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CAROLINE VAN SANTEN 
Adorning the Ears: On Marquesan Ear 
Ornamentation 
 
 
Abstract  
This article explores historical developments in ear adornment on the Marquesas 
Islands by examining their descriptions in historical sources—both written and pic-
torial—and ear ornaments in museum collections. From the first historical records 
onwards, Marquesan men and women were reported to have pierced earlobes, 
but the extent to which outsiders observed they wore ornaments in their ears 
changed over time. Four main types of ear ornaments are discussed and placed in 
a historical perspective. Large, oval-shaped wooden ones (kouhau) were worn by 
men of rank and S-shaped ear ornaments made of turtle shell (uuhei) were worn 
by women. Oval-shaped ear ornaments made from whale tooth (haakai) were 
worn by certain women and men in a ritual context. The last type, composite ear 
ornaments with a shell front (pūtaiana), of which a typology is presented, seems 
to have changed both in appearance and gender-use over time; initially they were 
worn by a few men, later on more men wore them, and finally, around the 1840s, 
they were worn by both men and women. 
 
Keywords: Marquesas Islands, material culture, body adornment, ear ornaments, 
Polynesia, museum collections, ethnography 
 
 
Many eighteenth- and nineteenth-century accounts on the Marquesas Islands—
which consist mostly of travelogues by short-term visitors such as explorers, whal-
ers, and traders, and narratives by long-term residents such as missionaries—in-
clude references to ear adornments. With their relatively small size and their 
decorations—of anthropomorphic figures (tiki) and, less commonly, geometric 
motifs and zoomorphic figures—they were popular collectibles among foreign vis-
itors.1 The Dutch navy officers who visited the Marquesan island of Nuku Hiva in 
May 1825—the encounter I examined in my PhD research—were no exception; in 
their writings they made remarks on ear adornment, drew ear ornaments, and 
collected examples. In this article I will examine Marquesan ear adornment in a 
historical framework to provide a chronology of the types of ear ornaments and 
the ways in which they were used over time. 
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Figure 1. John Hall, after a drawing by William Hodges, Opperhoofd van het Eiland St. Christina 
[Chief of the Island of St. Christina], 1777. Engraving, 150 x 109 mm. From J. Cook, Reizen rondom 
de waereld (Leiden, Amsterdam & 's-Gravenhage: Honkoop, Allart & van Cleef, 1795-1803), pl. 
XLIV. Derived from an engraving in J. Cook, A voyage towards the South Pole (London, 1777), pl. 
36. Courtesy of Caroline van Santen 

 
To provide the reader with some context, I will first give a general descrip-

tion of Marquesan ear ornaments. In museum collections—and in the wider liter-
ature on Marquesan material culture2—four main types of ear ornaments are 
distinguished: 
 

• Kouhau: made from a single piece of lightweight wood, consisting of a 
large, relatively thin, and flat (slightly elongated) oval disc worn in front of 
the ear, with two spurs at the back, between which it was secured to the 
ear (see Fig. 1 for frontal view) 
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• Uuhei: made of an S-shaped strip of tortoiseshell decorated with bunches 
of dolphin teeth and glass beads (see Fig. 4) 

• Haakai/hakakai: generally made from a whale tooth, consisting of a large, 
thick, oval-shaped disc worn in front of the ear, with a spur at the back (see 
Fig. 11) 

• Pūtaiana/pūtaiata: made from shell with additional materials; the front 
consists of a shell cap with a spur at the back generally made from boar 
tusk, human bone, or whale ivory (see Figs. 2 and 5, among others)3 

 
 

 
Figure 2. Artist unknown, Pūtaiana type 1a, before 1774. Shell, wood, 33 x 74 x 29 mm. Courtesy 
of Pitt Rivers Museum, University of Oxford, inv.no. 1886.1.707 
 
 
The different types of ear ornaments are described as having been worn by men, 
women, or both. With haakai and pūtaiana, in particular, sources are not in agree-
ment on their gender-specific use. Also, relatively few ear ornaments have infor-
mation about when and where they were collected in the Marquesas Islands and 
by whom. Therefore, while examining ear ornaments for my doctoral research, I 
paid particular attention to those museum pieces with early collection dates to 
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see if more could be learned about possible changes in the appearance of ear or-
naments over time. 
 When I closely studied (parts of) pūtaiana, I discerned differences regard-
ing their physical appearance, the materials they were made from, and the way in 
which they were attached to the ear. Pūtaiana consist of a “cap,” the front part 
made of shell, and a “spur,” which is worn at the back of the ear and can be made 
from different materials. With these distinctions, I developed a typology based on 
the cap type and the shape and ornamentation of the spur. In Table 1, two main 
types are differentiated, each having two subtypes, and a third type is also distin-
guished. Pūtaiana type 1 have a hollow cone-shell cap filled with a wood substance 
and either a spur with hardly any or no decoration (type 1a; Fig. 2), or spurs orna-
mented with (generally) two figures (type 1b; Figs. 4 and 5). Pūtaiana type 2 have 
a relatively small, solid cap carved from a thick piece of shell material, such as the 
lip of a helmet shell. The spurs of this type are either roundish and ornamented 
with two or three figures (type 2a; Fig. 7), or flat with at least three connected 
figures (type 2b; Figs. 9 and 10). Type 3 are ear ornaments made from a solid piece 
of shell (instead of having a cap and spur made from different materials) that are 
similar in appearance to composite pūtaiana (Fig. 8). This typology will be used 
throughout this article as I explore the historical developments in ear adornment. 
Table 1 also includes the dates of the earliest-known illustrated or collected ex-
amples of the different pūtaiana types.  
 The main question this article addresses is what can be learned from his-
torical sources, including physical objects, about Marquesan ear ornamentation? 
My premise is that in order to understand Marquesan ear adornment and the de-
velopments therein, all available sources—the physical objects themselves, details 
about their collection, and written and pictorial historical accounts regarding the 
ornaments’ appearances, their users, and the circumstances surrounding them—
need to be considered in connection with one another. Consequently, I discuss in 
chronological sequence information on ear ornamentation obtained from a num-
ber of historic visits by Europeans and Americans to the Marquesas: late eight-
eenth-century visitors (1774–1799), traders and other visitors prior to the region’s 
occupation by the French (1800–1842), French officers and traveling collectors 
(1842–1875), and field researchers (1897–1921).4 To assist the reader, Table 2 
provides a schematic overview of the visits and related narratives, images, and 
objects discussed. Based on these sources, I conclude by summarizing the histori-
cal developments of ear ornaments from the late eighteenth to the early twenti-
eth century and their gender-specific use. With regard to pūtaiana, the hypothesis 
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of this study is that the broadening of their gender-defined use coincides with the 
development of a new type of pūtaiana in the 1840s: pūtaiana type 2. 
 
