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Northern Vanuatu as a Pacific Crossroads:
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the Emergence of the “Ethnographic Present”
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INTRODUCTION

NORTHERN VANUATU (Fig. 1) is located in a strategic region of the Western Pa-
cific, to the south of the Solomons, north of New Caledonia and west of Fiji and
Polynesia. It may have acted as a crossroads between these other archipelagoes
from the time of initial human colonization some 3000 years ago and through
the succeeding millennia. The authors are currently directing an Australian Re-
search Council-funded project that addresses research issues associated with initial
human colonization and subsequent cultural transformations in the region. It
focuses on inter-archipelagic interactions' with island groups to the north and
east—primarily the Solomon Islands and Fiji—and their role in the development
of the oft-remarked-upon cultural diversity of northern Vanuatu. There is broad
unity at one level in language and in the institution of grade-taking, raising of
full-circle tusker pigs, and the use of kava, but at the same time a considerable
diversity in the manifestations of all these phenomena and in particular in the
number of languages, in the plastic arts, and in the detail of social structure and
architecture (Bonnemaison et al. 1996).

The accounts of the early European explorers and later works by pioneering
anthropologists have in many respects shaped the perceptions, constructs, and
context that continue to influence contemporary researchers in Pacific Studies,
including archaeologists (Clark 2003). Pioneering anthropologists in Vanuatu
such as Deacon (1934) and Layard (1942) both explained northern Vanuatu cul-
tural diversity as resulting from four separate migrations, the last introducing the
graded society. Although multiple migrations as an explanation for the distribu-
tion of particular cultural traits or trait complexes has very much gone out of
intellectual fashion since then, what has replaced it is either an over-generalized
appeal to local innovation to explain all cultural differences since initial settle-
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Fig. 1. The northern and central parts of Vanuatu, showing traditional exchange “roads” as recon-
structed from ethnohistory. Links to the south of Epi Island and those involving the Torres Islands
are not shown. Jom is a type of shell money produced on the island of Malo, and nambas are penis
wrappers. Map adapted from Huffman (1996).
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ment, or a retreat from any theorization of diversity at all. We believe that it is
time to return again to serious consideration of this diversity and the theoretical
arguments that have been used to explain it.

Modern archaeology began in the Pacific in the late 1940s and it was quickly
demonstrated that there was considerable time depth associated with human oc-
cupation of the Western Pacific, well beyond that considered by these early the-
orists (Kirch 2000). It is now realized that the “ethnographic present” contains a
whole series of cultural snapshots which may or may not be associated with any
great time depth, and which have been heavily transformed by European contact
(Spriggs 2005).

Archaeological research over the last five decades has established that human
colonization of Island Melanesia (defined as the Bismarck Archipelago, Solomon
Islands, Vanuatu, and New Caledonia) began in excess of 40,000 years ago (Lea-
vesley and Chappell 2004; Spriggs 19974) and during the Pleistocene probably
progressed as far as the end of the main Solomons chain along a series of intervisi-
ble islands forming what is often called Near Oceania (Green 1991). Further
movement eastward out into Remote Oceania, a region with substantially larger
water gaps separating often-smaller islands, did not begin until just over 3000
years ago.

Once human settlement beyond the main Solomons did occur it appears to
have been very rapid, with people of the Lapita culture colonizing eastward
through the Southeast Solomons, Vanuatu, New Caledonia, and Fiji as far as
Tonga and Samoa over a period of only a few hundred years (Kirch 1997; Spriggs
19974). Their proximate origin was in the Bismarck Archipelago where a melding
of disparate cultural elements had taken place to form the Lapita cultural complex
(Green 2000; Spriggs 2003).

The reign of Lapita however, at least as an archaeologically distinct horizon
defined by its dentate-decorated pottery, was relatively short-lived. It has been
demonstrated that in Remote Oceania it generally lasted only 200-300 years
(Anderson and Clark 1999; Bedford 2003; Burley et al. 1999; Sand 1997). It is
from about 2700 years ago that clear divergence in the archaeological record
begins, suggesting a contraction or specialization of exchange, an increasing focus
on local adaptation, sociopolitical transformation, and possibly secondary migra-
tions by groups with a quite different cultural background (Spriggs 19974:152—
161). However, despite the fact that the period after Lapita through to the present
represents 90 percent of the human history of western Remote Oceania, this time
span remains, with a handful of exceptions, poorly defined and under-researched
archaeologically in Island Melanesia beyond the Bismarck Archipelago (Kirch
2000:117-164; Walter and Sheppard 2006:137—144).

Considerable effort has been invested in tracing the historical development of
exchange systems, communicative networks, and the dynamics of cultural change
in Near Oceania and in Fiji and West and East Polynesia, but there remains a
large and crucial under-researched gap in northern Vanuatu in western Remote
Oceania, and an equally significant one in the more southeasterly parts of the
main Solomons chain in Near Oceania.

Fundamental research questions that can be addressed in the northern Vanuatu
area through archaeological methods include the timing and scale of cultural di-
versification, and the dynamics and nature of culture change. Two elementary



08 ASIAN PERSPECTIVES - 47(I) - SPRING 2008

and certainly interrelated drivers have led to the ethnographic mélange in the re-
gion: innovation on the one hand, and acquisition through interaction, contact-
induced change, or direct migration on the other. It is the interplay of these that
the project has sought to address, rather than assuming one of them as the domi-
nant process.

There is empirical archaeological evidence, from initial Lapita settlement
through to the recent past that attests to phases of inter-archipelagic interaction
in western Remote Oceania. At the beginning of the current project, evidence
associated with Vanuatu included pottery on Santo, Malo, and Erromango
brought from New Caledonia (Dickinson 2001) and obsidian from the Bismarck
Archipelago found on Malo in the Lapita period (Ambrose 1976). Later periods of
interaction are evidenced by Banks Islands obsidian found in Fiji (Best 1987), and
in Tikopia (Kirch and Yen 1982), and the Reefs—Santa Cruz Group in the South-
east Solomons (Ambrose 1976). A range of materials from the main Solomons and
even farther north was imported across the Remote Oceania barrier into the
Southeast Solomons in the Lapita and post-Lapita eras and may well have also
reached Vanuatu (Green and Kirch 1997). For decades archaeologists have postu-
lated similarities in the ceramics and other material culture of Vanuatu, Fiji, New
Caledonia, the Solomons, and New Guinea (Golson 1961; Green 1963; Spriggs
1997a, 2004).

