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Lapita in Near Oceania: The Mussau Project
by Patrick V. Kirch

The Mussau Islands (also known as the St. Matthias Group) are situated on the northern arc of
the Bismarck Archipelago, part of the New Ireland Province of Papua New Guinea. Archaeological
excavations in the Mussau Islands, under the direction of Prof. Patrick Kirch, were initiated in
1985 as a part of the international Lapita Homeland Project. Subsequent fieldwork in 1986 and in
1988 was supported by grants from the National Science Foundation, National Geographic
Society, and the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research.

During the course of the three field seasons, excavations were conducted at 13 sites, totaling
159.5 square meters. Sites dating to the Lapita Period were the main focus of research, although
several sites post-dating Lapita were also investigated.

Of particular note is the large Talepakemalai (ECA) site, the largest and earliest Lapita site yet on
record. This site contains a waterlogged component, in which the anaerobically preserved bases
of a series of stilt houses were preserved, along with more than 10,000 preserved seeds and
other plant remains. In addition, the ECA yielded a large collection of decorated Lapita pottery
and other portable artifacts.

Since the completion of fieldwork in 1988, the OAL team and affiliated collaborators have been
carrying out a variety of detailed laboratory studies of the large collection of ceramics, non-
ceramic portable artifacts, and faunal and floral remains recovered. Preliminary results of the
Mussau Project have been published in a number of journal articles and books (see below). Many
of the key findings from this project are summarized in Prof. Kirch's 1997 book, The Lapita
Peoples: Ancestors of the Oceanic World (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers).

In 2001, Volume | of a projected three-volume series of monographs on the Mussau Project was
published by the Archaeological Research Facility, Berkeley (P. V. Kirch, Ed., Lapita and its
Transformations in Near Oceania: Archaeological Investigations in the Mussau Islands, Papua
New Guinea, 1985-88. Volume I, Introduction, Stratigraphy, Chronology. Archaeological Research
Facility Contribution No. 59. Berkeley: University of California). This volume presents an
introduction to the project, environmental and cultural background to the Mussau Island, the
definitive site reports and details of all radiocarbon dates from the project. Volumes Il and 111 will
report on ceramics, other portable artifacts, and the faunal and floral remains.
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