 

PŪTAIANA  
Shell cap 
type 

 
Spur materials 
and appearance 

 
Earliest-known example(s) Type Subtype 

1 a hollow plainish wood, 
bone, boar tusk, 
whale tooth or 
bird’s beak 

Collected in 1774 by Johann 
Reinhold and George Forster 

1 b hollow ornamented 
boar tusk or 
whale tooth 

Depicted in Porter, 1815; col-
lected in 1825 by the Dutch 

2 a solid roundish orna-
mented boar 
tusk or whale 
tooth 

Donated in 1841 by Favarger 

2 b solid flat ornamented 
whale tooth or 
(human) bone 

Collected in 1874 by Voy; pos-
sibly preceded by Loti in 1872 

3  made out of one piece of 
solid shell 

Collected in 1792/93 by 
Hewett (plain); collected be-
tween 1840–44 Pierre-Al-
phonse Lesson and De Ginoux 
de la Coche between 1843–48 
(decorated)5 

Table 1. Types of Pūtaiana and their Earliest-Known Depicted, Collected, or Donated Examples 
 

 
*Visit to the Mar-
quesas Islands 

**Date 
of visit 
/stay 

M
en
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ne

d/
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ed

 

De
pi

ct
ed

 

Co
lle
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ed

 (s
til
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e)

 

Ko
uh
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U
uh
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Ha
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ai
 

Pū
ta

ia
na

 

O
th

er
 

1774–1799 
Second voyage of 
James Cook 
(James Cook, Jo-
hann Reinhold & 
George Forster) 

1774 x x x x   x  
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Expedition Étienne 
Marchand 
(Claret de Fleurieu) 

1791 x        

George Hewett 1793   x    x  
William Pascoe 
Crook 

1797–
1799 

x   x x x x  

1800–1842 
Krusenstern expe-
dition 
(Von Krusenstern, 
Von Langsdorff, 
Lisiansky, Tilesius) 

1804 x x x x   x x 

Edward Robarts 1798–
1806 

x     x   

David Porter 1813 x x  x x x x  
John Shillibeer 1814 x   x   x x 
(Benjamin Rotch) 1800–

1815 
  x   x   

Nathaniel Page 1816   x  x x   
Camille de Roque-
feuil 

1817–
1818 

x     x   

Johan Adam 
Graaner 

1819 x     x   

(Alexandre Isidore 
Leroy de Barde) 

(1825)   x    x  

Dutch navy visit 
(Cosijn, Eeg, Van 
Haersolte, Singen-
donck) 

1825 x x x x (x) x x x 

Hiram Paulding 1825 x      x x 
Frederick Debell 
Bennett 

1835 x      x  

London Missionary 
Society 
(Stallworthy, Dar-
ling/Thomson) 

1834–
1841 

x  x   x x x 

Expedition Dumont 
d’Urville 
(Du Bouzet, 
Dumont d’Urville, 
Jacquinot, De 
Roquemaurel) 

1838 x x x x  x x x 
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Mathias Gracia 1838–
1842 

x       x 

(Frédéric Favarger) (1841)   x    x  
1842–1875 
Jean-Benoît-
Amadée Collet 

1842–
1844 

  x x     

Jean Daniel Al-
phonse Rohr 

1842-
1844 

  x x  (x) (x) (x) 

Pierre-Alphonse 
Lesson 

1840, 
1843–
1844 

  x   x x x 

French missionary 1845   x    x  
Edmond de Ginoux 
de La Coche 

1843–
1848 

x  x x  x x  

Julien Viaud (Pierre 
Loti) 

1872   x    x  

Charles David Voy 1874   x   x x  
Wyville Thomson 1875   x    x  
1897–1921 
Karl von den Stei-
nen 

1897–
1898 

x x x   x x x 

American Bayard 
Dominick expedi-
tion (Edward S. 
Craighill Handy, 
Ralph Linton) 

1920–
1921 

x   x x x x x 

Table 2. Visits by Europeans to the Marquesas Islands, Their Related Narratives’  
Mentions and/or Depictions of Ear Ornaments, and their Collection 
*Names in brackets are the recorded donors of ear ornaments to a museum collection, not those 
of actual visitors to the Marquesas Islands.  
**Dates in brackets are recorded dates of ear ornaments entering museum collections. 
 