Despite its strategic location and high research potential much of northern
Vanuatu remains an archaeological terra incognita and the confirmation or other-
wise of inter-archipelago interaction, its chronology, influence, and intensity re-
main largely unresearched. The most detailed archaeology that has been carried
out was undertaken by Ward (1979) on the small islet of Pakea in the Banks
Islands. Several researchers have worked on Lapita sites on Malo (Hedrick n.d.;
Hedrick and Shutler 1969; Galipaud 19984; Noury 1998; Pineda and Galipaud
1998) and more recently on Aore, Tutuba, and Mafea (Galipaud 2001; Galipaud
and Swete-Kelly 2005; Galipaud and Vienne 2005). Galipaud has also carried out
a series of surveys and excavations on Santo, primarily on the west coast and in the
Torres and Banks Islands (Galipaud 19964, 1996b, 1998b). Further surface surveys
are documented in unpublished reports by the Vanuatu Cultural and Historic
Sites Survey (VCHSS).

INITIAL RESEARCH HYPOTHESES

At the start of the project we developed a series of primary interrelated hypoth-
eses to be tested. They were as follows:

1. Northern Vanuatu was a major stepping-stone during the initial human colonization
and settlement of Remote Oceania

Over the last few decades of research an increasingly robust theoretical framework
and associated database outlining the chronology, spread, and socioeconomic na-
ture of Lapita have begun to emerge. Conventionally it has been argued that
there was a clinal west-east pattern of settlement with accompanying “distance
decay” in ceramics (Kirch 1997), although more recently this pattern has been
challenged with some authors arguing for the potential of multiple origins for
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particular Lapita communities (Burley and Dickinson 2001; Clark and Anderson
2001).

Debate continues to rage over a whole spectrum of issues associated with
Lapita archaeology, in part because of very patchy distributional data for archipel-
agoes such as the Solomons and Vanuatu. Lying southeast of the Reefs—Santa
Cruz Group with Tikopia and Vanikoro in between and 800 km west of Fiji,
northern Vanuatu provided both an easy target and subsequent safety net for
initial colonizers as they moved out from the main Solomons chain into the
previously unexplored areas of the Pacific (Irwin 1992). Lapita sites had however
only ever been reported in Vanuatu as far north as Malo and Aore off the south-
ern tip of Santo prior to 2005, and have only been reported in limited detail. In
2002 and 2003 preliminary survey on the small islands off the northeast coast of
Malakula showed that Lapita sites are there and they are extremely well preserved
beneath multiple tephra layers (Bedford 2003, 2006b). The lack of any Lapita ev-
idence in the north was considered by us to relate simply to a lack of targeted
fieldwork in the area.

With this in mind the project targeted key areas to attempt to confirm the pre-
dicted widespread nature of Lapita settlement and focus on determining whether
empirical evidence for inter-archipelagic interaction could be identified, either
with ‘homelands’ to the west or new staging posts to the south or east.

2. Post-Lapita interaction with the populations to the northwest was regular and influential

One of the most important research questions regarding the prehistory of the
Southwest Pacific is the nature of the cultural changes which occurred during the
period after Lapita and that ultimately led to the conspicuous diversity that is
found in the region. A widely accepted explanation for these cultural changes has
been that they were related to a secondary wave of migration or at least extended
contact from non-Austronesian populations farther north, contributing to the
“Melanesianization” of the region as far east as Fiji (Golson 1961; Green 1963;
Spriggs 19974). It has been argued that the most visible manifestation archaeolo-
gically was to be found in the ceramic record, with some authors claiming that
there is evidence of a Melanesia-wide Incised and Applied Relief (IAR) tradition
which demonstrated synchronous change from the post-Lapita period onward
(Galipaud 1996a; Spriggs 1997a; Wahome 1999).

More recently this view, or at least the evidence to support it, has been chal-
lenged (Bedford 2000, 2006a; Bedford and Clark 2001; Clark 2003), and the
challenge has subsequently gained some support (Felgate 2003; Sheppard and
Walter 2006). This was an ongoing debate in which the authors of this paper
held opposing views and so have combined on this project to address this issue in
a region that is core to the debate.

Clear links with the northwest are picked up again in the last 500 years or so in
oral traditions, ethnographic observations, archaeological evidence, and other data
(Mondragon 2003; Spriggs 2000). There are a number of specialized cultural
practices noted by early ethnographers (Speiser 1996) that are unlikely to have
developed independently but rather are likely indicators of some form of interac-
tion or even migration. Examples are headbinding and the production of full-
circle pig tusks that are found both in northern Vanuatu and in southern New
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Britain in the Bismarck Archipelago. Green (1999) has combined archaeological,
linguistic, and biological evidence to suggest that influence from Near Oceania in
the form of sustained contact from or even migrations of non-Austronesian-
speaking groups might well have contributed to substantial change in this part
of Remote Oceania in the last 1000 years. Research in northern Vanuatu should
help to clarify the evidence for temporality, extent, and influence of such
contacts.

3. Contact with Fiji to the east was intermittent but significant

Both linguists (Geraghty 1983:389) and biological anthropologists (Visser
1994:249-250) have argued for contact and migration from Vanuatu to Fiji at
various times in the past. The known distributions of the traditional drug kava
(Piper methysticum) and of an introduced rat (Ratfus praetor) have also been used
to bolster this argument (Sand 2000), and the recovery of Banks Islands obsidian
on Lakeba in eastern Fiji (Best 1987) provides strong evidence. It was generally
accepted until recently that similarities in ceramic motifs, betokening contact,
could also be demonstrated (Best 1984; Frost 1979). Previously claimed parallels
in contemporary ceramics from the center and south of Vanuatu with those in
Fiji have, however, now been strongly challenged (Bedford 2000, 20064; Bedford
and Clark 2001). Researchers arguing for ceramic connections have subsequently
suggested that evidence for ceramic links will be found in northern Vanuatu once
research on the relevant periods is carried out there (Best 2002:30-32). In the
late part of the Fijian sequence large bullet-shaped pots are found, as they are in
parts of northern Vanuatu in the same period (Bedford 2000, 20064). Such evi-
dence for Vanuatu-Fiji connections is suggestive although largely circumstantial
in our present state of knowledge. The current project might be able to establish
the frequency and significance of such contacts.

