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Memoir No. 15

Supplement to the Journal of the Polynesian Society.

THE OLDMAN COLLECTION OF POLYNESIAN ARTIFACTS TAHITI, AUSTRAL, 
AND COOK GROUPS

The accompanying plates (1-8) form the first group published of a series of Polynesian specimens 
selected from the private museum of Mr. W. O. Oldman, of London, who supplies notes and 
measurements.

(Maori section already published—Memoir No. 14.)

INSTALMENT No. 1
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THE OLDMAN COLLECTION OF POLYNESIAN ARTIFACTS TAHITI, AUSTRAL 
AND COOK GROUPS

NOTE—In presenting this second section of my Polynesian collection I have made little attempt at classifying the 
Tahiti, Austral and Cook Groups as there is great uncertainty of the exact localities of many specimens, especially 
amongst the carved staves, etc. I have recorded any exact information handed down, but unfortunately such has been 
secured in only a very few cases.

I hope that the series I have gathered, together with other collections, will, by comparison and study, tell us more 
about the lives and culture of their forgotten makers.

—W. O. OLDMAN.

PLATE 1

428 One of the national idols of Rarotonga; possibly representing Tangaroa; hard dark red aito wood, roughly 
carved. The notches below head and at end evidently represent the elaborate rows of figures on the larger examples. 
The body of stave is bound with a roll of tapa cloth decorated with black. Length, 29ins.; top, 9¼ins.; head, 4⅛ins. 
by 1¾ins. wide; end, 6¾ins. (see plate 3 for end).

420 One of the national idols of Rarotonga. Carved top only; very heavy polished aito wood, carved and pierced with 
groups of bat-eared figures; each alternate single one is a male. Ears of the large head are pierced. The back is 
notched and terminates with a large-eared figure. Length, 33ins.; head, 9½ins. wide, 4¼ins. x 2¼ins. thick. (Taria-
nui, or “Great ears,” was the name of a deity of whom the king himself was a priest. —Williams, page 88.) (Taringa-
nui, W. Wyatt-Gill.)



421 One of the national idols of Rarotonga. Very similar; extrafinely finished; well carved bat-eared figure on back. 
Length, 26ins.; head, 10½ins.; width, 4¼ins. by 2ins. thick.

434 One of the national idols of Rarotonga. Similar; figure on back is only crudely indicated. Length, 25¼ins.; head, 
11ins.; width, 5¼ins. by 2ins, thick.
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PLATE 2

423 One of the national idols of Rarotonga. Similar to No. 420. Figure at back is very crude; bat-ears are indicated. 
Length, 24ins.; head, 9½ins.; width, 4¾ins. by 2½ins. thick.

422 One of the national idols of Rarotonga. Particularly well carved and highly polished, no figure on back. Length, 
24½ins.; head, 7¾ins.; width, 3⅝ins.

424 One of the national idols of Rarotonga. Complete, top similar, roughly cut, ears not pierced and figure on back 
only just indicated. The penis-end is carved with three figures (see plate 3). The centre is covered with thick rolls of 
tapa cloth of three kinds, white, light brown, and outer one ornamented with black painted zigzag designs; bindings 
of plaited sinnet. Length, 45ins.; top, 12⅝ins.; head, 6ins.; width, 6ins. by 1¼ins. thick; end, 11¾ins.

433 One of the national idols of Rarotonga. No tapa roll in centre (see plate 3 for end). Length, 56½ins.; top, 9ins.; 
head, 4⅞ins.; width, 2½ins. by 1½ins. thick.

435 One of the national idols of Rarotonga. Very long specimen; carving well executed; ears of large head commenced 
to be pierced; head of a lower figure is broken; no figure carved on back; usual series of notches. (See plate 3 for end.) 
Full length, 8ft. 3¾ins.; carved portion, 20¼ins.; head, 7¼ins.; width, 3¼ins. by 1½ins. thick.

PLATE 3

Ends of the national idols of Rarotonga.

428 The figures below the penis-end are indicated only by notches. Length of carved portion, 6¾ins. (See plate 1.)

435 Six bat-eared figures, back is notched as on the heads. Length of carved portion, 25ins. (See plate 2.)

424 Three similar figures. Length of carved portion, 11¾ins. (See plate 2.)

433 Two figures, crudely carved; the second figure is especially interesting, showing the arms and legs merged into a 
continuous zigzag. The lower limbs of No. 424 also show the start of this conventionalization. Length of carved 
portion, 8½ins. (See plate 2.)