 
Early Visitors, 1774–1799 
 
Although the Spanish visited the Marquesas Islands in 1595, the first written ref-
erences regarding ear ornaments date to April 1774 when, on his second voyage 
to the Pacific, James Cook called at Tahuata. In his travelogue, Cook mentions that 
everyone there had pierced ears, but that none were wearing earrings.6 However, 
his publication includes a portrait of hakāìki (chief) Honu wearing a pair of wooden 
ear ornaments (Fig. 1).7 Scientist George Forster described them as consisting of 
oval-shaped flat pieces of light wood which had been painted white with lime.8 



Van Santen │ Ear Ornaments 

 
 

 
62 

These ear ornaments are now known as kouhau. While there is no record of any 
member of Cook’s crew collecting kouhau, Forster and his father, fellow scientist 
Johann Reinhold Forster, did collect another type of ear ornament, now at the Pitt 
Rivers Museum: a pūtaiana type 1a with a shell front and a wooden spur at the 
back (Fig. 2).9 The collection of the British Museum contains a very similar orna-
ment without accession information, which might also have been collected during 
the 1774 visit.10 These are the only known pūtaiana with wooden spurs. 
 In June 1791, Étienne Marchand, commander of a French commercial ex-
pedition, visited Tahuata. To date, no objects have been traced to this particular 
visit, but the expedition’s chronicler, Claret de Fleurieu, made a number of obser-
vations on ear adornment. He relates that both women and men had their ears 
pierced—the holes being “three to four lines [7 to 9 mm] in diameter”—but that 
no men wore ear ornaments all the time and that very few women wore them.11 
However, both women and men would wear other items they valued in their ears, 
such as nails.12 It is interesting to note that between 1774 and 1791, the wearing 
of ear ornaments was apparently not yet a common practice—or at least it was 
not a common practice in Vaitahu, the bay on Tahuata visited by both Cook and 
Marchand—even though both women and men had pierced ears. The large 
wooden ear ornaments which were noted during Cook’s visit do not figure in 
Claret de Fleurieu’s account. 

Nine months after Marchand’s visit, in March 1792, the HMS Daedalus, the 
supply ship for the exploratory voyage by George Vancouver of the northwest 
coast of North America, docked at the Marquesas for the first time; it came again 
on its return journey in February 1793.13 During these visits, surgeon’s mate 
George Hewett acquired several Marquesan objects, including a small ear orna-
ment made from a solid piece of shell with a round front and tapered point—a 
plain pūtaiana type 3 (see Table 1).14 
 During the period 1797 to 1799, William Pascoe Crook, a missionary with 
the London Missionary Society (LMS), stayed on Tahuata and Nuku Hiva for nine-
teen months. In the elaborate written account of his stay, he describes several 
types of ear ornaments, though he does not identify the wearers. In addition, Mar-
quesan words for types of ear ornaments are included in a Marquesan-English dic-
tionary that he co-authored in 1799. In it, Crook is the first to record Indigenous 
names of some of the types of ear ornaments, such as the “hekkaki,” which closely 
resembles the present-day name haakai/hakakai.15 He describes it as consisting of 
“a flat Oval Ornament, made of a Sperm Whale’s tooth, cut cross-wise” attached 
to a bone with a hole in it through which “the rib of a Cocoa Nut leaf is thrust” for 
fastening.16 It is interesting that his description seems to refer to a composite 
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haakai, whereas most haakai were cut out of a single whale tooth. Another ear 
ornament Crook mentions is an S-shaped one made of turtle shell or coconut shell 
and decorated with dolphin teeth.17 These are named “oúhwe” in his dictionary 
and are presently called uuhei.18 All the uuhei that I have seen in museum collec-
tions thus far are made of turtle shell. Additionally, Crook also refers to kouhau 
(wooden ear ornaments)—“kofáou” in the dictionary—and to “a pearl Shell, fas-
tened to a reed.”19 The latter is rather puzzling, as this may refer to pūtaiana with 
a front made from a cone shell, but this type of shell does not have mother-of-
pearl. In the dictionary, the term “hekkaki” is also used for ear ornaments made 
from shell, which might mean that both ear ornaments made of shell and of whale 
ivory shared the same name at the end of the eighteenth century.20 Apart from 
the pearl-shell ear ornament, the other ear ornaments Crook describes are clearly 
recognizable by both his descriptions and their relation to names which are still in 
use at present. Also, he is the first to describe both uuhei and haakai, which means 
that these ear ornaments must already have been in use prior to 1800. 
 
 
Traders, Explorers, and Long-term Visitors, 1800–1842 
 
In his 1813 travelogue, A. J. von Krusenstern, who visited Nuku Hiva in May 1804 
as part of a Russian expedition, provides a clear description of the construction of 
pūtaiana type 1: 
 

. . . they adorn their ears with large white muscles [sic] of a circular 
form, filled with a hard substance like sand, to which a perforated 
boar’s tooth is affixed for the purpose of fastening it to the ear; a 
small wooden peg that passes through the tooth, serving as a clasp 
to prevent its falling out.21 

 
The substance described as being “like sand” is, in fact, wood, which is used to fix 
the spur to the shell cap. As the wood is covered with a layer of sawdust in resin, 
it has the appearance of hard sand.22 Another expedition member, the naturalist 
Tilesius, notes in his sketchbook and in his unpublished journal that “Putaÿata” 
was the Marquesan name connected with shell ear ornaments, which resembles 
one of the spelling modes of the present-day name.23 He also identifies the round 
shell parts as belonging to a type of sea snail called Conus marmoreus.24 Lisiansky, 
commander of the expedition’s second ship, makes a specific remark in his trave-
logue about the piercing in women’s ears: “It is astonishing that women . . . do not 
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tatoo [sic] themselves here; except with a few lines on the lips, round the perfo-
ration in the ears, and on the hands.”25 

Drawings and images in this expedition’s travelogues show several Nuku 
Hivans wearing ear ornaments, mostly pūtaiana type 1 (Fig. 3).26 It is noteworthy 
that none of the women depicted wear ear ornaments, although some wear a 
flower or a feather through an earlobe. The travelogues of Von Langsdorff and 
Lisiansky also show illustrations of just ear ornaments.27 Several members of the 
Krusenstern expedition collected ear ornaments and, of these, twenty-one can be 
located. They include fifteen pūtaiana type 1a, with spurs made from various ma-
terials such as bird’s beaks, boar tusks, and whale ivory; four kouhau; and two 
small ear ornaments made entirely from whale ivory.28 Surprisingly, none of the 
expedition members collected or referred to large oval-shaped ear ornaments 
made from whale teeth. However, one of the expedition’s informers, the stranded 
Englishman Edward Robarts, mentions haakai ear ornaments one time in his ex-
tensive journal recounting his stay on the islands from 1798 to 1806: when de-
scribing women’s dance costumes during funerary rites.29  
  
