic
artefacts were recorded on only one of the Kekehe platforms, and limited
scatters of midden do not argue for prolonged or intensive domestic activity.
It is possible that the main residential zones of the community were scattered
over the plantation lands, rather than sited within the mapped areas.

Figure 8: Shrine (Site 40) at Kekehe on Ndora Island, Roviana Lagoon.
Statues of two ancestors.

The contrast between the settlements of Honiavasa and Kekehe on the
one hand, and the complex of sites on Nusa Roviana on the other is
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Kekehe or Nusa Roviana were recorded. On the ridges up to 3km from the
coast, however, a series of isolated shrines and small shrine clusters were
located. These differed in a number of ways from the vast majority of coastal
and barrier island examples.

Most of the inland shrines were earthen mounds, up to 15m long and 8m
wide, faced with basalt cobbles and columnar blocks (Nagaoka 1999:77).
None of these "faced" platforms (e.g., Figs 9 and 10) contained skull houses
or other elaborate ancillary components like those found associated with
the "unfaced" coral cobble mounds which dominate the barrier islands. In
particular no ovens or hearths were found in or around or the structures,
which is significant since these features are recorded in oral traditions as
being associated with shrine ritual.
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MAINLAND SITES

Oral tradition and ethnographic observations indicate that the coastal
mainland contained scattered settlements throughout late prehistory and into
the early historic era. Site surveys at various levels of intensity, including
systematic shovel testing, were carried out along the mainland coast and
along the ridges up to a distance of about 4km inland. The coastal survey
resulted in the identification of only a few isolated coral cobble platforms,
similar in form to some of those located on the barrier islands, but no site
clusters with domestic structural units equivalent to those at Honiavasa,

significant. On Nusa Roviana the settlement areas of the coast can be
interpreted as nucleated villages. The inter-household space comprises part
of the everyday living area of the community and within this zone most of
the everyday domestic activities of the community are represented. This
includes both the religious and secular activities, such that the shrines,
domestic structures, working floors and midden occur side by side and define
a contiguous living surface. In contrast, the Honiavasa and Kekehe
settlements are dispersed; the household units appear to have been separated
from one another by gardens and wasteland, and this space was probably
crossed by pathways or tracks which linked the structures, shrines,
plantations and other activity zones. Most shrines are distanced from the
house platforms; they contain a comparatively meagre array of shell
valuables and no historic artefacts.

Elsewhere on the barrier islands, and particularly in proximity to
contemporary villages, the survey recorded a number of shrines, some lying
in isolation from other archaeological features, others found in small clusters.
Several contained shell valuables. The other major class of site located on
the barrier islands comprises the ceramic sites in the inter-tidal zone of the
lagoon foreshores. So far, we have recorded over 20 of these sites on the
barrier island and mainland coasts of Roviana (Sheppard et al. n.d.). A
number of the ceramic sites are located adjacent to quality springs and most
are located in areas near where large population centres are found today. In
other words, settlement was probably based on the same prerogatives of
access to water, arable land and the reef passages. While it is clear that this
ceramic phase of Roviana settlement predates anything described above,
we are unable as yet to provide a strong cultural linkage between these sites
and those of the Roviana polity indicative of ethnic continuity.] What we
can say, however, is that there are no ritual sites on the coast that we can
associate with the inter-tidal ceramic sites, and thus we believe the early
ceramic phase of Roviana settlement predates the development of the key
material and structural elements of the Roviana politico-religious system.
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Figure 10: Photograph of Site 33 looking north.

Furthermore, only one of the shrines we recorded contained any items of
material culture. The single exception was Site 57 containing one rough
shell ring of the type known as bareke, which is said to be the oldest form of
shell valuable in Roviana (Nagaoka 1999; see Aswani this volume, Miller
1978:293). The most elaborate of the inland shrines were stepped platforms
with a small, low, square cist-like arrangement of stone slabs located on the
upper platform. Often additional features including stone uprights and
alignments of up to three large flat stone slabs set up on cobbles ("table"
stones) were generally found at a short distance outside the platform.

Dating the inland shrines has proved problematic as they lack ovens and
excavation has generally produced no cultural material. One date (NZ-6235)
on canarium nutshell was obtained from a cultural layer at Site 25. This
eroded midden was located c. 50m from a faced shrine (Site 24) and consisted
of a band of midden-rich soils containing plainware ceramics, marine shell,
nut shell and chert. The date (Table 2) calibrates at I sigma to the intercept
ranges of A.D. 1403-1490 and A.D. 1608-1612. As discussed below, this
date is comparable to those on shrines of a similar form from Nusa Roviana
and wc believe it is a reasonable estimate for the age of Site 24.

The isolated nature of the inland shrines suggests a deliberate separation
of domestic and religious components in the settlement pattern. So far, we
have failed (despite intensive survey around selected shrines) to record any
platforms, terraces or other features clearly interpretable as supporting
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d~mestic activity in the vicinity of a religious structure, with the exception
ot the deposit noted above and one other shell midden located 80m from a
small shrine complex.