4. Polynesian contacts with northern Vanuatu were rare and unimportant

Evidence of substantial Polynesian influence within the last 1200 years has been
demonstrated in central and southern Vanuatu (Garanger 1972; Luders 1996,
2001; Shutler and Shutler 1968; Shutler et al. 2002; Spriggs 1997a4:207-218).
This includes contact-induced changes in social structure, language, and artifact
forms. On some “Polynesian Outlier” islands previous populations or at least their
languages have been replaced entirely. There is much less general evidence of
such influence and a lack of such Outlier islands in northern Vanuatu. This con-
trasts with the area immediately to the north in the Southeast Solomons, and to
the south in central and southern Vanuatu. Northern Vanuatu is thus currently
rather a void in the story of Polynesian influence on Island Melanesian societies.
It may be that Polynesian influences have been masked or replaced by recent
sociopolitical developments and cultural practices associated with the spread of
the grade-taking political system throughout northern Vanuatu (Bonnemaison
1996:200-216). This system could have replaced more Polynesian-influenced
chiefly systems, such as those still present in the center and south of the archi-
pelago, and attested on islands like Ambrym in the recent past (Tonkinson
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1968:27-28). Investigation of the history of the grade-taking system and its asso-
ciated material culture will help to shed light on this issue. The possible influence
of Polynesian contact on the development of northern Vanuatu cultures has not
been the topic of archaeological investigation up to now.

5. Patterns of cultural variation in northern Vanuatu as recorded ethnographically have
developed only relatively recently (last 500 years) and are in part a response to European
contact and colonization

Due to sustained efforts by a number of anthropologists, ethnologists, travelers
and explorers, there are often-detailed records of the extant sociopolitical systems
and culture of northern Vanuatu for the last century. These various “snapshots”
provide a series of ethnographic endpoints from which to work back into the
deeper past. The accounts describe dense exchange networks (see Fig. 1) related
to an overarching grade-taking political system which manifested itself materially
in diverse ways (sculpture, stone architecture, settlement layout, etc.). Concen-
trating on the major nodes of this exchange system and seeing how long their
centrality has existed in its current form will help elucidate its time depth.

Preliminary archaeological research (Bedford 2000, 20064) has established that
there is similarity in the ceramics across a number of islands of northern Vanuatu
dating to the last 500 years, an indication of some degree of cultural homogene-
ity. During the last 200 years or so, however, there appears to have been some
breakdown of this communicative network at which time ceramic production ei-
ther died out or became island-specific in style.

It is unlikely to be coincidental that this occurred during the period of Euro-
pean contact, beginning with Quiros’ expedition of 1606. The Spaniards tried
to establish the colony of New Jerusalem in Big Bay on Santo Island (Spriggs
1997a:223-240). The descriptions by expedition members suggest that the Big
Bay area was heavily populated at the time (Kelly 1966). The Spanish attempt at
settlement failed and there was a gap of 168 years before Captain James Cook
returned to Big Bay. Of major importance in any consideration of the recent evo-
lution of sociocultural patterns in the region is the impact of these very earliest
European visits on the populations of various areas through introduced disease
(Kirch 2000; Sand 1995). The historically recorded cultural patterns of the region
cannot be understood without knowledge of recent population history beyond
the period of sustained European contact. Big Bay, Santo can form one test case
in this regard.

APPROACH

This was planned as the first large-scale archaeological project to consider north-
ern Vanuatu as an analytical unit and thus address the culture history of a signifi-
cant crossroads region of the Southwest Pacific from its initial human settlement
some 3000 years ago, through to the recent past. It fills in a blank between
better-researched areas of central and southern Vanuatu and New Caledonia to
the south, Fiji to the east, and (for islands like Tikopia and the Reefs—Santa Cruz
Group at least) the Southeast Solomons to the northwest.
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Our major theme of explaining the genesis of cultural diversity in the region,
using the drivers of innovation and acquisition, gives the study a more general in-
terest in archaeological theory building. Cultural change in the Pacific has long
been seen as a recapitulation of the classic pattern of social evolution from tribe to
chiefdom to state (Earle 1991, 1997; Goldman 1970; Sahlins 1958, 1963). North-
ern Vanuatu presents a very different picture which confounds such universal
models of historical process, with a likely development from a simple chiefly
structure at initial settlement through to an elaborate system of acquiring rank
in the recent past through grade-taking ceremonies involving the sacrifice of
specially reared pigs. This was a system that transcended language boundaries and
individual islands to create webs of power between different areas, underwritten
by elaborate patterns of inter-island exchange.

A predictive model of site location and preservation potential for northern
Vanuatu was developed, based on three inter-linked factors: geological mapping,
site location information from previous archaeological research, and ethnographic
accounts describing various areas on particular islands that acted as nodes in a
communicative network, both within Vanuatu (Huffman 1996:184 [see Fig. 1])
and oriented externally in relation to the Southeast Solomons (Kirch and Yen
1982). Past experience in Vanuatu has shown that sites with well-preserved
lengthy cultural sequences are found in areas of recent uplift, especially when
backed by older limestone formations.

Experience has also shown, for instance on Aneityum in southern Vanuatu
(Spriggs 1981, 1997b), that site visibility is considerably reduced in areas of volca-
nic substrate with high erosion and deposition rates. Acid soils in these conditions
are also a problem for the preservation of organic cultural materials over long
time periods. Islands that are some distance from active volcanoes but close
enough to receive regular showers of tephra can be particularly productive, how-
ever, especially where the major substrate is marine sands. Such a situation has
been demonstrated on both Efate in central Vanuatu (Bedford and Spriggs 2000)
and in northern and southern Malakula (Bedford 2003). Comparing the distribu-
tion of known sites with long sequences and/or preservation conditions to the
geological conditions confirms that some areas in northern Vanuatu are much
more prospective than others for our purposes.