 

 
Figure 3. Hermann Ludwig von Löwenstern, A Nuku Hivan man (detail), 1804. Watercolor drawing, 
dimensions unknown. Courtesy of the National Archives of Estonia, Arch. No. EAA.1414.3.3:95  
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In October 1813, US Navy Captain David Porter arrived on Nuku Hiva to 
stay for about six weeks. In his travelogue, he describes kouhau and haakai worn 
by a particular group of men, namely warriors, as part of their regalia.30 Regarding 
women, he mentions them wearing uuhei—made from darkish wood decorated 
with beads, teeth, and mother-of-pearl—as well as haakai.31 He does not specify 
when these were worn, but provides the following reference: 
 

. . . it [a song] was the history of the loves of a young man and a 
young woman of their valley: they sung their mutual attachment, 
and the praises of their beauty; described with raptures the hand-
some beads and whales’ teeth earrings with which she was be-
decked . . .32 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure 4. W. Strickland, untitled (detail) 
showing uuhei and pūtaiana type 1b ear 
ornaments. From David Porter, Journal 
of a Cruise made to the Pacific Ocean, by 
Captain David Porter, in the United 
States Frigate Essex, In the Years 1812, 
1813, and 1814, Vol. II (Philadelphia: 
Bradford and Inskeep, 1815), between 
118–9. Courtesy of the Smithsonian 
Libraries 
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Although Porter’s travelogue includes a few images of Marquesans wearing ear 
ornaments, it does not include any wearing haakai or any examples of these ear 
ornaments. However, his image of the pūtaiana type 1b is most likely the first de-
piction of one with a spur decorated with small tiki figures (Fig. 4).33 The ornamen-
tation of pūtaiana spurs seems to have begun around 1800, as suggested by Ivory 
and Thomas.34 The execution of the example in Porter’s travelogue with its well-
defined figures suggests that this trend may have been well established by 1813. 
Porters’ image of the uuhei ear ornament (Fig. 4) is also the first depiction of this 
type.35 

A year after Porter’s visit, Lieutenant John Shillibeer visited the Marquesas 
for four days with the HMS Briton. In his published journal, he mentions that Mar-
quesans wear ornaments in their ears: men made them from shell or whitened 
wood, while women would wear flowers.36 Shillibeer does not mention uuhei—
which, according to Porter, were worn by women—and neither does he mention 
haakai, possibly because Shillibeer was only on the Marquesas for a short time, 
during which there may have been no special events. 
 The Peabody Essex Museum in Salem, Massachusetts (USA), holds two 
pairs of ear ornaments which were probably collected in the Marquesas by Cap-
tain Nathaniel Page in 1816, when he visited the islands with the ship Indus to 
collect sandalwood for the Chinese market.37 He donated them to the East India 
Marine Society in 1817. Both pairs, haakai and uuhei, are the oldest of their type 
known to have been collected.38 However, the haakai may have been preceded by 
a pair in the Bristol Museum & Art Gallery, which were donated by whaleship 
owner Benjamin Rotch in 1824 and were possibly collected between 1800 and 
1815.39 Interestingly, this pair of composite haakai is made entirely from elephant 
ivory instead of whale ivory. 
 In his travelogue, Camille de Roquefeuil, captain of the French navy ship Le 
Bordelais (which called at the islands from December 1817 to February 1818), 
provides an explanation of how elephant ivory could have arrived in the Marque-
sas. Drawing on information he learned from an American interpreter named 
George Ross, De Roquefeuil states that a Captain Rogers had been in the Marque-
sas in 1810 to collect sandalwood and realized he could acquire quite a large 
amount of this wood in exchange for a whale tooth. When returning to the Mar-
quesas from China to collect more sandalwood, Rogers brought with him ivory 
pieces that had been shaped into the form of whale teeth. Initially, he was suc-
cessful in using these fake whale teeth for exchange, but soon Marquesans real-
ized that this was not their preferred type of ivory and showed no further 
interest.40 The fake whale teeth were most likely made from elephant ivory, which 
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was readily available in China. Although at first glance elephant ivory and sperm 
whale teeth may look quite similar, those familiar with these materials find it rel-
atively easy to discern the differences.41 
 De Roquefeuil also refers to ear ornaments in his travelogue, mentioning 
that on specific occasions, women wore ones made from whale teeth, to which he 
adds that “the largest are the handsomest; there are some above two inches in 
diameter, but those usually worn are not above half that size.”42 In the French 
version of his travelogue, he describes these whale teeth ear ornaments as “false, 
perpendicular ears.” He provides an explanation of how these ear ornaments were 
affixed to the ear and mentions that men also wore them. However, the way in 
which De Roquefeuil describes the fastening seems to correspond more with the 
wooden kouhau, which has two spurs at the back, than with the one-spurred 
haakai.43 Other writers mention that kouhau were only worn by men, so it is pos-
sible that De Roquefeuil got the two types mixed up. Another practice he remarks 
upon, as is also noted by Lisiansky, was that some women were tattooed around 
the ear perforation.44  

Just over a year after De Roquefeuil left the Marquesas, Johan Adam 
Graaner made a six-day stopover in Taiohae, Nuku Hiva, as a passenger on the 
British merchant ship Rebecca. He spent quite some time with interpreter George 
Ross. Graaner noted that both women and men wore several types of ear orna-
ments and that both genders wore ear ornaments consisting of a large, oval-
shaped disc at the front with a spur on the back—in other words, haakai. However, 
his observations may have been influenced by the fact that he was in Taiohae dur-
ing a feast, about which he also writes.45 Neither De Roquefeuil nor Graaner seem 
to have collected ear ornaments during their stay, at least none that can be traced 
today. 
 In 1825, the Musée Boulogne-sur-Mer (France) acquired a large collec-
tion—the museum’s founding collection—of natural history specimens and eth-
nographic objects from artist and collector Alexandre Isidore Leroy de Barde. The 
collection contained a pair of pūtaiana type 1a with undecorated pieces of bone 
as spurs. De Barde had lived in London from 1792 to circa 1814, where he made 
drawings of natural history specimens in the Leverian Museum and visited many 
public auctions. It is likely that he acquired the pūtaiana during his stay in London; 
it is unknown when these were collected on the Marquesas.46 

