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lacked a pre-Polynesian prehistory. The development of archaeological courses in
Australian universities in the 1960’s brought a counterbalance, with greater emphasis on
Papua New Guinea and the Pleistocene period. More recently, the emergence of
indigenous archaeologists in Papua New Guinea and the Solomon Islands has reinforced
concerns that these groups have valid prehistories of their own which should not be
subordinated to any other region.

The Lapita Homeland Project of 1983, centred on the Bismarck Archipelago, provided
an intellectual as well as practical bridge between Papua New Guinea and the rest of the
Pacific, by focusing on the major islands of Papua New Guinea rather than the mainland.
The discovery of Pleistocene sites on both New Britain and New Ireland has given the
area dual significance. On the one hand it has produced Pleistocene evidence from the
islands which links into questions of movements out of Southeast Asia onto the larger
landmasses of Australia and Papua New Guinea over 30,000 years ago. On the other hand
it has provided an immensely expanded timespan over which we can examine the
colonisation of the islands of the Pacific. The process of continental and insular
colonisation have thus been connected.

These new discoveries have changed the position of the Lapita period as an episode of
colonisation. We now realise that Lapita assemblages appear after 90% of the period of
human occupation of the Bismarck Archipelago had elapsed. A reassessment of Lapita
assemblages in this region is also necessitated by new data from the Lapita sites
themselves on pottery, plant use and human skeletal remains. New data thus necessitate
new ideas. It is to a critical survey of the ideas applied to Bismarcks prehistory that we
now turn and consider the two different models of colonisation.

LAPITA AS CULTURAL COMPLEX OR APEOPLE.

The core of this model is that the Lapita assemblages represent some sort of social or
cultural unity which was capable of maintaining itself over long periods. Social unity is
seen to have been originally provided by language (the Proto-Oceanic branch of
Austronesian), social formations which involve some form of differentiation or hierarchy,
and stability in material culture. Material culture is of course crucial as it provides the
direct archaeological evidence of social unity. Lapita assemblages are seen to evolve in a
continuous and unbroken fashion into later Melanesian and Polynesian artefactual
repertoires. Differentiation from others was provided by genetic stability, where some
form of genetic distance from previous inhabitants of the Western Pacific was maintained.
Language, social formation, material culture and genetics were combined into a stable
package which can be differentiated from the Others, the non-Austronesian inhabitants
of the western Pacific. In what is today Melanesia these non-Austronesian elements are
seen to have gradually mixed together with Austronesian to form the cultural diversity of
present day Melanesia. The peoples of Polynesia, on the other hand, derive from a pure,
undiluted Austronesian inheritance. The idea of ancestry is very important to this model,
as it is seen that the crucial features of life in Polynesia derive from the ancestral Proto-
Oceanic stock, through descent with modification.
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LAFITA AS PART OF A LONG PROCESS OF SOCIAL CHANGE.

Alternative models to that of Lapita as a cultural complex or people are difficult to state
succinetly as they are still in the process of development, a development prompted partly
by the recent Pleistocene data from the Bismarcks. The following represents some initial
thoughts of our own. Qur main point is that we do not feel it likely that Lapita represents
a crucial break with all that went before, thus reducing the previous 90% of Bismarcks
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prehistory to an insignificant ral@. We are also unhappy with the rather straightforward
notions of cultural continuity implied by the view ihat Lapita represents a discrete social
unit which maintained its emmi:ml features over 3500 vears.

Rather we should like to construct a model with more complexity of wqmmgﬂ and
Change within it. Our starting assumptions are as follows. Over last 30,600 vears at

least ¢ have been a series of archipelago cultures
Asia nto the western Pacific, Movement throughout

competent sea faring over this long period. Continuous movs ¢ 1an
flux of material culture, genes and language between these islands. At first, settlement
was restricted to the major islands down to the end of the Solomon island chain. At
point, perhaps even still within the Pleistocene, people moved further cast of
Solomons on to smaller and more impoverished islands. We await more data from this
area of Oceania. Patterns of colonisation created new demographic structures and altered
the dynamics of contact and voyaging. Thus although movement through this island world
has been constant over a long periods, the shape, scale and nature of movement has
changed continuously. Varying developments have taken place in different parts of
Oceania in response to local conditions and the position of different islands within the
whole. Local development and inter-regional movement are locked together in mutual
patterns of cause and effect.

Within this schema the importance of the Lapita period is set in a new coniext, We
cannot assume that the movements and changes in social circumstances that cccurred in
the Lapita period are more important than in any other. The immediate importance of
the Lapita period is that it is more archaeologically visible than periods before and after.
‘We can use this visibility to our advantage and Lapita period data can form the basis for
detailed investigation of other periods, earlier and later. Such modelling can only take
place if Lapita is seen as part of an overall sequence of change, not as different from the
rest of prehistory.

The pragmatic considerations raised by this model are as follows. We must investigate
what sort of unit the Bismarck Archipelago was in various periods of prehistory. Thirty
thousand years ago it was at the limit of the settled world, a jumping off point for new
colonisation. By 3000 years ago it was enmeshed in a series of contacts both east and west
and its regional position had changed out of all recognition. We need to understand the
nature of these changes, how they manifest themselves in material terms and what long
term legacies particular periods have left.

Although change is readily apparent in the social circumstances of the Archipelage,
continuity is also evident. We have already mentioned the long term use of obsidian and
this urgently needs further investigation. Perhaps of even more import for the overall
colonisation of the Pacific is evidence for environmental manipulation going back into the
Pleistocene. From the evidence of the New Ireland cave sites we may well be dealing with
the introduction of animals, which in turn may have implications for modification of plant
communities in the region. Further evidence on both plants and animals is urgently
needed for early periods. However, we can say at present that people had an active
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It is of considerable interest that all the papers gathered here put forward more
complex models of interpretation of the origins and subsequent history of Lapita than can
be contained in a simple dichotomy between immigration and local development. Green
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and Spriggs both canvas the idea that Lapita sites west of Fiji represent the mixture of
local and intrusive elements; Green puts forward a model as to how this mixture may have
occurred. Similarly Sharp, concentrating on pottery, puts forward an important set of
ideas as to how we might investigate the meeting of different populations, if indeed such a
thing occurred. Specht ef al. present data from both the pre-Lapita period and the Lapita
period in Talasea, siill the only area of the western Pacific with any amount of
information from both periods. Their conclusion is that the scale of social change often
associated with the Lapita period may have been over-emphasised. Gosden takes a
similar tack in his paper, which tries to provide a long term context for colonisation within
which the Lapita phase can be evaluated. Lilley presents data from a newly explored area
of New Britain which he uses to evaluate linguistic models of Lapita/Austronesian
language origins and to chart the changes in exchange which have taken place over the
last 3000 years.

Taken together the papers represent a fascinating insight into the process of research,
demonstrating that sharply dichotomised models are most easily sustained when there are
few data to hand. The vast increase of information which has occurred over the last five
years has brought a good number of surprises and re-evaluation. Such is the continuing
pace of work in the Bismarck Archipelago, both in the field and the laboratory, that the
picture we will have in five years time will be infinitely more complex and interesting.



