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There are two classes of people; Long Ears and Short Ears. 
LONG EARS, marked by large wooden plugs in their ear lobes and a certain tattoo, are the ruling class. 
The working-class SHORT EARS have no ear plugs and a different tattoo. 
Young men from each Long Ear tribe compete in the annual Birdman Competition. 
The winner’s tribe is allowed  to rule the island for a year.

Ariki-mau has been the Birdman (Island King) for 20 years. 
He has a conviction that one day the gods would arrive in a great white canoe and take him to heaven. 
His advisor TUPA tells him to build more and bigger moai statues to curry favour with the gods
and encourage them to come sooner. 
Ariki-mau petulantly rejects the latest statue – which stands over 20 feet tall – as too small. 
The Short Ear workers are forced to build an even bigger statue in an impossibly short amount of time. 

The king’s advisor ruthlessly enforces the rules and status quo 
by killing a Short Ear fisherman who had accidentally caught a taboo fish.
Long-Ear Noro (Jason Scott Lee) and Ramana, a Short Ear girl, are both rejects in their tribes
 – her father was banished for building an unlucky canoe. 
 – Noro’s father disappeared and is thought to have abandoned the tribe. 

They have a secret relationship and have fallen in love.
Ariki-mau tells Noro, his grand-son, that he has to compete in the Birdman Competition 
so that Ariki-mau can continue to rule the island. 
Noro asks if he can marry Ramana if he wins the Birdman Competition. 
Ariki-mau reluctantly agrees. The king’s advisor Tupa claims that Ramana's skin is too dark, 
and that she should be purified by spending the time from now until the Birdman Competition 
(a period of 6 months) in the “ Virgin’s Cave." 
Tupa accepts Ramana’s entering the cave, even though he is well aware of her non – virginity. 
It will be his and Noro’s secret, and a means to put pressure on Noro. 
Ramana takes one last look at the sunset and enters the cave.
Noro approaches Ramana’s banished father, Haoa, a canoe maker, and asks him to help him train for the Birdman competition. He initially refuses because it is Noro’s fault that his daughter is confined to a cave, 
but later accepts and trains Noro.
Meanwhile, the Short Ears are beginning to starve because the Ariki Mau insists on them working 
on the new statues instead of growing food but continues taking the full quota 
of their remaining food for the Long Ears. 
The king even has them cut down the island’s few remaining trees to make rollers and other equipment 
to move the gigantic statue from the rock quarry. 
Noro sneaks some food to his short ear friend Make and shares his plans to marry Ramana. 
Make reacts badly and Noro realizes that Make loves her too. 
Make declares that they are no longer friends and runs off. 
Separately, both Noro and Make visit Ramana at her cave, bringing her food and talking to her 
through the barrier at the mouth of the cave. 
They both declare their love to her. 
She always responds, but she sounds rather downhearted.
Finally the day of  the Birdman Competition arrives. 
Make has managed to become a competitor and asks that if he wins, he wants to marry Ramana. 
More than a dozen competitors must swim out to a close-by islet surrounded by pounding waves, 
climb the cliffs to get an egg from the nest of a tern (hirondelle) and bring it back. 
The first to return with the egg wins for his tribe. 
Noro is the winner. 
Ariki-mau can be the island ruler for another year.
Ramana emerges from the cave, pale from her long underground stay and pregnant. 
Before anything can be decided about her, an iceberg is spotted off the coast. 
Ariki-mau believes that the icberg is the great white canoe 
sent to take him to the gods and goes out to it with some of his followers. 
The iceberg floats off with the king still on it. 
The advisor Tupa attempts to seize control of the island, 
but the oppressed and starving Short Ears have had enough.
They stage a major rebellion, attack and even cannibalize the Long Ears. 
Amidst the chaos, Noro, Ramana and their baby escape the island 
in a canoe Ramana’s father built for them as a wedding gift.