The same year in which the museum in Boulogne-sur-Mer acquired its col-
lection, two Dutch navy ships visited the Marquesas en route from South America 
to Indonesia. In May 1825 they stayed in Taiohae, Nuku Hiva, for twelve days. Sev-
eral crew members wrote short comments about ear adornment, mostly referring 
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to pūtaiana worn by men.47 A Nuku Hivan man drawn by Johan Christiaan van 
Haersolte also seems to wear a pūtaiana.48 Willem Carel Singendonck describes 
an ear ornament made from black wood worn by women (which may refer to 
uuhei) and Jacob van Wageningen mentions that foreign objects were used as ear 
ornaments, such as buttons by women and nails and cigars by men.49 Commander 
Christiaan Eeg observes that some men wore shell ear ornaments, but that most 
women and men hardly wore any adornment.50 The Dutchmen collected three 
pairs of pūtaiana type 1b, including ones with spurs decorated with small tiki fig-
ures, which so far are the oldest known collected examples of this type that can 
still be traced today. One of these pairs was collected by Adrianus Cosijn (Fig. 5), 
who also made a drawing of one of the pūtaiana and of a kouhau, an ear ornament 
type that does not seem to have been collected by the Dutch. However, Van 
Haersolte did collect a pair of quite small haakai.51 
 
 

 
Figure 5. Artist unknown, Pūtaiana type 1b, before 1825. Shell, wood and boar tusk, 30 x 59 x 26 
mm. Collection Museum Volkenkunde inv.no. RV-1474-12. Photograph courtesy of Wereld-
museum Leiden 
 
 

Later in 1825, the USS Dolphin anchored in several different bays on Nuku 
Hiva. In his travelogue, Lieutenant Hiram Paulding describes how, on leaving 
Comptroller’s Bay, a chief from Happah gifted him his neck ornament and a pair 
of pūtaiana, of which the spurs had a carved image.52 Just like Eeg, Paulding noted 
that both women and men did not wear many ornaments and that women often 
only wore a small flower in the ear.53 
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 At the beginning of March 1835, Frederick Debell Bennett—the ship sur-
geon on a British whaling ship—stayed for about a week in the Marquesas, partic-
ularly on Tahuata. In his book recounting his experience, he provides a detailed 
description of a pūtaiana type 1b. He is probably the first to identify the likely ma-
terials used for the filling of the shell front, namely breadfruit wood and resin. 
Also, he is the first to clearly describe how ivory spurs are decorated with human-
oid figures. Moreover, Bennett is the first to mention specifically that pūtaiana 
were worn by women and men.54 

Between 1834 and 1841, the LMS had a mission post on Tahuata. The mis-
sionary George Stallworthy acquired seven ear ornaments, a haakai and six ear 
ornaments that originally were attached to a card with descriptions presumably 
written by Stallworthy. Four were described as “taiana” and two as “hakakai,” alt-
hough as the latter were made out of a whale tooth and have a rather atypical 
shape for a haakai, they are more like pūtaiana type 1. The “taiana” ear ornaments 
are most likely all pūtaiana type 1b, although only one still has a shell front. Even 
though the card includes written information on how the ornaments were worn, 
it does not provide information on the wearers.55 Four relatively small and simple 
haakai were also collected by LMS missionaries in the same period, probably by 
either David Darling on Tahuata or by Robert Thomson on Nuku Hiva.56 
 The French expedition ships Astrolabe and Zélée stayed on Nuku Hiva from 
late August to early September 1838. The expedition’s commander, Jules Sébas-
tien César Dumont d’Urville, published an extensive journal of the voyage in which 
he incorporated writings from fellow officers. First Lieutenant Gaston de 
Roquemaurel (Astrolabe) mentions acquiring a pair of ear ornaments from a Mar-
quesan man in exchange for a razor blade. He most likely meant a pair of pūtaiana, 
as he describes Marquesan men as wearing “pendants made with a shell and a 
carved fish tooth.”57 He collected one pair of these and a pair of haakai as well.58 
Besides Dumont d’Urville, who describes the spurs of pūtaiana as finely carved 
and at times decorated with small human heads, other officers also remark upon 
the decoration.59 Charles Jacquinot mentions a pūtaiana spur decorated with “a 
sculpted human figure.”60 Eugène du Bouzet provides another layer by observing 
that the figures represent “Atoua or God.”61 The Atlas pittoresque accompanying 
Dumont d’Urville’s travelogue includes several portraits of Nuku Hivan males 
wearing pūtaiana (Fig. 6).62 A large funerary scene, which may well have been an 
imaginary reconstruction, drawn by the expedition’s artist, Ernest Goupil, also 
shows Marquesan men wearing ear ornaments. The men either seem to wear kou-
hau or pūtaiana. None of them wear haakai, which are also not  mentioned by any 
of the expedition members, although these ornaments were available, as the pair 



Van Santen │ Ear Ornaments 

 
 

 
70 

collected by De Roquemaurel proves. From both the descriptions and the images, 
it is not clear if the pūtaiana concerned were types 1b and/or 2a. However, it is 
notable that no mention is made of any women wearing ear ornaments, and the 
only image of a Marquesan woman with ear adornment in the pictorial atlas shows 
her wearing a flower. 
 