Matching these factors against the major exchange nodes described above
allowed us to target particular areas of high potential and to give lower priority
to others. In addition, other geologically and archaeologically promising areas (al-
beit without identified recent exchange centrality) were identified. The hypoth-
eses were to be specifically tested through extensive archaeological survey and
targeted excavation to provide a more robust data set for the region from Lapita
settlement through to the recent past. For the Lapita period this could then be
compared with data from Fiji and the Southeast Solomons and, within Vanuatu,
the previous research data from Malo, Aore, and Malakula, to determine the ex-
tent and nature of interaction with homelands to the west or new staging posts
to the south or east. A key aspect in facilitating the testing of the frequency and
chronology of interaction with the northwest and east over the millennia would
be the establishment of detailed post-Lapita cultural sequences in the same fashion
as has already been achieved in central and southern Vanuatu (Bedford 2000,
20064a; Bedford and Spriggs 2000).
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RESULTS

The results of the first two seasons of fieldwork are presented within the frame-
work of the five hypotheses. At this stage they are very much in summary form
as many of the sites have only been identified within the last six months and
detailed analysis and write-up are continuing.

Northern Vanuatu as a Major Lapita Stepping-Stone

Lapita sites in Vanuatu have until very recently been notoriously difficult to locate
due primarily to ongoing and sometimes cataclysmic volcanic and tectonic activ-
ity across the archipelago (Anderson et al. 2001; Bedford 2003, in press; Bedford
and Spriggs in prep.). The recent discovery, however, of the very well-preserved
sites of Makue on Aore (Galipaud 2001; Galipaud and Swete-Kelly 2005; Gali-
paud and Vienne 2005), sites on the small islands off the northeast coast of Mala-
kula (Bedford 2003), and Teouma on the south coast of Efate in central Vanuatu
(Bedford et al. 2004) have dramatically increased our knowledge in regards to
Lapita in Vanuatu and the wider region.

Teouma was discovered immediately after final preparation of our grant appli-
cation to the ARC at the beginning of 2004 (Bedford et al. 2004), but subsequent
excavations in mid-2004 directed by the authors revealed it to be a major Lapita
cemetery and slightly later habitation site and indications are that it is associated
with initial colonization of central Vanuatu (Bedford et al. 2006). Despite the
fact that Teouma is somewhat to the south of the area of our primary concern,
the substantive data that have been gleaned from the site are particularly well
suited to addressing Hypothesis One in relation to the stepping-stone status of
Vanuatu during the Lapita expansion.

First, the widespread nature of Lapita settlement in Vanuatu is now being con-
firmed. It can be comfortably predicted that Lapita sites will be found on most
islands of the archipelago, barring those whose form has been radically altered
since Lapita settlement by volcanic activity (e.g., Ambrym, Ambae), and where
only major industrial earthmoving might produce a chance discovery. Lapita sites
with a component of dentate-stamping now include those on the island of Erro-
mango (2 sites) in the south, Efate (2) in the center, in northern Vanuatu on both
the large and small islands of Malakula (5) and on Malo (6), Aore (2+), Tutuba
(2), and Mafea Islands (2) off the south and southeast coast of Santo.

Fieldwork undertaken by the authors in September 2006 revealed two Lapita
sites in the north of the main island of Santo, the largest island in Vanuatu (3900
km?). One is located at Matantas village in the southeast corner of Big Bay, and
another with stylistically identical plainware and shell-impressed ceramics recov-
ered from a single 1 X 1 m test-pit is located at Port Olry on the northeast coast
of Santo. Preliminary dating (although lacking precision due to a flat part of the
calibration curve) and initial assessment of the ceramics from the sites indicates
that they are associated with the late Lapita period in Vanuatu around 2790—
2350 cal. B.p. (Table 1). These sites are thus far the northernmost Lapita sites iden-
tified in Vanuatu and the first for mainland Santo. While Lapita sites have yet
to be identified in the Banks or Torres Islands in the far north of Vanuatu, the
distribution of Banks Islands obsidian in a number of Lapita sites farther south in
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Vanuatu (Malo, Makue, Vao, Teouma) indicates that there will indeed be Lapita
sites discovered there through further prospection. Again, dramatic geomorpho-
logical change has made their discovery difficult. There is certainly no apparent
geophysical impediment to the Banks and Torres Islands having been any less at-
tractive for Lapita settlement than any other in Vanuatu.

The evidence for Lapita-period inter-archipelagic interaction in western Re-
mote Oceania that is now emanating from Vanuatu has been increased greatly
over the last few years of research. It is providing insights into wider issues such
as the pattern and strategy of Lapita settlement in Remote Oceania. There are
several trademark artifacts (primarily pottery and obsidian) along with distinctive
aspects to midden composition that are seen as proxies in Remote Oceania for
identifying colonization-phase settlements and measuring the strength of connec-
tions with sites farther to the west, including the Bismarcks homeland (Green
1976, 2003:114; Green and Kirch 1997; Sheppard 1993).

Prior to recent research in Vanuatu the Reefs—Santa Cruz Group was seen as
unique in Remote Oceania for the quantities of Bismarck Archipelago obsidian
that had been recovered. But a similar pattern is beginning to emerge from the
Lapita sites in Vanuatu, particularly from Makue (Galipaud and Swete-Kelly
2005) and to a lesser extent Teouma. A significant quantity of fine-grained chert,
which may be exotic, has also been recovered from Teouma.

Preliminary analysis of the Teouma Lapita ceramics places them in the category
of Western or Middle Lapita style (Anson 1983; Summerhayes 2000). There is a
wide range of vessel forms present including fine dentate-stamped flat-bottomed
dishes, cylinder stands, pot stands, carinated vessels, and incurving bowls. These
vessel forms and many of the design motifs show direct parallels with material
from the Reefs—Santa Cruz Group Lapita sites and even with sites much further
west such as in the Arawe Islands and Mussau Group of the Bismarck Archipel-
ago. To have the range of very similar vessel forms and designs distributed over
such great distances implies rapid movement of people out of the Bismarck
homeland region into western Remote Oceania (Bedford et al. 2006). Signifi-
cantly, a number of the same distinctive or parallel attributes found to the north-
west of Vanuatu are not found farther east in Fiji and are restricted in their distri-
bution in New Caledonia. Further evidence of the fluid nature of initial Lapita
settlement in this region is the identification of a flat-bottomed dish from
Teouma that has been sourced to New Caledonia (Dickinson 2006a).

