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Geography
• Easter Island (Rapa Nui) is a volcanic island of 

the tropical South Pacific
• It’s isolated: 2250 km to the nearest human 

settlement on Pitcairn Island
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History
• Polynesians in catamaran sailing canoes colonized Rapa Nui

as late as 1200 AD, after a moistening of the local climate. They
likely exploited the East-West alignment with the Mangareva &
Pitcairn Island groups, using sun & star rising/setting to navigate
(Bahn & Flenley 2017, pp. 86-95).

• Giant Moai statues were built 1200s-1600s. Perhaps depletion
of timber forests & cordage fiber ended statue construction.
Load-bearing wood became scarce (Poussart 2010, p. 96).

• European (Dutch) Explorer Roggeveen arrived at the Island on
Easter Sunday 1722 (Roggeveen 1722).

• Islanders opted for tribal military rule, perhaps responding to
tensions with visiting Euro-American sailors. Internecine wars
resulted in all their Moai being toppled by the mid 1800s (Bahn &
Flenley 2017, pp. 185-6).

• Blackbirder slave raids (1862-63) depopulated the Island of
1,500 able males. Repatriated islanders brought smallpox with
them & half the remain islanders died in the resulting epidemic
(Fischer 1997, pp. 8-9).

• Easter Island has since recovered from its apocalyptic past. Its
population of 5,100 welcomes 70k tourists (2012 data) & strives
to preserve the language & traditions of its glorious past.
(https://www.easterisland.travel/easter-island-facts-and-info/)
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Kohau Rongorongo (KRR) • KRR highly developed by 1600s – 1700s (?)
• Depopulation in the 1860s & Latin alphabet 

competition destroyed KRR education system 
(especially, as all authors & most readers had 
died)

• Later, (1869), Jaussen was gifted a KRR tablet & 
undertook decipherment with an informant, 
Metoro

• Metoro had received some KRR instruction, & his 
recollections yielded a less-than-accurate glyph 
glossary (Jaussen’s List [Chauvet 1935, Figs 173-176])

• KRR, therefore, remains undeciphered
• The core KRR corpus (14,000 signs [Horley 2021, p. 17]) is

found on 25 wooden objects, catalogued by name &
alphabetic letter & (r or a for front, v or b for back); # =
line number

• KRR has about 300 different glyph forms
• Signs may be singles, cursives, or vertically stacked

compounds (read bottom to top) (Guy 2006, p. 58)
• Barthel’s (1958) cataloging (the RR numbers used here) is

preferred for designating KRR glyphs
• KRR is seemingly unpunctuated although I & | may

divide text sections (Horley 2021, pp. 414-415, 453)
• KRR reads in inverse boustrophedon form; see right

Excerpt from Jaussen’s List

recitable glyphs on wood
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Rapanui Rock Art was a Likely Precursor to KRR Writing

In picture boxes, rock art is left & centre; matching glyphs & KRR board locations are right (GGB denotes Gordon Berthin)

From Georgia Lee and Paul Horley (in, [Horley 2021, p. 391]). 





Tenets of the Logographic Model for KRR





Lunar Calendar  on the Mamari Tablet: Attesting the Logographic Model (Guy 1990)

Before its 1958 discovery on the Mamari tablet the Rapa
Nui Lunar Calendar (including its specially named nights)
had been researched & described by Thomson (1886)!

Calendar Glyphs are interpretable as full word logograms. No syllables or “sounding out”!
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Matrix of Analogous Island Motifs 



Filling in the Blanks of the Symbols Matrix

• Red motifs are morphologically “imputed” (since, for example, houses don’t have beginning/ending
sides). Melka (2014, p. 163) likens these to parentheses (brackets).

• The logographic model becomes predictive, since imputed (red) glyphs do appear in the RR corpus!
These are likely metaphors (ie. Over-turned house implying “crisis” or “neediness”).



The Syllabary Hypothesis for Rongorongo

Syllabary Map (60 Entries) for all Vowels & Consonants of Rapanui Language

ʻavatarapanamakahangaāă

ʻeveterepenemekehengeēĕ

ʻivitiripinimikihingiīĭ

ʻovotoroponomokohongoōŏ

ʻuvuturupunumukuhunguūŭ

• Yellow-shaded entries are rare (usage less frequent than 1 % in spoken Rapanui) (Kieviet 2017, p.33)
• The okina “ʻ “ denotes a glottal stop

KRR symbols are theorized to encode Rapanui Language Syllables (analogous to Mayan or Cretan Linear B) 



Pozdniakov’s 52 Glyph Corpus

• These 52 glyphs account for 99.7 % of corpus  (Pozdniakov & Pozdniakov 2007, p. 94)
• There is a match between the size of the syllable table & Pozdniakov corpus
• KRR, therefore, is hypothesized to be a syllabary.
• Pozdniakovs not able/willing to map their glyphs onto syllables and translate KRR de 

Laat (2009, pp. 7-8) & Kiley (2025, pp. 28-30) offer glyph-to-syllable mappings, but not
based on Pozdniakovs’ corpus



Pozdniakovs’  (2007, pp. 98-111) Syllabary Statistics

Good!