PLATE 4

398 Head-pillow (Tuaurua). Cut from one piece of dark-brown wood, bottom rail of one side is missing. Length, 
9ins.; width, 5½ins.; height, 5¾ins. Brought home by Geo. Bennet, 1823. Ex. collection of the Duke of Leeds.
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432 One of the great tribal deities of Mangaia. Brown hard wood, head finely carved and pierced; design consists of 
eight ribs, three on each face and one on each side, carved with conventional figures of deities; the spaces between 
ribs are pierced with lozenge-shaped holes; below the ribs is a band of carved and pierced deities; handle round in 
section, end is turret-shaped and carved with fourteen conventionalized deities, some broken. Very old. Length, 

43ins.; head, 17ins. width, 7ins. by 4ins. thick. 1

437 Deity. Four figures one above the other; forked base; carved from heavy aito wood. Height, 34½ins.; top figure, 
10½ins. This is illustrated in Wm. Ellis's Polynesian Researches, and described on p. 220 as “Terongo, one of the 
principal gods, and his three sons.” Wyatt-Gill states (according to Stolpe, Evolution in the Ornamental Art of 
Savage Peoples), “The black-haired Rongo has three sons (or daughter-sons), Rangi, Mokoiro, and Akatauira.”

379 Deity. Three figures similar to the last, roughly carved from hard light-brown wood; large forked base formed by 
the conventionalized legs of lower figure. Height, 27¼ins.; top figure, 8¼ins.

377 Wood adze and wedge for splitting bread-fruit before baking. Both are cut from very heavy dark wood; back of 
adze is flattened and cut into grooves; handle is of square section. Length of adze, 11½ins.; edge, 5½ins.; wedge, 
8½ins. by 4½ins. by 2½ins. thick. Tahiti. From an old missionary collection.



375 Bread-fruit adze. Hard wood, projection at back, evidently to imitate the form of a stone-bladed adze; handle of 
round section. The word “Tappahai” written on handle in ink. Length, 11¾ins.; head, 7½ins.; edge, 2⅜ins. Tahiti. 
Ex. collection of the Earl of Home.

PLATE 5

430 Deity. Flat bat-like form, top terminating in two heads, the one at back is roughly cut. The front has a raised 
centre panel of zigzag carving (see plate 3, No. 433), rows of conventionalized figures each side, three steps below. 
The base has sinnet binding, probably for holding sacred feathers. Length, 26ins.; width, 3¼ins., 1¾ins. at thickest. 
Believed to have been brought home by Rev. John Williams. Harvey group.
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429 Deity. Similar but much finer work, very heavy dark wood, top pierced with lozenge-shaped holes; below are four 
rows of conventionalized figures of deities in high relief and nine raised bands of zigzag ornament at base (see plate 3, 
No. 433). Two holes in sides at middle probably to attach bunches of sacred feathers. Length, 20¾ins.; width, 5¾ins. 
by 1¼ins. thick. Harvey group.

431 Deity. Somewhat similar form but coarsely carved on one side and roughly finished; raised centre panel. Length, 
23ins.; width, 4ins. by ¾in. thick. Old label attached, “Brought home probably in Capt. Cook's ship. Belonged to Dr. 
Kirkpatrick, physician to Geo. III.” Ex. E. Howard collection. Harvey group.

365 God of War, Oro. A log of wood covered with fine sinnet-work; on one face a number of plaited sinnet flat loops 
are woven into the surface, possibly for the attachment of sacred feathers. Length, 24¾ins.; width, 5ins., tapering to 
2½ins. A very old label attached, probably in Geo. Bennet's hand-writing, “Tahitean Idol made of the fibre of the 
cocoanut husk. To this class of idols human and other sacrifices and offerings were … evied. G. Bennet.” It is possible 
that this is one of Pomare's idols called “Oromatuas,” brought back by Bennet and illustrated in his Journal. Tahiti. 
Presented to John Wotherspoon by the Rev. George Bennet.

The first three specimens resemble the “Unus,” or burial-posts, described by Ellis, p. 214, but the bases show no signs 
whatever of being inserted in the ground.

PLATE 6

394 Deity. Brown wood; head pierced through; projection at end and each corner; body carved in open work with 
three groups of conventionalized figures of deities in seven radiating flanges. Length, 11ins. Similar to specimens in 
the British Museum from the island of Mitiaro, Harvey group. Belonged to Dr. Kirkpatrick, physician to Geo. III. Ex. 
E. Howard collection.

369 Deity. Similar to last but base-portion only; two groups of eight radiating flanges of figures of deities, two raised 
bands of zigzag ornament below. Present length, 12¼ins. (?) Mitiaro.

425 Deity. Nut-brown wood carved with two deities back to back at each end, sinnet matting bound on side. Length, 
22/12ins. figures, 3/12ins. Described as a deity of Rurutu (Austral group). Given to Rev. E. S. Prout, of Halstead, by 
John Williams about 1835.