It has long been argued that the Reefs—Santa Cruz Group formed a crucial
central place for the colonization of Remote Oceania (Green 1976; Green and
Kirch 1997). Their long-distance exchange system and links to the Bismarcks
were seen as somewhat unique. This status has been emphasized more recently
by Sheppard and Walter (2006:59) although they concede that results from
northern Vanuatu suggest that this “zone” may have to be extended farther east.
The latest results from northern and central Vanuatu confirm this extension.
Rather than the Reefs—Santa Cruz Group being seen as unique, it can now be
seen rather as a nodal point and not a terminus in a wider chronozone stretching
down to northern and central Vanuatu. The idea that Lapita colonizers may have
leap-frogged Vanuatu or that Lapita settlement was marginal in Vanuatu now
finds little support; rather the increasing evidence points to the archipelago as be-
ing integral to the successtul human colonization of western Remote Oceania
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(Bedford in press) and by implication regions farther east. Vanuatu was almost
certainly the departure point for the Lapita settlement of Fiji, an argument first
put forward long ago (Anson 1983, 1986; Green 1978), and provided an intervi-
sible series of stepping-stone islands southward to New Caledonia.

Post-Lapita Interaction with the Northwest

The core of archaeological arguments regarding interaction or migratory events
post-dating Lapita in the southwest Pacific has revolved around ceramics and as
such they will be the focus of discussion here. For decades archaeologists talked
of a largely assumed Incised and Applied Relief (IAR) tradition which could be
identified across the southwest Pacific which was said to represent a secondary
wave of migration following Lapita. This was seen as going part way to explaining
the striking cultural, linguistic, and biological differences found between the Mel-
anesian and Polynesian regions. A crucial rupture in this overarching theme came
with the recognition that the ceramic sequences of Efate (once seen as a central
region of IAR) and Erromango, located an intervisible distance to the south,
exhibited divergence soon after the end of dentate-stamped Lapita (Bedford
2000, 20064). The current project has provided further opportunity to assess the
post-Lapita ceramic traditions of Vanuatu and how similar those in the north are
to central and southern Vanuatu and regions beyond.

Erueti- and Mangaasi-style pottery have thus far been identified as being wide-
spread on Efate and its outer islands and farther north to the Shepherds Group
(Bedford 20064a; Garanger 1972). Recent research undertaken on Epi indicates
that this island may, in fact, mark their most northern extent albeit in a diluted
form. At the village of Mafilau on the west coast of the island a large mound fea-
ture comprised primarily of midden remains has revealed a stratified cultural de-
posit in excess of 4.5 m in depth which chronologically parallels the Early Erueti
Phase on Efate (2800—2500 B.p.). The pottery is predominantly plain (less than 20
incised sherds amongst thousands of plain sherds) and only partially reminiscent of
Early Erueti—style material as it lacks the distinctive wide flat lip.

There are, however, hints that there was some connection: several examples of
a distinctive shell artifact that has not been found thus far anywhere else but from
Erueti deposits on Efate were found at Mafilau. It is a long unit with perforations
at each end (Bedford 2006a:209, Fig. 9.14a), possibly part of a necklace or brace-
let. A suite of five radiocarbon dates from the top 4 m of the mound cluster
around 2740-2450 cal. B.p. (see Table 1). A number of surface collected sherds
that had been washed down from a nearby gully can be securely grouped with
Early Mangaasi—style ceramics (c. 2300—1800 cal. B.p. on Efate). Epi appears to
have been a border region during this period. It seems that this border or bound-
ary status, which has shifted its orientation over time, continued well into the late
prehistoric period: surface ceramics from Mafilau and farther northwest on Epi
dating to the last 500 years have clear parallels with ceramics from Malakula but
similar ceramics are not found farther south.

The Malakula ceramic sequence lacks anything that resembles Erueti or Man-
gaasi in terms of vessel form or full-design motifs. Pottery production continued
there right up to European contact some 1200 years after it probably ceases on
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Efate. There are incised, applied, fingernail, and excised decorative techniques
that are used on a variety of vessel forms but neither the full designs, the chronol-
ogy, or the vessel forms are comparable with those in central Vanuatu. From our
own recent investigations on Santo and the earlier surveys of Galipaud we again
conclude that Erueti- and Mangaasi-style ceramics do not reach that far north.

This conclusion requires reassessment of earlier arguments regarding the Banks
Islands ceramics that were once thought to be Mangaasi-like (Kirch and Yen
1982; Ward 1979) and then, later, Erueti-like (Bedford 2000, 2006a) and which
disappeared supposedly around 2000 B.P. The recovered Pakea material was in ef-
fect too fragmentary to establish anything beyond decorative technique, and hints
at some vessel form (as has also been argued for the majority of sites claiming to
be associated with AR [Bedford 20064; Bedford and Clark 2001]).

Ward recorded numerous sites with surface finds of pottery throughout the
Banks and this has been further confirmed on a recent visit by Bedford and Chris-
tian Reepmeyer, a Ph.D. student from the Australian National University studying
Banks Islands volcanic glass. If pottery had ceased some 2000 years ago then its
regular occurrence on the ground surface seems very much at odds with ongoing
volcanic activity across much of the Banks. Two radiocarbon dates associated with
pottery at the Ambek site on Vanua Lava now confirm that ceramic production
continued there into the last 600 years (Table 1). During a brief surface survey in
2006 on Pakea Island off the coast of Vanua Lava a number of large decorated
sherds were collected that were unlike anything found there earlier, or found in
the sequences of central Vanuatu. Many of the recently recovered sherds also dis-
played a distinctive red slip both internally and externally, a feature of the late
Santo ceramics. While yet to be further clarified we suggest that the ceramic se-
quence of the Banks is also likely to be characterized by regional diversification
soon after Lapita with some late connections to Santo.

