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Recent research on Ponape, Eastern Caroline Islands of 
Micronesia, has produced archaeological evidence for formulating a 
cultural historical sequence and for examining the development of 
local chiefdoms. The prehistoric evolution of complex socio
political organization is revealed in archaeological remains because 
stone architecture reflects relative structural units within the 
political system. The most impressive example of this relationship 
is the massive coastal site of Nan Madol, which represents the end 
point of a trend in political centralization reflected by megalithic 
architecture. Considerable ethnographic and ethnohistoric data 
(e.g. Riesenberg 1968, Bernart 1977) substantiate Nan Madol's 
position as the preeminent political and religious center on the 
island. Bernart's (1977) traditional three-fold sequence for early 
Ponapean cultural development provides a general model that is being 
tested using archaeological and other historical data (Fig. 1). 

Nan Madol (Fig. 2) is a complex archaeological district 
built up on the coastal reef flat near small Temwen Island on the 
east coast of Ponape. The site core is enclosed by a wall 1.5 km 
long by 0.5 km wide and it contains nearly 100 major architectural 
units (stone and coral fill platforms or artificial islets). This 
area served as the main residential and ritual center for the 
highest ranking members of the society. According to oral 
traditions, the site was the seat of the Sau Deleur dynasty which 
united all of Ponape's .estimated 25,000 people in later prehistoric 
times. The dynasty was overthrown by invaders reportedly from 
Kosrae (Kusaie), 480 km to the east. 

Despite Nan Madol's obvious cultural and historical 
significance, very little archaeological work has been done there. 
European visitors had described aspects of the site in the early 
nineteenth century, but the first detailed map was drafted by the 
German ethnographer Hambruch in 1910 (Hambruch 1911, 1936). Of a 
number of minor excavations undertaken since the early 1800's, 
mostly in the site's largest tombs, only one provided accurate 
occupation dates {the 1963 Smithsonian project produced radiocarbon 
readings between A.D. 1200 and 1400 for cooking fires on one stone 
platform called Idehd). Two historic preservation surveys were done 
at the site in the late 1970's (Saxe et al. n.d., Athens 1980). 
Athens verified the presence of surface pottery which was originally 
reported by visitors in the early 1800's (Athens 1981:17). 

No archaeological work, other than brief reconnaissance 
surveys, had been conducted on the main island of Ponape before the 
author began research there in 1977. As a result of this latter 
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Figure 1. A Model of Political Relationships Among the Major Segments of Earlier Ponapean Society 
According to Oral Traditions and Archaeological Evidence. 
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Figure 2. Plan of the Nan Madol Central architecture based on Hambruch's sketch maps of 1911 and 1936 
as modified in Sketch No. 328 of the Ponape Lands and Surveys Office; the scale is a close 

""" approximation for most of the site except the Nan Dauas tomb (No. 113), which Hambruch drew 
~ about 1.5 times larger than its actual size relative to islets such as Pahn Kadira (No. 33-36). 
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Recent radiocarbon readings from these excavations indicate 
that the initial construction of Usendau began in the late 700 1 s 
A.D. and that of Pahn Kadira began perhaps 200 years later" The 
most recent dated structural addition to Pahn Kadira was made after 
A.D. 1400 and pottery appears not to have been in use this late. 

The Nan Madol pottery and that from the Awak Peinais 
site B7~"143) - which has plain red-brown ceramics dated 
1500 and Haun n.d.) - are of interest 
the distribution of pottery in the western 

ect of concern. New 
Micronesian settlement and the development of local 
systems - which, time, became less reliant on potter.y 
containe,rs - must be developed taking into consideration thi2: new 

data from the area. Reformulat1ons of 
among the various Micronesian settlements 196fl, 

Shutler and Marek 1975) have contributed quite a different vlew from 
those offered earlier scholars such as Buck (1938) for the 

of the eastern Micronesian settlers. The 
of the area that are just now 

should provide a way to test the 
reconstructi.ons. It is now clear that prehistoric pottery 
manufacture was widespread throughout the Micronesian islands 

Kos:rae also, although no pottery has been found 

Truk, geographically the closest to Ponape, has pottery 
similar to that found at Nan Madol and in Awak; however, the 
Ponapean pottery is thinner and has less elaborate r:i.m forms and the 
earlier ware lacks the white, web-like and high (30-50%) 
calcareous sand temper of the Trukese pottery (Shutler, Sinoto and 
Takayama n.d.). Rim lip notching and construction details of the 
Ponapean pottery suggest a S.E. Melanesian-West Polynesian 
origin for the early eastern Micronesian settlers. Although the 
present Ponape ceramic collections are limited in size, they do 
provide an important new body of evidence for comparative studies 
of Micronesian pottery. 

Other Nan Madol artifact comparisons (e.g. of prestige 
items such as shell arm bands, beads, and other ornaments) and rank
related stone architectural similarities (e.g. in tombs) are 
expected to be useful in defining the status of the resident chiefs 
of the complex relative to others on the island. Also, estimates of 
construction costs in terms of time, personnel, and materials will 
give a concrete basis for comparison of "public works" projects 
undertaken at various chiefly levels. For example, the largest 
stone tomb (lolonJl) located during intensive survey of Awak Valley 
contains about 220 m3 of basalt, principally columnar prisms 
(Ayres, Haun and Severance 1981:25-26); the largest tomb 
constructed at Nan Madol, the Nan Dauas enclosure, contains roughly 
4500 m3 of basalt and 13.500 m3 of coral fill. Estimated 
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