 

 
Figure 6. Bayot after Louis le Breton, Naturels de Nouka-Hiva. (Baie Anna Maria), 1846. Engraving, 
dimensions unknown. From Jules Dumont d’Urville, Voyage au pôle sud et dans l’Océanie sur les 
corvettes l’Astrolabe et la Zélée, Atlas Pittoresque, Tome Premier (Paris: Gidé, 1846), plate 60. 
Courtesy of Universitäts-bibliothek Heidelberg 
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One of the first Catholic missionaries in the Marquesas, Father Mathias 
Gracia, recorded many observations he made during his residency between 1838 
and 1842 in letters that were published in 1843. Besides a few vague remarks re-
garding ear ornaments, he describes an event that concerned the piercing of the 
ears of a chief’s daughter, which required a human sacrifice. However, he imagi-
nes there may also have been another reason for the sacrifice, namely establishing 
the girl’s role as a priestess. This is the first time that the act of ear piercing, nec-
essary before ear ornaments can be worn, is mentioned. In this specific case, it 
was part of a ritual, but unfortunately it is not clear if Gracia was of the opinion 
that ear piercing was always part of a ritual or if this was an exceptional case.63 
 In January 1841, Frédéric Favarger, a native of Neuchâtel, Switzerland 
based in Valparaiso, Chile, donated a large collection of objects from the South 
Pacific to the scientific society in his hometown. While a considerable number of 
these objects originate from the Marquesas, there is no evidence that Favarger 
ever visited the islands, so he may have amassed the collection from one or more 
of the numerous ships that harbored at Valparaiso.64 Another possibility is that 
Favarger acquired the Marquesan objects in Lima, Peru, from a Peruvian captain 
returning from the Marquesas.65 Favarger’s donation contains four pūtaiana—
three of them are pūtaiana type 1b and one is a pūtaiana 2a, which to date is the 
oldest of its type known in a museum collection (Fig. 7). 
 
 

 
Figure 7. Artist unknown, Pūtaiana (type 2a), before 1841. Shell and boar tusk, 17 x 50 x 16 mm. 
Musée d’Ethnographie de Neuchâtel, Switzerland, inv.no, V.26. Photograph by Caroline van San-
ten. Courtesy of Musée d’Ethnographie de Neuchâtel 
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French Colonial Officers and Traveling Collectors, 1842–1875 
 
From 1842 to 1875, when France occupied the Marquesas, French administrators 
and officers collected Marquesan objects when stationed on the islands. A num-
ber of these collections found their way into French museums. The collection ac-
quired by Captain Jean-Benoît-Amadée Collet, the first supreme commander of 
the islands, includes four kouhau.66 Between 1842 and 1844, one of his subordi-
nates, Second Lieutenant Jean Daniel Alphonse Rohr, also assembled a considera-
ble collection comprising, among others, two kouhau, four shell ear ornaments, 
and two whale-tooth ear ornaments, all of which he donated to his hometown of 
Colmar, France, in 1845.67 The Musée Hèbre (Rochefort, France) holds a number 
of objects collected by medical officer Pierre-Alphonse Lesson either in May 1840, 
when he visited the islands with the Pylade, or between October 1843 and June 
1844, when he headed the medical service in the Marquesas. This collection con-
tains a pair of haakai, a pair of smaller whale ivory ear ornaments, four pūtaiana 
type 1b, and three pūtaiana type 3.68 Besides officials, other foreigners were pre-
sent in the Marquesas as well, including French missionaries. The collection of the 
Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology at Cambridge University holds two 
pūtaiana type 3 which were bought at an auction in 1923 and which were report-
edly collected by a French missionary on the Marquesas in 1845 (Fig. 8).69 
 French journalist Edmond de Ginoux de la Coche visited the Marquesas 
several times between 1843 and 1848 and collected a considerable number of ob-
jects, including ear ornaments.70 In a catalogue he compiled in 1866, he makes 
several observations that are not mentioned in earlier writings by other visitors. 
Regarding wooden ear ornaments, which he calls “Kouhaou” (kouhau), he remarks 
that they were worn on days of combat or feasts, and that by wearing them war-
riors enhanced their tattoos.71 Of the four pairs of kouhau he collected, three pairs 
can still be traced.72 Referring to “Hakaé” (haakai), De Ginoux de la Coche observes 
that these “luxury ornaments” were worn by women and men on feast days.73 The 
third type of ear ornaments he remarks upon are “Poutaüana-Kétou” (pūtaiana), 
everyday ear ornaments for men and women that are part sperm whale ivory and 
part shell (speckled cone).74 He describes them as having a delicately carved figure 
of a tiki (which he calls a “domestic genius”) on the less visible part that is worn 
behind the ears. He collected ten pairs of this type, one pair of which was made 
entirely of shell, which is the first written reference to pūtaiana type 3.75 
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Figure 8. Artist unknown, Pūtaiana (type 3), before 1845. Shell, 22 x 38 x 15 mm. Museum of Ar-
chaeology and Anthropology, Cambridge University, inv.no. 1923.114 B. Courtesy of Museum of 
Archaeology and Anthropology, Cambridge University 
 
 

 
Figure 9. Artist unknown, Pūtaiana (type 2b) with flat spur, before 1874. Whale tooth and resin, 
18.5 x 46.5 x 7 mm. Penn Museum, inv.no. 18023K. Courtesy of the Penn Museum 
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From approximately the 1870s onward, scholars and collectors began mak-
ing voyages around the Pacific that, in contrast to many earlier expeditions, had a 
salvage ethnographic character.76 Either for institutions or for their own private 
collections, many of these professional travelers called at the Marquesas. During 
their stays, which were generally three to four weeks, they would visit several is-
lands, where they often acquired a considerable number of objects. American nat-
uralist Charles David Voy was one of these traveling collectors. He visited the 
Marquesas in 1874 and acquired a collection of both older and contemporary ob-
jects.77 The ear ornaments Voy collected are six haakai—one of which is made 
from elephant ivory—and six pūtaiana. Of the pūtaiana, all consist of type 2 caps, 
but only two still have their spurs, both of which are elaborately carved flat spurs 
(Fig. 9). These pūtaiana type 2b spurs are, so far, the earliest collected to be iden-
tified.78 It is possible that French navy officer Julien Viaud, better known as Pierre 
Loti, collected a similar flat spur pūtaiana two years earlier. However, the attribu-
tion of this ear ornament in the collection of Maison de Pierre Loti to both collec-
tor and collection date is not definite.79 In 1875, a year after Voy’s visit, the HMS 
Challenger called at the Marquesas. Aboard was naturalist Wyville Thomson, who 
also acquired a pair of pūtaiana type 2b with flat decorated spurs (Fig. 10).80 
 