Our conclusion, albeit preliminary as none of the ceramic sequences from the
north are as robust as those established for the center and south, is that there is
regional diversification in ceramic traditions right across Vanuatu soon after Lapita
and that these traditions can be divided into a number of regions: southern, cen-
tral, northern, and far northern Vanuatu (Banks and Torres Islands). This conclu-
sion alone severely weakens support for any overarching IAR, which was once
thought to have stretched right across the southwest Pacific and to have repre-
sented a similar phenomenon to the Lapita dispersal event. Initial comparisons
with sequences to the northwest, the most detailed and secure of which are found
in the western Solomons (Felgate 2003) and on Buka (Specht 1969; Wickler
2001), find little support for synchronicity or parallels until we get to the very
end of the sequence.

It is the modern forms recorded by Specht (1972:130) from Buka, the coil-
made bullet-shaped pots with incised motifs that show marked similarities in
manufacturing technique, form, and motif design to late prehistoric and historic
ceramics on northern Vanuatu islands such as Malakula, Ambae, Pentecost,
Maewo, Malo, and southern Santo (Bedford 20064; Galipaud 1996a). The evi-
dence for increased interaction with at least the immediate north is also seen in
the presence of Banks Islands volcanic glass on Tikopia during the last 1000 years
(Kirch and Yen 1982).
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Contact with Fiji

We do not dispute the fact that there is a range of evidence from various disci-
plines that indicates there has been contact between Vanuatu and Fiji during the
prehistoric period following initial colonization. What we do challenge, however,
are the arguments or implications that suggest a major migratory event emanating
from Vanuatu occurred around 1700 B.p. and that this event can be identified
in the Fijian ceramic record (Best 1984:493, 2002:30-32; Burley and Clark
2003:239). This event or series of events is argued to have been a major influence
in the transformation of the Fijian ceramic tradition at that time, heralding the
development of the Navatu Phase across Fiji.

Best, who has been the strongest recent advocate of a migratory event from
Vanuatu, conceded that following reassessments of the central and southern
Vanuatu ceramic sequences (Bedford 2006a; Bedford and Clark 2001), parallels
with that region and Fiji now seemed unlikely. He does persist, however, with
the idea that ceramic parallels with Navatu Phase ceramics might still be found in
the north of Vanuatu (Best 2002:30-32).

Burley is apparently less confident as regards a migratory event, although he is
generally supportive of Best’s arguments. He champions the idea of an “intrusion
of ceramic influences from the west,” but suggests instead that this came about
through the “result of occasional contacts through interisland voyaging” (Burley
2005:339). Unlike Best, Burley continues to see parallels with Mangaasi-style
pottery, but in his summary of both Navatu and Fijian Plainware phase vessels
only a single example is cited (2005:330) in a collection which is overwhelmingly
and distinctively Fijian in terms of vessel form, decorative technique, and design
motifs. On current evidence we remain unconvinced of a migratory event from
Vanuatu that transformed a long-established Fijian ceramic tradition. Indeed the
accumulating data from Vanuatu that the ceramic sequences there demonstrate
regional diversification would appear to further weaken this claim.

The Banks Islands basaltic glass (14 pieces) found in two rockshelters on the
island of Lakeba (Best 1984:65) provides strong evidence of an exotic article
derived from northern Vanuatu being present in eastern Fiji. However, and
particularly considering that to date this has been a one-off find, to us it hardly
constitutes evidence for a major migratory event. We suggest rather that this is
the sort of data that points to evidence of occasional low-level contacts (Burley
2005:339; Clark 2003:215). The dating of the basaltic glass, fitting in with
changes in ceramics at the site at 1700 B.p., has also been challenged (Bedford
and Clark 2001:69). If an equally feasible date of 1200 B.p. is accepted then it
coincides with a period of broader expansion of the distribution of Banks Islands
glass (and a range of other artifact forms), north to Tikopia (Kirch and Yen
1982:260). It is also a period which marks increased interaction among the islands
of northern Vanuatu in general, a characteristic which continued into the historic
period, facilitated by the use of large ocean going canoes that were recorded
ethnographically (Fig. 2).

There are also intriguing parallels with aspects of northern Vanuatu ceremonial
activity that have been noted in the late ceremonial sites known as Naga in Fiji.
These sites have yet to be investigated in any detail but they are recognized as
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Fig. 2. Oceangoing canoe, SE Santo, c. 1885. Photograph courtesy of the Vanuatu National
Museum.

being relatively late and the stone structures are unlike any others found in Fiji
(Field 2006; Fison 1885; Frost 1979; Palmer 1971). The pottery associated with
these sites, elongated forms with pointed bases, finds few parallels among any
other Fijian material. The sites were associated with “secret society” activity
including male initiation ceremonies. At the beginning of these ceremonies initi-
ates had their heads shaved, which according to one record “presented a curious
appearance ... owing to the remarkable shape of their heads, which are narrowed
by lateral pressure during infancy” (Fison 1885:20). As noted earlier, similar cra-
nial deformation was a feature of northern Vanuatu and some Bismarck Archipel-
ago societies at European contact.

The Extent of Polynesian Contacts with Northern Vanuatu

Evidence for Polynesian influence in Vanuatu has been commented on since the
arrival of Cook and has been highlighted through a range of evidence including
oral traditions, ethnographic observations, linguistics, and archaeology. The pri-
mary archaeological evidence for this contact comes from a range of artifact forms
dated to the last 1000 years, thus far restricted to the center and south of Vanuatu,
and principally derived from burials (Bedford 2006a:216; Garanger 1972; Shutler
and Shutler 1968; Shutler et al. 2002; Spriggs 1997a:207-218).

The more recent fieldwork undertaken in northern Vanuatu on sites dating to
a similar period, including excavated burials on both Malakula and Epi, has so far
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failed to produce anything comparable to the range of Polynesian-style artifacts
found in the center and south of Vanuatu. We conclude, on admittedly much
less detailed archaeological data than that available for the center and south, that
Polynesian influence in northern Vanuatu was indeed rare and unimportant.
However, this opens up the question of the different levels and situations of
contact or interaction and how they might be manifested in the archaeological
record.