423 Deity. Hard dark-brown wood; curious elongated form, right arm broken; face is very curiously formed; eyes are 
indicated by three ridges. May possibly represent Rimaroa (long arms), a deity of war. See Ellis, p. 193, Height, 
16¼ins. Rarotonga.
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370 Female deity. See plates 9 and 12.

389 Sacred whisk-handle. See plate 9.

393 Spear-head (?). Dark-red wood, highly polished. The tapering head, round in section, has a band of fine carving 
near base, below is a collar of six projecting prongs, each with a boss or rosette in relief, probably conventionalized 
deity figures. The base cut and notched to fit on a shaft, outside surface is roughened to hold binding. Full length, 
16¾ins.

392 Spear-head. Collar of ten prongs each of which is carved with a different design; outside surface of base is 
roughened to hold binding. Full length, 21ins. Given to Rev. E. S. Prout, of Halstead, by John Williams about 1835.

415 Spear-head. Whale bone; barbs cut each side; two ear-shaped lugs project at base, also two smaller circular 
projections. The tang is cut and roughened in a similar way to Nos. 392 and 393. Full length, 12¾ins. Brought to 
England in 1823 by Geo. Bennet. Ex. Duke of Leeds collection. Gambier islands.

417A Spear-head. Extremely fine specimen, all four lugs at base are circular. Length, 12⅛ins. Gambier islands.



417B Spear-head. Very old and worn. Full length, 10¾ins. Gambier islands.

PLATE 7

181 Deity. Sculptured from an extremely heavy black open-grained volcanic stone; evidently very old. Height, 
16½ins.; width, 10¼ins. by 7½ins. thick. Weight, approximately, 85 lb. Found buried in an ancient marae in the 
island of Hivaoa, Marquesas islands. Krajevski expedition, 1908.

361 Deity. Hard, grey-black, finer-grained volcanic stone; arms in front of body; back very slightly shaped. Height, 
16ins.; width across shoulders, 7ins.; thickness, 5½ins. Found in the valley of the river Fontahna, Tahiti. Krajevski 
expedition, 1908.

PLATE 8

366 Deity. Carved from fine-grained coral; standing figure with hands up to mouth; very thick body; square 
shoulders; one leg broken; side-view shown in photograph; much weathered. Height, 5ins.; width, 2½ins.; thickness, 
2¾ins. Tahiti. Krajevski expedition, 1908.

363 Deity. Hard brown wood; square shoulders; thin arms; ears merge into the sweep of the chin-line, giving a cone-
like effect to the head, very similar to the four masks on end of paddle from Aitutaki, No. 368, plate 65, in the New 
Zealand section. Surface shows signs of much weathering. Height, 12ins. Found in a cave at Maraa, Tahiti. Krajevski 
expedition, 1908.

- 6 

426 Female deity. Carved from extremely dense dark wood, highly polished; projecting ears, pierced; eyes inlaid with 
very small convex shells. A piece of fine shell-disc currency is fastened around neck. Height, 7¼ins. Probably from 
the Harvey group. Ex. Tucker collection.

364 Deity. Hard brown wood, probably unfinished. Short legs with the calves indicated. Height, 11ins. Locality 
unknown.
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PLATE 9

381 Sacred whisk; handle of whale bone, made in two lengths joined with plaited sinnet; the main handle is 
rectangular, pierced with four large holes from each face, in between each hole is a raised carved deity or figure-
emblem, three of the edges are cut into v-shaped grooves, terminating in small deity-emblems, the fourth edge is 
carved with a row of small deity conventionalized figures; pommel is pierced and carved with four deities. The upper 
section is carved with crescent-shaped grooves and a collar of figure-emblems; brown and black plaited sinnet-
binding attaching a perfect fibre whisk of four plaited tails. Length of carved handle, 8¼ ins. Given to Rev. E. S. Prout 
by J. Williams. Austral group.

389 Sacred whisk-handle, dark-red wood, tapering square shaft pierced through on all four faces, end broken, squat 
figure of a deity at base, large head and very short legs. Has been carefully mended with sinnet by its native owner. 
Very old. Length, 7½ins. Figure, 1¾ins. high by ⅞in. across.

370 Female deity, carved from very hard brown wood, ears merged into line of jaw, hands on body, each having three 
fingers, square shoulders. Tapering shaft below, end flattened and pierced with a large hole. May possibly have been 
used as a whisk-handle. Length, 13½ins. Figure, 5ins. (See plate 12.) Brought home by Geo. Bennet, 1823. Ex. Duke 
of Leeds Collection.