 

 
 

Figure 10. Artist unknown, Pūtaiana (type 
2b), before 1878. Shell, whale tooth, pith, 
19 x 50 x 15 mm and 19 x 53 x 15 mm. 
British Museum, inv.no. Oc,+.592.a-b. 
Courtesy of The Trustees of the British 
Museum 
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Field Research, 1897–1921 
 
It was not until the end of the nineteenth century that the first scientific fieldwork 
was undertaken on the Marquesas. One of the first fieldworkers on the islands 
was German ethnologist Karl von den Steinen. He stayed in the Marquesas from 
August 1897 to February 1898 to obtain Marquesan objects for the ethnological 
museum in Berlin, for which he also gathered information on objects’ uses and 
meanings. Among the objects he acquired were two pairs of haakai, a considera-
ble number of pūtaiana type 2b, and some pūtaiana type 2a, as well as a few other 
types of small ear ornaments. For most of the objects, the location where he col-
lected them is known, and with one pair of haakai even the name of the last Mar-
quesan owner, a woman named Tetuaatuoho, is known, as well as the name of 
her ancestor (tupuna kakiu), Mahuetee, to whom they originally belonged.81 It is 
quite unusual to know the name of a former owner/wearer of ear ornaments; so 
far, no other such records have been found. 
 Von den Steinen also addresses ear ornaments in his publications on Mar-
quesan art, which he published decades after his fieldwork. Regarding ear orna-
ments’ construction, he recognizes two main types: simple and composite. Simple 
ear ornaments are made from one piece of material such as whale tooth, boar 
tusk, shell, or wood. He divides this category in two subgroups: small knobs with 
a front similar in appearance to pūtaiana, which he refers to as okaoka, and large 
disc knobs made out of whale teeth—haakai. He assumes that kouhau were used 
as substitutes for haakai. The second type Von den Steinen defines are composite 
ear ornaments with a shell front and a spur of a different material—pūtaiana. Into 
this group he places older ones with relatively plain spurs (pūtaiana type 1), as 
well as newer ones with richly ornamented spurs, most of which have solid caps 
(pūtaiana type 2).82 Von den Steinen subdivides spurs that are decorated with 
three or more figures into two categories. The first group he calls “Indifferent com-
rades”: ones with figures that are situated next to or behind each other but do not 
seem to be interacting. The second group he denotes as “Tiki having relationships 
with each other,” of which he recognizes four representations: “Embrace,” 
“French kiss,” “Childbirth,” and “Girls swing.” Of pūtaiana with a “Childbirth” spur, 
he notes these were only worn by women.83 
 In 1920 and 1921, as part of the American Bayard Dominick Expeditions, a 
research team including anthropologist Edward S. Craighill Handy and archaeolo-
gist Ralph Linton was sent to the Marquesas. In 1923, Handy published a study on 
Marquesan culture based on information from missionaries, foreign residents, 
and Marquesan people. Adding to the information recorded by Gracia, Handy 
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relates that ear piercing was performed on children ages six to ten. With boys, he 
learned from Linton, it was performed at the same time as their circumcision. Ear 
piercing was generally done in groups at a sacred place but often without much 
ceremony; only for children of high-ranking individuals were ceremonial ear-pierc-
ing feasts organized. The piercing was performed by a tuhuna (specialist).84 Re-
garding haakai, Handy mentions that they were worn by women and men and that 
the most valuable ones were considered special family possessions. Just like Von 
den Steinen, he considers kouhau to be substitutes for haakai. Additionally, Handy 
groups larger composite shell ear ornaments under the name haakai, a similar 
term to the one used by Crook et al. in 1799. Of the smaller pūtaiana, Handy men-
tions that the spurs were made from ancestral limb bones and were only worn by 
women. They were handed down in the female line. Contrary to Von den Steinen, 
Handy is of the opinion that okaoka is the general term for ear ornaments.85 
 In his publication on Marquesan material culture, Linton distinguishes ear 
ornaments worn by women and men. According to him, the S-shaped turtle shell 
ear ornaments were used by women, as were pūtaiana with solid caps of white 
shell and thin spurs richly ornamented with figures made from human bone—al-
legedly made from ancestral human remains—or sometimes from boar tusk. How-
ever, of these pūtaiana type 2b, a fair number of spurs are also made from whale 
ivory. According to Linton, “The most highly prized of the men’s ear ornaments 
were the ha’akai,” which he bases on the 1904 version of Dordillon’s dictionary.86 
This is interesting, as Handy believes that both women and men wore them. The 
1931 revised edition of Dordillon’s dictionary does not specify that haakai were 
only worn by men.87 Linton also refers to other types of male ear ornaments—
wooden ones or kouhau and shell composite ones (pūtaiana type 1)—but only by 
quoting earlier visitors to the Marquesas. He also recognizes that certain ear or-
naments were worn by women and men equally, such as those for keeping “open 
freshly perforated holes in the ears” and what he calls “intermediate” ear orna-
ments placed in between “taiana and haakai types.” From the examples in mu-
seum collections that he refers to, he seems to describe several ear ornaments 
that could be considered as pūtaiana type 1, which were likely no longer in use 
when he was on the Marquesas.88 
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Figure 11. Artist unknown, Two haakai, before 1871. Whale tooth, 76 x 83 x 47 mm and 75 x 82.5 
x 48.5 mm. British Museum, inv.no. Oc.7279.a-b. Courtesy of The Trustees of the British Museum 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
In records from 1774 onwards, both men and women in the Marquesas are re-
ported to have pierced earlobes, but the actual wearing of ear ornaments is hardly 
mentioned. Reviewing observations on adorning the ears, there seems to be a 
gradual shift from only a few high-ranking men wearing ear ornaments in the late 
eighteenth century, to most men and some women wearing them by the early 
nineteenth century, and to reports in the 1840s of both men and women generally 
wearing them. However, the fact that pierced earlobes were prevalent among 
both men and women suggests that wearing ear ornaments must already have 
been a common practice by 1774, but likely reserved for special occasions. 
 Several developments in Marquesan ear ornaments can be discerned from 
historical accounts. I will consider these by returning to the four different types of 
ear ornaments mentioned in the introduction. The earliest accounts describe 
large, lightweight wooden ear ornaments made of a flat piece of whitewashed 
wood with two spurs at the back. Visitors to the Marquesas repeatedly record 
seeing this type from 1774 to the 1840s and they are known to have been col-
lected from 1804 to the 1840s, and possibly later. There seems to be general 
agreement that these were worn by men of a chiefly rank and probably not on a 
daily basis. Only field researchers in the period 1897 to 1921 consider these to be 
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substitutes for whale tooth ear ornaments. In 1799, Crook et al. are the first to 
provide the Marquesan name for this type of ear ornament, “kofáou,” and in the 
1840s De Ginoux de la Coche names them “Kouhaou,” resembling the current 
spelling, kouhau. 

