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STUDENT MATERIALS

EASTER ISLAND MYSTERY
BIG HISTORY PROJECT / LESSON 1.3

Big History is about understanding the complete picture of the Universe, our planet, and how humans interact with each other and our environment. Sometimes 
you need to take a broad view to understand how you fit into the big picture, and at other times you need to take a closer look. It’s really understanding both 
perspectives that makes Big History unique. This opening activity is intended to pique your curiosity. We’re going to explore what might have happened on Easter 
Island. Was it famine? Disease? A natural disaster? Or something else altogether?

Look carefully at the at the three images on the next two pages of the worksheet:

• Easter Island Geographic Map
• Easter Island Statues
• Easter Island Chart

It may not seem like these three pictures provide a lot of information, but if you put them together, you can make some smart guesses about this place. Working in 
groups, answer the following questions to develop a point of view on Easter Island. Be prepared to share your answers with the class.

1. Describe what pattern the population graph shows for this time period. 
 
 

2. Brainstorm as many explanations as you can that would explain this pattern. 
 
 

The human population, just like the population of any species, has been subject to periods of increase and decrease over time. Population size is constantly 
changing, but in some cases the increases and decreases have been significant, and historians and scientists have sought to make sense of these more dramatic 
changes. In the activity that follows, you’ll look at the case of population change on Easter Island, a case that scholars have been thinking about for many years.

Read the Easter Island article (http://www.bbc.co.uk/science/horizon/2003/easterisland.shtml). How does this article change your perspective on what happened? 
 
 

Complete the table on the Easter Island Mystery Worksheet. Be prepared to share your answers with the class.

http://www.bbc.co.uk/science/horizon/2003/easterisland.shtml
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Easter Island

Source: Public Domain - https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Moai_Rano_raraku.jpg
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Source: Population and resource stock trajectories for Easter Island model from Brander and Taylor (1998). http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0921800900002214
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Use the three images presenting information about Easter Island as well as “The Mystery of Easter Island ” (you’ll either find it online—see the lesson for the 
URL—or your teacher will provide copies), to help complete the table below. The images will provide one perspective of the island, while the article will provide yet 
another. Compare the information provided to help develop your perspective of what might have happened. 

Question Information from Pictures Information from Article Key Differences

Why did people settle here in the 
first place? 

What might have been some of the 
challenges they faced? 

What could have contributed to 
population growth? 

How do you think these people 
lived? 

What might have contributed to 
population decline?
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Use the three images presenting information about Easter Island as well as “The Mystery of Easter Island ” (you’ll either find it online—see the lesson for the 
URL—or your teacher will provide copies), to help complete the table below. The images will provide one perspective of the island, while the article will provide yet 
another. Compare the information provided to help develop your perspective of what might have happened. 

Question Information from Pictures Information from Article Key Differences

Why did people settle here in the 
first place? 

It is a beautiful island in the middle of 
the ocean, it had a great climate, it had 
plenty of food from fishing. 

Possibly because of the abundant sea 
life and farming that could support a 
good-sized population. It may also be 
that Polynesians stumbled across the 
island en route to another location. 

People may not have gone to the island 
purposefully, but it seems that the 
availability of food may have encouraged 
them to stay, showing that the 
information in the picture and the article 
convey much of the same information. 

What might have been some of the 
challenges they faced? 

Being isolated, not being able to get 
a variety of food, not having enough 
people to keep things going.

Isolation, starvation, violence, and civil 
war. 

Evidence of starvation, violence, and 
civil war was found on the island. Those 
factors could not be inferred from the 
picture alone. 

What could have contributed to 
population growth? 

More people settling there, people 
stopping there as they crossed the 
ocean, a protected place to start a new 
society that appealed to people. 

Large amounts of food, farming, the 
development of a society.

The article highlights the food that was 
available, while the picture only shows 
that it might have been a great place to 
be climate wise, which often implies 
good food sources. 

How do you think these people 
lived? 

These people lived comfortably in terms 
of climate and food, but may have felt 
isolated culturally. 

They lived well until they starting to 
deplete their natural resources for food 
and began warring. 

The article points out that people lived 
peacefully until resources began to be 
depleted, then warring and cannibalism 
began. 

What might have contributed to 
population decline?

A loss of food, people deciding to leave 
the island, not enough reproduction.

A series of disasters, both natural and 
manmade. This includes overexploitation 
of their own resources, civil war, and 
even spread of disease. 

The article points out that disasters, 
civil war, and disease all contributed 
to population decline, not just a loss of 
food or people. 