 Here’s a major variation between KRR & spoken
Rapanui. Isolated glyphs occur more commonly &
diversely in KRR writing than in the Rapanui language

Bad!

Good!

Good!



De Laat’s Base Glyph Extended Syllabary

Challenges
• Variable assignments viz. ‘ha’, ‘a’, ‘haka’ ; mapped 

onto same icons; ergo ‘ta’, ‘taa’, ‘taha’, ‘ta‘a’ . Which 
phoneme is the correct choice in running text?

• Opaque phonetic relationships between icons & 
Rongorongo syllabary. Viz. 1st syllable ‘ta’ from taha
(frigate bird), last syllable ‘ka’ from ȋka (fish), mid-
syllable ‘tu’ from hetuu (star). Must learn by rote, the 
entire table to be  literate  100 entries.

• Assigns syllables to some base glyphs to help resolve 
the problem of excess single glyphs in KRR texts. 

• A Logographic-like morphology is created where 
each main glyph often encodes a full word.

taha ikahetuu
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De Laat’s Parsing & Redundancy Issues

• Insensitivity to apparent sectional
divider glyphs ‘I’ & ‘|’ (Horley 2009, p.
167) (see Small Santiago Gr4)

• On Tahua Av4, the ‘I’ glyph has a value
of “here” (appropriate for a text
divider). But the ‘I’ glyph becomes part
of the proper name ‘Taea’ in a parallel
text on Keiti Ev3 (would have expected
a text divider role akin to Ab4)

• Word parsing doesn’t always follow
glyph parsing. Redundancy is lost.
(See de Laat [2009, p. 193] [Tahua
Av5] at right & also consider the
sample phrases below)

I’m aging, moreover, exposing lines
Imaging more; overexposing lines

• Parsing text differently from what is
written is epigraphically unsound!

de Laat scrambles glyphs & definitions to decode passages!



The Palindrome Problem
• Palindromes are optically symmetrical & read the same forward & backward. Viz. the English & Danish 

examples below.
• “Able was I ere I saw Elba.” [“ablE was I ere I saw elbA”]
• “En af dem der tit red med fane”. (One of those who often rode with a banner).

• Bad news for the syllabary model: Per Wieczorek et al. (2018, p. 394)  “The longest palindromic 
Rongorongo sequence . . [ABCADEDACBA], includes 11 signs . . . (Na3 [see below ]) and still defies 
attempts to find a similar sequence of syllables in the native texts.”

• Rapanui past perfect tense inverts verb-
subject order (same word stems). So,
logographic palindromes form easily
by changing the tense, each side of centre.
ABCADEDACBA (right) could read, for
example, as

“DocumentingA deedsB, (artlessly)C , documentingA materialD speculativelyE . 
MaterialD documentedA (artlessly)C . DeedsB documentedA.”

• De Laat’s (2009, p. 108) model, in which internal base glyphs are
assigned syllables & main glyphs become logogram words, still
fails in interpreting the palindrome at Keiti Er10.
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Palindromes in 
Rongorongo

Palindrome-type series 
frequently occur at line 
ends. They never “wrap 
around” to the next line. 

Board-edge incised palindrome motifs (sites shown in red)
resemble labelled index tabs on a rolodex. Perhaps
indexing/ referencing was a function of these palindromes
since KRR script is uni font size & unpunctuated.
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Pictography facilitates creation of keyword
palindromes from illustrative logograms.
See the road sign combo at right!

KRR boards often contain such
palindrome-like passages. The Keiti (Ev8)
inscription even resembles our road
signage! Compare,

Perhaps Ev8 & Gv8 semiotically warn
board readers of wrong-way tablet
reading? (Keiti & Small Santiago v-sides
have an even number of lines. Hence, 2
possible reading routes & one is
incorrect!)

versus

 Stop. No Pedestrians. Stop. Pedestrians? No! Stop. 

Gv8

Keiti Tablet E (v-side)

Small Santiago Tablet G (v-side)A near-palindrome, giving warning?
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Logography and Syllabary Models Compared

Syllabary

 Akin to known Cretan Linear B & Mayan systems
 Technically rigorous
 Precise phonotactic rendering of communication
 No historically affirmable translations yet found; 

Logographic model works best for maramataka
 Space consuming – one or more glyphs per word
 No redundancy model discussed by de Laat (2009)
 Questionable epigraphic helpfulness
 Full translations of all palindromes may not be possible

 No explanation for diversity of single glyphs in KRR texts 
versus what’s found in Rapanui language

Logography

Logography model outperforms syllabary in explaining many observable KRR features



Thank you!
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