The second type of ear ornament, uuhei, which was mentioned by Crook 
between 1797 and 1799, is the S-shaped ornament typically made of a strip of 
turtle shell adorned with dolphin teeth, and later with glass beads. Porter and oth-
ers mention that uuhei were uniquely worn by women. Crook et al. provide the 
name “oúhwe” for this type of ear ornament.89 Dordillon’s dictionary gives the 
name “uuhe,” which is quite close to the present name of uuhei.90 Although Porter 
produces an image of this type of ear ornament in 1815, and the first pair in a 
museum collection that can be traced were probably acquired on the Marquesas 
in 1816, it is interesting to note that to date no images of Marquesans wearing 
this type of ornament have been found. 
 Crook observed a haakai—an ear ornament made from a large tooth of a 
sperm whale—during his stay between 1797 and 1799. In his account he does not 
provide a name for them, but in Crook et al. the name “hekkaki,” relatively close 
to the present-day haakai/hakaki, is used for both ear ornaments made from ivory 
and from shell. This raises the question of whether terminology has changed over 
time—as during the 1840s De Ginoux de la Coche notes the name “Hakaé” only 
for whale tooth ear ornaments—or if there are different perspectives on the 
name, as Handy also uses the term “hakakai” to refer to both whale tooth ear 
ornaments and composite shell ear ornaments in 1923. From the earliest ac-
counts, it can be deduced that haakai were worn by women and men during 
feasts, either high-ranking or fulfilling a certain role in rituals. It is therefore re-
markable that in quite a number of catalogues haakai tend to be described as male 
ear ornaments. The reason for this may be that Ralph Linton (of the 1920s Bayard 
Dominick Expedition) writes in his publication on Marquesan material culture that  
“the most highly prized of the men’s ear ornaments were the ha’akai,” implying 
they were exclusively worn by men.91 This assumption seems to be incorrect and 
needs rectification, as the historical accounts do not support this. 
 Composite shell ear ornaments, or pūtaiana, are first mentioned in the ac-
counts of the missionary Crook relating to the period 1797 to 1799, but as one 
with a wooden spur was collected during Cook’s visit, they must already have been 
in use by 1774. Over time, the spur came to be made of other materials such as 
boar tusks and whale ivory. The spur also became decorated, which seems to have 
been a development starting around 1800, as was also suggested by Ivory and 
Thomas, most likely due to the availability of metal (precision) tools.92 The image 
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in Porter’s travelogue, which is the first known example depicted—as was also 
noted by Von den Steinen—suggests this may have been well established by 
1813.93 The earliest pūtaiana type 1b that are found in a museum collection were 
collected during a Dutch navy visit to Nuku Hiva in 1825. Whereas pūtaiana type 
1 have a hollow cone-shell cap filled with a wood substance, pūtaiana type 2 have 
relatively small solid-shell caps. The first example of a pūtaiana type 2a was do-
nated by Favarger in 1841. This pūtaiana type may well be a transitional variety 
between types 1b and 2b. The earliest flat spurs belonging to pūtaiana type 2b 
seem to be the ones collected by Voy in 1874, or possibly the one collected by Loti 
two years earlier. Following others and in contrast to Von den Steinen’s categori-
zation, I have placed ear ornaments completely made of one solid piece of shell in 
my pūtaiana typology as type 3.94 The first plain pūtaiana type 3 was already col-
lected in 1792/1793 and the first decorated ones in the 1840s. As for the naming 
of composite shell ear ornaments, the historic term closest to the present-day 
name of pūtaiana is “Putaÿata,” noted by naturalist Tilesius in 1804. Initially, 
pūtaiana appear to have been solely worn by men, but from the 1840s female 
wearers were also being observed. Later opinions differ on who wore them, which 
is probably due to an indiscriminate use of the term pūtaiana for a broad range of 
similar ear ornaments. The shift in observations of women wearing pūtaiana may 
well have coincided with the shift in cap form. Therefore, this study hypothesizes 
that the broadening of gender-defined use coincides with the development of 
pūtaiana type 2. 
 This paper has shown that although the common term pūtaiana for Mar-
quesan composite shell ear ornaments may imply a uniformity, as it is applied gen-
erally to this particular type of ear ornament, a critical reading of both historical 
sources and objects reveals that there are more differences in these ornaments’ 
forms and uses than previously assumed. Such an examination widens the under-
standing of a form of material culture and the changes therein over time. 
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