The burials most often associated with Polynesian-style artifacts, the presence
of which is generally attributed to West Polynesian expansion, are those of Roi
Mata on Retoka, others on Tongoa, and then Aneityum in the south. But at the
same time there are distinctive features of these burials that would seem to have
derived from northern Vanuatu. These include the occurrence of full-circle pig
tusks, a signature artifact of the graded society in northern Vanuatu and, in the
case of the burials on Aneityum, the practice of removal of the head after decom-
position. The nature of Polynesian contact clearly varied from place to place and
the evidence thus far indicates that it was more sustained in the south and centre
of Vanuatu. Neither conquest nor major migratory events need be invoked nec-
essarily to explain conscious or unconscious processes of imitation, adaptation, or
inclusion of exotic cultural practices and material culture. The appearance of
Polynesian-style artifacts in the center and south of Vanuatu coincides with evi-
dence for a more general increase in archipelagic interaction across the Western
Pacific (Bedford and Clark 2001:71; Kirch 2000:129; Spriggs 1997a:187-222).
This wider phenomenon was not solely Polynesian-driven or inspired.

One of the factors which further complicates an assessment of the levels of ex-
ternal impact in any region and particularly those of a sociopolitical nature, is the
potential for subsequent influences from elsewhere having masked or replaced
them. Might this have been the scenario in Vanuatu in relation to the contrasting
political systems found in the north (grade-taking system) and the center and
south (Polynesian-style chiefly systems)? We think generally not, even if simply
based on an assessment of the currently available information on material culture
and burials of similar chronological periods rather than any detailed history of the
grade-taking system.

Our research and that of others highlight the varied development, form, fluid
nature, and in some cases very recent appearance of the grade-taking systems
found across northern Vanuatu. On some islands oral traditions claim that the
grade-taking systems developed on those islands and have always been there,
while on others people say they were introduced from elsewhere in the recent
past. Similarly in relation to pig killing being an integral part of the grade-taking
system, people on some islands talk of pigs as always being an essential component
while others talk of “pig missionaries” arriving in areas just before the church mis-
sionaries in the nineteenth century (Huffman 2005, and pers. comm.). In south-
east Ambrym a further ingredient to the mix included a diluted form of chieftain-
ship that operated in tandem with the graded society (Tonkinson 1968:27-28).

Emergence of the Ethnographic Present

Increased European activity and more sustained contact began in Vanuatu soon
after the visit of Cook in 1774 and particularly so after Peter Dillon’s announce-



BEDFORD AND SPRIGGS -+ NORTHERN VANUATU AS A PACIFIC CROSSROADS III

ment in 1825 that sandalwood was present on the southern islands. Missionary
activity from the 1840s and labor recruitment from the 1860s radically increased
the intensity and impact on ni-Vanuatu society at all levels. It was a period of
immense change, most dramatically demonstrated in the records of massive de-
population (Spriggs 1997a:255-263), of adaptation, and transformation. Histori-
cal records for this period are varied both in terms of their focus, coverage and
detail. Prior to the 1840s they are few and far between and increase in number
from the mid-nineteenth century, primarily as a result of missionary activity.

Early detailed ethnographic studies and anthropological research date from the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (Codrington 1891; Deacon 1934;
Layard 1942; Speiser 1923, 1996) and were understandably patchy in their cover-
age. Bearing this in mind one has to approach the written and oral historical
record with a degree of caution, particularly if assigning any time depth to
observed social, economic, and cultural behavior. Initial contacts and subsequent
interaction between ni-Vanuatu and the new arrivals varied tremendously across
the archipelago and consequently the levels of impact, change, and adaptation
were equally variable and often unpredictable.

There are numerous cases of underlying indigenous social and political institu-
tions being enhanced through increased contacts, particularly with European
traders. Grade-taking ceremonies on the west coast of Ambae are said to have
reached their zenith in terms of largesse and display in the mid-1860s, at least
partly stimulated by increased access to tusker pigs through amplified trade (Allen
1969). This may well have been the case in many of the grade-taking areas of
Vanuatu and it is of course the same period when they begin to be described and
recorded in detail. Those items of introduced material culture most prized were
generally those that filled the same role of traditional items. In the 1860s, the
most prized trade items in Vanua Lava in the Banks Islands, where volcanic glass
was still being used, were empty whole bottles (Brenchley 1873:235). Iron cook-
ing vessels too appear to have been readily adopted, even in areas where pottery
was still being made or exchanged.

Virtually all historic records that mention pottery indicate that its manufacture
was restricted to the west coast of Santo and that it was traded to other areas from
there. There is, however, regular mention of the widespread presence of pot-
sherds across central and northern Vanuatu. Pottery is very rarely noted as being
used outside Santo, accounts being restricted to Malakula where pieces of pots
were used in various ceremonies. Recent archaeological and linguistic research
indicates, however, that this pattern probably developed very recently in parts
of northern Vanuatu: it cannot be extended back beyond the early to mid-
nineteenth century.

Excavations of well-stratified (due to regular ashfall from nearby Ambrym) late
midden deposits at Nombung on Sakao Island, one of the Maskelyne Islands off
the southeastern tip of Malakula, have revealed the transition between late pre-
contact and post-contact midden remains. In a one-meter-deep deposit pottery
dominates in the lower immediately pre-European contact levels, is mixed with
limited exotic materials (iron and glass) in layers above dated to less than 310 cal.
B.P., and is no longer present in the uppermost levels dominated by historically
introduced items (see Table 1 for dates). Much of the island was sold to European
interests in 1884. Linguistically similar terms for cooking pots also give some
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indication of areas where its manufacture or use has only been relatively recently
lost. On Sakao the language term for cooking pot is koro, as it is in southwest
Malakula, and it is vuru on south Ambae. On the west coast of Santo it is uro. In
many areas where pottery had long ago gone out of use, it is simply referred to by
the Bislama (pidgin) term “sospen” from English “saucepan.”

