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What a book! In its nearly 600 pages,
contained within a hard black cover with
only the “Lapita God” as front illustration,
Patrick V. Kirch has granted Pacific archae-
ologists with a long awaited synthesis of the
unique finds of the Lapita sites of the Mussau
Islands in the Bismarck Archipelago that were
excavated in the mid-1980s. This book has
been published 20 years after what was then
presented as the first of a three-volume
synthesis on the excavations fulfilled in the
Mussau Islands (Kirch 2001). While it might
look like a surprise to some archaeologists,
this book is the first to publish up-to-date
results from one of the major Lapita sites in
Island Melanesia, Talepakemalai (ECA), in a
single volume. Numerous data on various
aspects of dentate-stamped decorated pottery,
associated lithic artifacts and shell ornaments,
or remains of shells and bones have been
published by colleagues over the past decades
on specific sites across the Lapita region, but
only the Lapita sites excavated on a small scale
have been published completely (e.g., Anson
et al. 2005; Clark and Anderson 2009; Specht
and Attenbrow 2007). This volume thus sets
the stage for what could be achieved for other
important sites in the Bismarck Archipelago,
southeast Solomons, Vanuatu, and New
Caledonia.

Aside from a preface and acknowledge-
ments, this edited volume contains 18
chapters, more than half of them authored
or co-authored by Kirch, including the
introduction and conclusion. The long
introduction sets the scene by presenting an
overview of Lapita archaeology and the
context of the Lapita Homeland Project
organized by Jim Allen in 1985, of which
the Mussau Project was one component.
Kirch addressed a series of major themes on
Mussau, including Lapita origins, economy,
long-distance exchange, society, and Late

Lapita transformations. Three field seasons
(l.e., 1985, 1986, 1988) were dedicated to
excavations of the Talepakemalai site and
other Lapita sites located in surrounding
islands. The main phases of each season are
presented in this book, as well the outcomes of
the first laboratory studies.

Chapter 2 summarizes the main natural
characteristics of the Mussau Islands, focusing
especially on the small uplifted outer islands
that dot the southern end of Mussau in a reef
and lagoon environment. To address the
forthcoming analysis of the unique strati-
graphic fills excavated, a section is devoted to
coastal geomorphology and sea-level fluctua-
tions during the Holocene.

The next two chapters detail the excava-
tions completed over the three seasons in
Mussau. Chapter 3 focuses exclusively on the
excavation at the main Lapita site of
Talepakemalai, labelled ECA, located on a
mid-Holocene sand fill on Eloaua Island,
where the local air strip was built. The chapter
details the archaeological strategy of the 1985
field season, which had as its main goal to
clarify initial results from investigations in the
1970s. The discovery of a well-preserved
waterlogged Lapita deposit containing adjoin-
ing decorated sherds as well as preserved
wooden posts of stilt houses was the main
justification for the two follow-up field
seasons. The chapter presents in great detail
the stratigraphic observations and the spatial
layout of the remains in the in situ layer, before
proposing an interpretation of the chronolo-
gical process of deposition over the more than
500 years that constitutes the Lapita chron-
ology at Talepakemalai. The three main
excavated areas of the site revealed the
construction of two stilt houses during this
phase.

Chapter 4, co-authored by Marshall I.
Weisler and Nick Araho, summarizes the
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other excavations fulfilled during the pro-
gram. Most were located on Eloaua Island and
the small uplifted islands surrounding it; only
five excavations were positioned on the largest
island, Mussau.

