


The History Mystery series from icHistory are excellent for the teaching of ... 
 

- Critical thinking.  

- Historical inquiry. 

- Understand that our understanding of the past is always evolving. 

- Personal bias … are students prepared to change their initial hypothesis? 

- Corroboration. 

- Source evaluation. 

- Discussion and debate. 

- Cross pollination of ideas and theories. 

- Understanding the importance of shared / sharing knowledge.  



Rapa Nui or ‘Easter Island’ is the most remotely inhabited island on the planet.  

 

The island is located in the south-eastern Pacific Ocean.  

 

The island is just 14 miles long and 7 miles wide.  

 

The island is most famous because of the Moai (carved stone statues) that have been posi-

tioned about the island.  
 

There are almost 1000 Maoi, the largest is 32 feet tall and heaviest is 80 tons - as heavy as about 

20 cars! 
 

The statues form part of a bigger mystery ... 

Rapa Nui Meet The Island 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VCjLuDlBYpw
http://www.ichistory.com/






Rapa Nui’s population peaked at about 10,000 by the year 1600. 
 

Dutch sailors visited Rapa Nui in 1772 -  they recorded 

approximately 3000 people still living there.  
 

In 1877, European explorers recorded a population of just 111. 

 

So ... what happened to the people of Rapa Nui? 

 

The Mystery of Rapa Nui 



800 - 1200 -  The island is first inhabited by Polynesian explorers / settlers. 

(the exact time is still a matter of debate)  

1200 -  Larger scale cultivation of the land and building Moai / statues.  

1300 - 1400 - Increased rate of Moai carving and placement.   

1600 - The population grows to a peak - approximatley 10,000.   

1650 - Moai building slowing  down or has stopped. 

1722 - Dutch explorers land on Easter Day + record a population of 3000. 

c1750  - Birdman cult + egg race competition begins.  

1774 - British explorer James Cook visits - his notes say that many of the 

statues have been knocked over. Estimates the population to be 700. 

1877 -  European explorers put the Rapa Nui population at just 111.  

The Timeline 



 - What happened to the people of Rapa Nui? 

 

- Why did this happen to them? 

 

- Could the statues be part of the mystery? 

 

Key Questions 



Option 1 - Student led 

Distribute the 20 clues ( remove some if your choose ) amongst the class. 

Ideally students make up a circle. The clues are verbally shared - in random 

order? -  then allow students with challenging / supporting evidence to 

contribute.  They could use the accompanying worksheet as a guide for  

discussion - with the aim to reach a consensus for each question asked.  
 

Option 2 - Teacher led 

Teacher to reveal the clues 1 - 20 in order. Students can make note of  

working ideas and theories clue by clue. Once done open up the discussion 

with the aim to reach a class consensus for questions posed and an ultimate 

decision about what happened.    

Activity Suggestions 



The island was once  
covered in over 40 species 

of palm trees.  
 

The trees were a valuable  
resource for making  

houses, tools, canoes and 
spears needed to catch 

fish and sea birds.  



Ancient alien theorists argue that the islanders were 

far too primitive to have come up with the idea of 

building these statues themselves and could never 

have carved and moved them with the technology 

that existed at the time.  They must have had help 

from aliens who visited Earth in ancient times. 
 

Cascada Travel Blog   



Polynesian rats accompanied 
the original settlers to Rapa Nui 
 either as a source of food or as 

stowaways.   
 

The island was an ideal  
environment for rats: unlimited 
food, including palm tree nuts, 

and no natural predators  
except humans. Under these 

conditions rat populations can 
double every six weeks.  

 

Irish Times. 



“We could hardly  
conceive (understand)  
how these islanders, 
wholly unacquainted 
with any mechanical 
power, could raise such 
stupendous figures.” 
 
Captain Cook wrote  
in 1774.  



When the first European explorers visited 
the island - they observed it was devoid of 

(without) trees.   



Carved from stone, the 900 human statues are 
sprinkled along the flanks of the island’s extinct 
 volcanoes. The figures average 13 feet tall and 

weigh 14 tons and appear to have been  
chiselled in the Rano Raraku quarry. 

 
 There, more than 400 statues are still in  

various states of construction, with many  
completed figures left awaiting  

transportation to their intended resting place. 
 
 

National Geographic Article.    



Timelines indicate that  
deforestation occurred 

and this roughly  
matches the time when 
200 moai statues were 

left standing or 
 stranded  at the quarry 

from where they were 
carved. 



Almost all palm seed shells found on the  
island show evidence of having been 

gnawed on by rats, which would seriously 
affect the trees’ ability to reproduce.  