The sudden and historically unrecorded disappearance of pottery in northern
Vanuatu highlights the kind of major change than can occur in a short period of
time: in this case it is likely to have occurred in less than a generation. Ethno-
graphic records must also be weighed against radically changing natural landscapes
in a volcanically active archipelago such as Vanuatu. What might be assumed to
be a long-lived landscape and human settlement pattern may in fact be only a rel-
atively recently established situation (Bedford and Spriggs in prep.). Many of the
features pertaining to the exchange networks recorded in northern Vanuatu (Fig.
1) in the mid- to late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries may in fact be re-
lated to responses to changing circumstances brought about by European intru-
sion. However these high impact events or processes that happen over a relatively
short period are often very difficult to identify in the archaeological record in
deflated and often very mixed contexts, particularly if sampling is not carried out
intensively across the wider landscape. This we found was the case with our so-far
failed attempts to identify impacts associated with the 1606 Spanish visit to Big
Bay in Santo. Evidence for such impacts is at present “lost” in a sea of unfamiliar
and as yet undescribed data with no clear chronological context (cf. Walter and
Sheppard 2006).

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

The increased pace of archaeological research in Vanuatu over the last decade has
transformed our knowledge and perceptions of the archipelago’s deep history. It
has also provided a vastly more robust data set from which the archipelago can be
assessed and situated in the wider Pacific context. The primary colonization of
Vanuatu can be shown to have been associated with the initial human settlement
of Remote Oceania. A chronozone once thought to be restricted to the Reefs—
Santa Cruz Group can now be extended farther south to northern and central
Vanuatu. Internally, Lapita sites have now been found on some of the smaller
islands of Vanuatu (some less than 1 km?) through to the largest island of Santo.
Any previously perceived preference for small offshore islands can now be seen,
at least in the case of Remote Oceania, as simply a factor of site visibility and ease
of investigation.

The emerging data indicate that there are early nodal settlements and a whole
series of satellite and later settlements, some of which are occupied for hundreds
of years while others are very short-term. Population movements are very fluid
during this initial colonization phase, evidenced through the presence of exotic
Lapita pots from New Caledonia in the south, center, and north of Vanuatu
(Dickinson 20064, 2006b) and Banks Islands obsidian reaching as far south as Efate
(Ambrose pers. comm.).

We can also now say with increasing confidence that soon after the Lapita
dentate-stamped phase of ceramic production, there is regional diversification in
ceramic traditions across Vanuatu. These multiple traditions do not demonstrate
synchronous change or any great level of similarity with chronologically compa-
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rable ceramic sequences elsewhere. Consequently they do not provide evidence
of waves of secondary migration or high levels of sustained interaction. A crucial
aspect of this whole debate that is often overlooked is the need for an assessment
of the integrity and nature of any of the ceramic collections that are being
studied. Comparisons are often made with collections of small sherds from which
nothing more than decorative technique can be assessed. If robust local ceramic
sequences are to be established, which can then be reliably used in regional com-
parisons, then it is crucial that they be based on collections that enable the reliable
reconstruction of vessel forms and give some indication and definition of com-
plete decorative designs.

Not having evidence for homologous ceramic sequences in neighboring archi-
pelagoes need not of course in any way preclude interaction. There needs to be
greater emphasis on the cultural processes involved and how these might be man-
ifested in the archaeological record (cf. Green and Kirch 1997). While Lapita
represents a major migratory event and is associated with an identifiable ceramic
horizon, “Melanesianization,” for want of a better word, can be much more pro-
ductively “construed as an interactive process rather than a dispersal event” (Clark
2003:215). Such processes are likely to have continued over millennia and will
require long-term, fine-grained regional studies to be further understood.

Vanuatu is an archipelago that was once thought to have an all embracing and
well-defined Incised and Applied Relief (IAR) tradition. Through further re-
search it can now be demonstrated to comprise a series of unrelated regional
sequences that still require further refinement. This may also be the case in other
parts of the Pacific. Although a broad outline of the Fijian ceramic sequence was
established decades ago there remains some dispute among archaeologists working
in Fiji in regards to how definitive that sequence is (Anderson et al. 2006; Burley
2005:337-341).

The more archaeology that is undertaken in any region, the more complex the
picture becomes. There is an increasing awareness that what survives in the ar-
chaeological record only tells a small part of the story (Bedford 2006b; Kirch and
Green 2001:164). It is only through a multi-disciplinary holistic approach (Kirch
and Green 2001; Walter and Sheppard 2006:155) targeting well-defined regions
and chronological periods that the historical complexity of the western Pacific
will be better understood. If it is accepted as a given that Pacific peoples and
cultures were changing and dynamic then the ethnographic record must be as-
sessed in that context. It is in effect an eclectic collection of “snapshots,” restricted
largely to the last 150 years, that may or may not have any time depth. Recent
research shows that there are many challenges for archaeologists working in the
Pacific who attempt to develop more sophisticated explanations for the myriad
human behaviors that have contributed to the cultural development, transforma-
tion, and diversity that is found across the region today.
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NOTE

1. Following Weisler (1997:13) we use interaction as a general term “to denote some form of
intergroup communication.” The term contact is used where the nature of such intergroup com-
munication is likely to have been unequal, as in the case of European and Polynesian influences.
We are mindful, in this regard, of the strictures of Frederick (1999:133—-135) in relation to con-
structions of contact and its inequalities. More loaded terms such as trade or exchange are
avoided in the text unless there is clear evidence of two-way movement of goods or services
involved in the situation described.
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ABSTRACT

Northern Vanuatu is a significant crossroads region of the Southwest Pacific. This
paper outlines current archaeological research being undertaken in the area, focus-
ing on defining initial human settlement there some 3000 years ago and subsequent
cultural transformations which led to the establishment of the ethnographic present.
The study to date has contributed to a more detailed picture of inter- and intra-
archipelago interaction, settlement pattern, subsistence, and cultural differentiation.
The research contributes to regional debates on human colonization, patterns of
social interaction, and the drivers of social change in island contexts. KEYWORDS:
Northern Vanuatu, interaction, contact and exchange, cultural transformation.
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