In an effort to clarify long-lasting debates
about the antiquity of the Lapita emergence in
the Bismarck Archipelago and its length,
chapter 5 is devoted to the presentation and
analysis of the results obtained from a large
array of radiocarbon dates. Readers are
reminded at the onset of the chapter that
the very early dates published from Mussau
have been at the centre of discussions on the
beginning of the Lapita chronology since the
1970s. The chapter expands on the first
synthesis published in Kirch’s 2001 volume by
adding a total of 24 AMS results (from mostly
short-lived plant samples) to the previous 51
non-AMS samples processed in the 1980s.
Bayesian modelling of the results allow Kirch
to propose a revised chronology for the
occupations, with a major focus on site ECA’s
48 '*C dates. The early phase of occupation of
the small islands of Mussau is dated “sometime
between about 3750 and 3450 BP” (p. 162)
and starts with the occupation of the site of
Etakosarai (EHB). “The main stilt-house
occupation at Area B [of ECA] . . .span a
time range from about 3200 to 2950 BP”
(p- 162), while “the transition from dentate-
stamped to incised Lapita . . . occurs around
30002900 BP” (p. 163). In all the sites
excavated, “the occupations seem to have
ceased by around 2750-2700 BP” (p. 163),
suggesting a long hiatus of over 1500 years.

Five chapters are devoted to the analysis of
fauna, including fish and shellfish, and
botanical remains, mainly found in the
waterlogged Lapita deposits. Chapter 6 by
Kirch details the results obtained from more
than 6000 non-fish vertebrate remains exhi-
biting a “high degree of fragmentation of
many of the specimens” (p. 166). Most of the
identified bones are from turtles and dolphins.
Birds were in low numbers, with the presence
of chicken in both ECA and ECB sites, as
were rat and dog bones, while pig bones
appear as the “third most frequently repre-
sented taxonomic category in the Mussau
sites” (p. 173). Chapter 7, written by Virginia
L. Butler, takes a detailed and diversified
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approach to analysing the fish remains. The
first part of the chapter discusses a series of
methodological outcomes, before presenting
a set of results. From nearly 50,000 specimens
recovered, “a total of 4,687 fish remains
representing 44 taxonomic categories were
identified” (p. 194). Lethrinidae, Scaridae,
Serranidae, and Labridae, all inshore species,
compose the main bulk of preys with the first
two accounting for about half of all identified
specimens. Butler concludes that the Mussau
data highlights a long tradition of sustainable
fisheries through time, invalidating the
hypothesis that the Lapita fishing strategy
was opportunistic. The two following chap-
ters study the diversity of mollusk archae-
ofauna. Chapter 8 by Kirch presents the main
data from analysis of sea-shells; the density of
remains and their size indicate that “the
exploitation of mollusks was a significant
aspect of the Lapita subsistence economy”
(p- 231). In chapter 9, Carla P. Catterall and I.
R. Poiner study the possible human impacts
that can be identified through changes in the
size and amount of shells over time. They
conclude that “there is no evidence that any
species declined in overall population density
in its marine habitat as a result of prehistoric
gathering during any time period at Mussau”
(p- 249). The last chapter in the series on
biological remains presents a unique collec-
tion of nearly 8000 macro-botanical remains,
well-preserved in the anaerobic, waterlogged
Lapita deposit of site ECA. They illustrate a
diverse array of plants and trees of
Near Oceanian and Southeast Asian origins
characteristic of Oceanic arboricultural prac-
tices, which in this case can be assigned back
to the Lapita era.

The following seven chapters present a
diversified set of results focusing on material
remains. Chapter 11, co-authored by Kirch
and Scarlett Chiu, is the longest of the book,
with 104 pages devoted to the ceramic
assemblages excavated during the Mussau
Project. In the first part, the authors highlight
the compositional analysis of temper diversity
and how it demonstrates “that Lapita ceramics
in Mussau without doubt included a sig-
nificant number of vessels that were imported
from several different source areas around the
Bismarck Archipelago” (p. 274). The main
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results from Terry Hunt’s (1989) doctoral
dissertation, in which he conducted an
elemental microanalysis of the clay composi-
tion of 172 sherds, are included in this chapter,
while a temper study by William R. Dick-
inson forms chapter 12. The remainder of
chapter 11 focuses on decorative techniques
and motifs and their position on the diverse
array of Lapita vessels that the good preserva-
tion of the Mussau sites have allowed the
authors to reconstruct. The written descrip-
tion of nearly each of the eight main vessel
classes is accompanied by one or several
photographic illustrations of large potsherds.
The vessel assemblage of Talepakemalai ECA
is studied in detail, with the frequency
distribution between = stratigraphic  zones
showing clear changes of presence between
time periods and is associated with changes in
decorative techniques from fine dentate
stamping to coarser and more open dentate
stamping and incising. Interestingly, the
ceramic assemblages from the other excava-
tions illustrate a diversity in rim, lip, and
decoration patterns that are not all present at
site ECA. The chapter ends with a short text
and one figure (11.65) summarizing the
changes in vessel forms and main dentate
stamped decorations, before presenting a
unique catalogue of 269 partly or completely
reconstructed Lapita ceramics.