378 Tattooing “needle” and striker; bone toothed, 1½in. wide, native join. Striker is of dark heavy wood, length, 
19¼ins.; needle, 6½ins. Geo. Bennet, 1823. Ex. Duke of Leeds Collection. Tahiti.

400 Sacred fan, handle of dark red-brown wood carved and pierced with two male figures back to back, large ears. A 
collar of zig-zag carving at base, possibly representing conventionalized figures, see No. 433, plate 3. Coarsely woven 
fan, edges broken. Length, 18½ins. Handle, 4½ins. Rarotonga.

PLATE 10

383 Sacred whisk, handle carved from red-black wood, two jugated seated figures with remarkable faces, two 
cylindrical horn-like projections on foreheads, probably representing ears. This may be another form of Taria-nui or 
“Great Ears,” see note at plate 1, no. 420. The edges of limbs and faces are ornamented with notched work; at base of 
handle is a raised collar or rosette carved with figure-emblems of Tane (?). Shaft is bound with black and brown 
plaited sinnet, most of the fibre whisk is missing. Length of carved portion, 7½ins. Huahine (?), Tahiti.

390 Sacred whisk, very similar, but no notched work at edges. Length of carved portion, 6⅜ins. Brought home by 
Capt. Lord Byron in H.M.S. “Blonde.”
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385 Sacred whisk, very clearly cut rosette of figure-emblems, no binding or fibre whisk. Length of carved portion, 
6½ins.

384 Sacred whisk, exceptionally fine specimen, nose of one figure is broken, edges of figures are partly ornamented 
with notched work, binding and whisk intact. Length of carved portion, 7⅜ins.

PLATE 11

388 Sacred whisk, similar to specimens on plate 10. Very finely carved figures, hands more separated than usual, 
thighs have notched ornamentation, fibre whisk of four tails intact, binding on shaft is missing. Length of carved 
portion, 6⅜ins. Brought home by George Bennet, 1823. Ex. Duke of Leeds Collection.

387 Carved whisk, remarkably finely proportioned and carved, the projecting “ears” are more to the sides at back of 
heads, tapering stem has eight longitudinal grooves carved with a fine V pattern, rosette of figure-emblems is very 



clearly carved, binding and fibre whisk are missing. (See plate 12 for enlarged detail.) Length of carved portion, 
5⅝ins.

386 Sacred whisk, figures very similar but plainer, rosette missing, rings on grip are shallowly cut. Length, 5ins.

391 Sacred whisk, figures not so angular, faces oval, with eyes and nose indicated but no ears shown, small rosette of 
conventionalized figures, fibre whisk of five tails. Length of carved portion, 6¼ins. Label inscribed “Brought over 
soon after the discovery of the Islands and probably by Cap. Cook's ship. They belonged to Dr. Kirkpatrick, one of the 
physicians of George III.” Ex. E. Howard Collection.

397 Sacred fan, handle of hard dark-red wood, end has highly conventionalized double figures back to back, a zig-zag 
design has been commenced on the flat portion, the tapered end has a deeply-notched pattern. Finely woven fan in 
very good condition. Length, 18⅛ins. Width, 10½ins. Handle, 4½ins.

PLATE 12

370 Female deity from Hervey islands. See plates 9 and 6.

387 Sacred whisk-handle from Huahine (?), Tahiti. See plate 11.

302 Household deity from Hawaii. See Hawaiian section.

PLATE 13

473 Deity. Carved from heavy dark-brown wood, probably aito; surface polished with handling, somewhat crudely 
carved, mouth in relief, ears merge into the sweep of the chin-line, shoulders square with straight edge across back. 
The upper arms are thin and separated from the body; a fragment of fine woven grass-matting is fastened around the 
body, but uncertain if it is original. Height, 21ins. Width across shoulders, 5½ins. This
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figure resembles in some respects Nos. 436 and 437, plate 4, 363, plate 8, and 370, plate 9. Probably they all come 
from Aitutaki.

PLATE 14

362 Deity. Dark-brown wood, very long body, no arms indicated, head carved in low relief, short legs on square base 
forming the feet, bottom edges are notched, the front is scratched with cross lines. Very old. Length, 34¼ins.; head, 
3¼ins.; legs, 7ins.; greatest width, 2⅜ins. Brought to England by John Williams. Hervey islands.

379 Deity. Dense dark wood, head pierced and five leaf-shaped ornaments at corners projecting into points, three of 
these ornaments have serrated edges, below are four radiating open-work flanges formed of human figures, the two 
top ones have five flanges, the third has four, and the fourth two, some are broken. Sinnet binding on base. Length, 
15⅝ins. Similar to a specimen in the British Museum from Mitiaro, also similar to the four-pointed top example no. 
394, plate 6, but better finished. Very old label attached: “Staff used by the New Zealand Chief.”
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