The Bao Shrine Complex

.IfNu~a Roviana marks the symbolic endpoint of the Roviana head-hunting
traJectone~, there IS no doubt that the settlements at Bao mark the beginning.
~)ral tradItIOn ~tates that the Roviana people have their origins in large part
trom a populatIon located in the interior of New Georgia behind Munda in
an area known as Bao. The movement from Bao to~the coast and Nusa
Roviana that gen~al(~gy suggests took place in the late 16th to 17th century
A.D. (see Aswam thIs volume) would appear to mark the formation of the
R?viana polity on Nusa Roviana. Certainly for Roviana people, the origin
ot Rovlana correlates with the movement of Ididu Bangara to the coast
some 12 generati.ons before A.D. 1900 (Nagaoka 1999: I I). In July 1999,
we conducted a fIve day survey in the interior 9km inland from the Munda
coast in the Bao region. Here on a high ridge that looks out towards the
north New Georgia coast we found a series of 18 platforms located along a
?OOm east-west stretch of the ridge. Although analysis of the data is
Incomplete and radiocarbon dates are not yet available, most of these
~latforms are clearly shrines like those discussed above from the coastal
ndges. The largest shrine at the eastern end of the ridge (Site 145) is a large
~asalt~,faced stepped platform with a paved approach leading to a large
table stone. N~ oven or shell valuables were observed in any of the sites

or :.e~over~d dunng ~Iatform excavations. Although archaeology can not
definItely lInk these sItes to the Roviana oral tradition, it does confirm the
~resence of a shrine complex very reminiscent in its layout to that on the
ndge at ~usa. Roviana, and documents the existence of a population
concentratIon In the area known as Bao.

CHRONOLOGY
The cUlt~re history and chronology of Roviana is as yet only known in

broad outlIne. However, our research has provided the basis for a
~hronol~gi~al framework which we feel can provide a reasonable model
for the tIming of the development of the Roviana system and, as we argue
belo",\',. by Inference the development of head-hunting. Oral traditions
pertaining to surveyed sites, together with radiocarbon detenninations (Table
2), allow us to define a basic typological transition from stone-faced earthen
shr!nes, which are mainly associated with the adjacent mainland, to the
untaced coral rubble shrines of the barrier islands. The Nusa Roviana
examples of the latter display a range of ancillary features, including skull
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these features. We place the Bao complex near the he)! IIIIIIII~' "t .1 , ,.,.I"".. ~..
Roviana sequence from which the intertidal ceramic sill's IllUsI.UIIIlIl" I ..

excluded. While this positioning is not presently supporkd hy I;hll,,, ,II """
determinations, it is consistent with oral tradition. Furthermore. the sIIU.IIII'·S
at Bao. while sharing basic attributes linking them to those at Nusa Kmiana.
are of the faced variety known to be the earlier form in Roviana. Like the
other faced structures, they contain no anci llary features and no shell
valuables or other offerings.

Although we have presented in our previous discussion a basic distinction
between barrier island (including Nusa Roviana) ""unfaced" coral-cobble
shrine platforms versus mainland ""faced" platforms. a very small number
of island type shrines are found on the mainland, and most significantly a
small number of mainland type shrines are found on the islands, including
Nusa Roviana. Radiocarbon dates from two of the latter shrines produced
the earliest dates from Nusa Roviana sites and confirm the chronological
claims of our typology. Site 118 (Ex-] I) is a large platform (8.1 x 3.601) just
outside and to the west of the first wall of the Nusa Roviana hill-fort. It
ditlers from the shrine platforms inside the fort in that it is faced with vertical
slabs of coral in the fashion of the basalt facing of the mainland shrine
form. Only one shell arm-ring (/wka{a) was recovered from this site and
there were no associated ovens. skulls or lace-coral slabs commonly used
in the construction of skull houses. A shell recovered from under the wall
suggests that it was constructed in the 14th century (Nagaoka 1999: 110).
Although some might argue that this platform is not necessarily a shrine. in
our view its distinctive form and construction argues for a strong link to the
mainland shrine tradition.

Site 79 located on the coastal nat north of the Nusa Roviana ridge is
associated in oral tradition with Ididu Bangara whose movement to Nusa
Roviana. as discussed above, traditionally established the Roviana people
on the island 12 generations before A.D. 1900. This shrine complex is
distinctive within the Nusa Roviana context for the large amount of basalt
which has been transported from the mainland and used in its construction.
The complex consists of a main stepped basalt-faced platform (10.2 x 5.5m)
in association with two unfaced platforms within an enclosure defined by a
low coral edging. Canarium nutshell recovered from the footing trench under
the main platform wall suggests a construction date (NZA-9457) after the
mid-14th century. Using the Ididu Bangara association and allowing three
generations per century would produce a genealogical date of c. A.D. 1500

o
on
+1
o
00
'D

a
:l

c:l
'D
rr-.
r-­
r--r'">
1:*:l _

~ ~

J:O'

o
on
+1o
on,...,

d
><

IJJ
("1 ~
oc ;::0

SO'
~ ri
:l-

"' V<U .::
~VJ

-;
0$
t "'"!

v
"'" u
v ,.;::u

'" "4-< ..c: :l

....;

r-­
or,
+1
'D
on
on

;:;

I 2
'"..c:
u

00
00 IJJ
or, -- 0 -- - -

0' 1: 1: 1:r-- :l :l :l

.~ '" '" ?5v v v
VJ ~ ~ ~

I
I

r--
onon r-- -..;- on on 'D

0'
I 'D

r-- r--

~
'D 'D

N

I

~ ~ ~
z ::: ::: :::

~--- ---

"'"~.,.
~~'" .­vVJ

._g ~~:..""'.
0. - v
v '" uu 0. ~

I

The Archaeology olHead-hunting ill ROl'iana Lagoon

on,...,
~ ~
[;) Vi

.....
..c on
E '":l N

Z 'D

..c ~
01 N

...l Z

32

Table 2. Radiocarbon dates associated with faced and unfaced platforms
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