In 69 pages, chapter 13 presents the non-
ceramic portable artifacts found in Mussau.
These rank from stone, shell, and Terebra
adzes to different types of abraders and
whetstones, grindstones, hammer-stones,
shell hooks and ornaments, stone flakes, and
so on. Manufacturing processes for shell
fishhooks and their typological diversity are
analysed in detail. A short section is devoted to
the identification of tools that can be
attributed to food preparation, before analys-
ing the rich array of shell ornaments. The
large amount of production waste identified
in the shell remains compared to finished
products leads Kirch to conclude that these
items were exchange wvaluables used in
encounters with other communities during
Lapita times. Aside from obsidian flakes,
flaked stones were nearly absent; most of
the unworked stone pebbles appearing in a
study by Dickinson (chapter 17) seem to have
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been imported from outside the Mussau
Islands.

Chapters 14 through 16 are devoted to the
study of the obsidian flakes, a rock type not
present geologically in Mussau. In chapter 14,
Melinda S. Allen uses the specific gravities of
specimens and the PIXE-PIGME method to
focus on provenience identification of the
obsidian artifacts, while the analysis by Callan
Ross-Sheppard summarized in chapter 15 was
made using a portable X-ray fluorescence
device. Allen starts chapter 14 by giving a
general background about the two main
obsidian regions identified in the Bismarck
Archipelago (i.e., Admiralty Islands and West
New Britain Province), before presenting the
methods applied in the early 1990s on the
nearly 4000 obsidian flakes. The results
highlight the shifting importance of the two
source-regions over time, with the presence
of West New Britain (Kutau/Bao) flakes in
the very early Lapita layers, while the
Admiralty preeminent
throughout the chronology and are the only
source of the obsidian flakes identified in post-
Lapita layers. In the discussion section, Allen
proposes to put these results into regional
context.

The analysis presented in chapter 15, based
on a reduced sample of about 500 flakes from
the early layers of site ECA (Area A and B) was
conducted in the early 2010s on a high
precision pXRF device and with better
characterisation of the different sources.
Ross-Sheppard discusses some of the meth-
odological problems encountered before
summarizing his results, which show the
presence of flakes originating from the source
of Baki in West New Britain in the earliest
occupation phase. The Baki source disappears
in the later period and is replaced by Kutau/
Bao, although statistically the amount of
obsidian from this southern region remains
nearly identical throughout. The rising
importance of the Pam Mandian source in
the Admiralty Islands is also clear between the
two phases. In the conclusion, R oss-Sheppard
states that “economics were not the main
rationale for Lapita obsidian procurement”
(p- 489), as some far-distanced and low quality
material from the Pam Mandian source
appeared prominently in the collection.

sources  remain
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Chapter 16 by Allen presents a short
analysis of obsidian tool production and use,
focusing on the collection from site ECA. The
results show the presence of three simple tool
types producing mostly small flakes, one being
the characteristic small point or graver that has
been identified in other Lapita sites across
Island Melanesia.