 



The people of Rapa Nui were very resilient 
and resourceful. They adapted to the  

island's challenging and changing ecological 
conditions by developing ingenious farming 

techniques, such as rock gardening, 
 to protect crops and enrich the soil.  



 

In his book Collapse, Jared Diamond refers to 

the Rapanui's environmental destruction as 

"ecocide" and points to the islanders  

downfall as a warning of what can happen if 

human appetite and greed go unchecked.  



Jared Diamond  
says that cannibalism took 

place on Easter Island. 
 

Collapse - How Societies 
Choose to Fail or Succeed.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jared_Diamond
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cannibalism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Collapse:_How_Societies_Choose_to_Fail_or_Succeed
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Collapse:_How_Societies_Choose_to_Fail_or_Succeed


Tools and  
implements 
such as spear 
heads have 
been found all 
over the 
island.  



Oral (spoken) histories were given by the 
some ancestors of island survivors in the 
early 1900s. They tell of warfare between  

competing island groups.  
 
 

Norwegian anthropologist Thor Heyerdah 
- took these reports as evidence for a 

huge civil war that ended in a battle of 
1680, where the majority of one of the  

island’s tribes was killed.  
 

Sapiens.org 



Dutch travellers in 1722 noted the statues were 
maintained, and used for rituals - with no  

evidence of a society in decline or  
crisis and a population of 3000. 

 
 

However, when British explorer James Cook ar-
rived in 1774, he described an island in crisis, 

with many overturned statues and population of 
about 700. 

 

Earthsky.org 



The Tangata Manu, or Birdman cult, was an annual 
 competition on Rapa Nui starting around 1750. Instead 
of war, tribes chose their leader through this dangerous 
and highly important test of skill, endurance, and brav-

ery. Each year, warriors would descend a sheer cliff, 
swim to the islet of Motu Nui to find a sooty tern egg, 
then swim back and scale the cliffs. The first to return 

with an unbroken egg made their chief the island's ruler 
for the year.  

 

Ancient origins.net 



Modern research led by Carl Lipo has shown that the 

’weapons’ unearthed were more 

 likely domestic tools or implements used for  

ritual tasks. Crucially, there is no evidence,  

beyond historical word-of-mouth, of cannibalism.  

Sapiens.org 

http://news.nationalgeographic.com/2016/02/160222-easter-island-rapa-nui-collapse-archaeology-moai-mataa-warfare-weapons-Jared-Diamond/


Forensic anthropologist Douglas Owsley, studied the bones of 
some 600 people from the island. he found some signs of  

trauma, such as blows to the face and head. However,  
few of the human remains from the island show  

actual evidence of injury, just 2.5 percent, and most of those 
showed evidence of healing after the injury. There was no  

evidence, beyond word-of-mouth, of cannibalism or a civil war.  

 
Sapiens.org 



"Certainly there was burning going 
on. Sometimes there was a lot of 

charcoal. I'm inclined to think that the 
people burning the vegetation was 

more destructive [than the rats]." 
 
 

John Flenley, a pollen analyst at New 
Zealand's University of Massey. 

 

( He took core soil samples on the island )  



The real answer is more sinister. 
Throughout the 19th century, South 

American slave raids took away as 
much as half of the Native population. 

By 1877, the Rapanui numbered just 
111. Introduced disease, destruction of 

property, and enforced migration by Eu-
ropean traders further decimated the 

Natives and led to increased conflict 
among those remaining.  

 
Sapiens.org.  



By 1860, the population was up to 
around 3,000 until Peru  

plundered the island for enslaved 
people. A smallpox  

epidemic further reduced  
numbers to 111 by 1877.   

 
 
 

www.andeantrails.co.uk 



‘The takeaway from Rapa Nui should NOT be a story of a  
primitive people - their greed, violence and ecocide leading to 

population collapse. 
 

 Instead, it should be a lesson in how with such little real 
 evidence, a fixation with "mysteries," and a collective amnesia 

(forgetting) historic atrocities - is what caused a  
sustainable and surprisingly well-adapted population to be 

falsely blamed for their own death and downfall.’ 
 

Catrine Jarman - PhD researcher in Archaeology and  
Anthropology at the University of Bristol, UK - 2018 Article.  

Review 

https://theconversation.com/profiles/catrine-jarman-415474
https://theconversation.com/institutions/university-of-bristol-1211


 

Access supporting Rapa Nui Mystery worksheets… 

More from the History Mystery Detective Series 

Thousands More History Resources  

Hundreds of Ideas + Templates   

 

Access Thousands More History Resources  
( Includes instant login + stored resources function ) 

Easy Resource Storage + Access        

Includes revision aids, knowledge organisers + flashcards  

https://www.ichistory.com/full-site-pass.html
https://www.ichistory.com/full-site-pass.html