Chapter 18 concludes the volume and
gives Kirch the opportunity to discuss the
results gained from the Mussau Project in a
wider regional context. He first discusses the
origins of the Lapita tradition, advocating for
there having been a major influx of Aus-
tronesian people from Island Southeast Asia to
account for the sudden appearance of pottery
and other cultural characteristics. He proposes
to date the arrival of these new communities
in Mussau to “no later than 3350-3325 BP”
(p. 512), 200 years later than his hypothesis
published in 2001 (p. 213) and in the
conclusion to chapter 5 of the book
(p- 163). Kirch also opens up on the wider
perspective of the archaeological data, which
allows archaeologists to reconstruct various
aspects of the Lapita economy, long-distance
exchanges during Lapita times, and the
characteristics of the early settlers’ society, as
well as their transformation over the course of
time. In his concluding remarks, he highlights
how much “our collective understanding of
Lapita and its significance for Oceanic history
and anthropology have evolved and become
more nuanced” over the past decades since the
initiation of the Mussau Project in 1985 and
stresses that final publications like the one on
Talepakemalai will “no doubt continue to
provide a solid evidential basis for the debates
and discussions that future generations of
scholars will engage in” (p. 522).

The amount of information contained in
the volume, and summarized in this review, is
significant for a better understanding of the
Lapita period and will serve as a landmark
source in any future publication on the topic.
The presence of colour photographs of
excavations as well as decorated sherds and
other material items, and the aesthetic
rendering of numerous stone and shell items
in the drawings of Margaret Davidson,
contribute to the excellent quality of the
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book. The gem of the book is its reconstruc-
tion of 269 Lapita pots by Chiu’s team in
Taiwan using a computer drawing technique
with which I successfully experimented in the
early 2010s (Sand 2015).

Such a long time between excavation
and final publication inevitably leads to
opening a series of points to critique. For
example, the stratigraphic information
from the Talepakemalai ECA excavations
(chapter 3) were already published in
Kirch’s 2001 volume and most of the
illustrations in the present volume are
duplicates from the previous work. Chapter
4 is a summary of extensive data from other
excavations opened during the project,
which were published in more detail in
2001 (e.g., p- 103). Some maps need to be
updated; for example, figure 1.1 at the start
of the book left out Lapita discoveries that
were made in southern Papua over a decade
earlier (David et al. 2011). Figure 3.41 still
presents the now disclaimed date of 3500 B.
p. for the initial occupation of ECA. The
two chapters by Allen, written at the end of
the first phase of laboratory analysis in the
1990s, appear to have only been marginally
updated. The absence of any illustration of
the obsidian tools in such an otherwise
richly illustrated volume is sad. Finally,
Lapita specialists will feel frustrated not to
have been offered a chapter discussing the
diversity, specificities, and changes over
time of the Lapita decorations recorded in
Mussau and their links to other contem-
poraneous sites in the Bismarck Archipe-
lago and beyond (see pp. 316-320,
fig. 11.65).

These few critical observations do not
alter the importance of this publication for
Pacific archaeology. Kirch must be congra-
tulated to have brought his Mussau Project to
completion. When realizing that the excava-
tions fulfilled on Talepakemalai “only repre-
sent around 0.1% of the total estimated site
area” (p. 488), one can only guess at what
other amazing buried archaeological remains
are still waiting in Mussau. They are in urgent
need of being excavated before sea-level rise
ruins the fragile anaerobically preserved
items.
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The marked expansion in the archaeometry
of glass which took place in the first decade of
the twenty-first century has led to an
explosion of interest in glass beads and
bangles. Desirable, robust, and portable, they
hold important information on trade and
connectivity which can be revealed by the
analysis of their chemical constituents. While
this potential of chemical analysis has been
understood for decades (e.g., Basa et al. 1991;
Brill 1987; Singh 1989), it is only recently that
it has been fully realized, largely due to the
application of the technique of laser ablation
inductively-coupled mass spectrometry (LA-
ICP-MS). This method allows a rapid,
accurate, and precise analysis of around 60

elements in glass artifacts and, critically, is
essentially non-destructive, leaving only a sub-
millimetre scar on the surface of the artifact.
Where earlier typological work inferred likely
long-distance connections (Francis 1990),
chemistry has confirmed them.

The resultant growth in understanding has
served to emphasise the important role of the
Indian sub-continent, which was arguably the
major producer of glass beads in the last two
millennia. Indian beads are found as far afield
as eastern Africa and northwestern Europe
and are also widely distributed in southeastern
and southern Asia. Furthermore, the con-
tinuation into the modern period of tradi-
tional methods of making and working with
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