Rapa Nui Journal: Journal of the Easter Island Foundation
Volume 11
Issue 2 June 1997

Article 15

1997

In Memoriam of Thomas S. Barthel
Steven Roger Fischer

Follow this and additional works at: https://kahualike.manoa.hawaii.edu/rnj
Part of the History of the Pacific Islands Commons, and the Pacific Islands Languages and
Societies Commons
Recommended Citation
Fischer, Steven Roger (1997) "In Memoriam of Thomas S. Barthel," Rapa Nui Journal: Journal of the Easter Island Foundation: Vol. 11 :
Iss. 2 , Article 15.
Available at: https://kahualike.manoa.hawaii.edu/rnj/vol11/iss2/15

This Commentary or Dialogue is brought to you for free and open access by the University of Hawai`i Press at Kahualike. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Rapa Nui Journal: Journal of the Easter Island Foundation by an authorized editor of Kahualike. For more information, please contact
sheila.yeh@hawaii.edu.

Fischer: In Memoriam of Thomas S. Barthel
Levy covers all the pertinent facts, hotels, re taurant ,
etc., that one might expect to find in a exhau tive guide book.
In addition. he includes insightful comments about problems
on the e far flung dot of land in the Pacific: pollution, toxic
wa teo cnme, place where you need to bring your own food.
u tom to watch out for, poi onou fi h, and 0 on. There i
an empha i on con ervation. The taggering amount of matenal in M1cronesia Handbook reflects the extensive research
done by Levy m this remote i land world. There is agio ary,

index, excellent bookList, and bibliography; over 70 two-color
map plus line drawings and black/white photographs.
Levy warns that the modern world is penetrating to even
the most remote atoll and now is the time to visit-before
change permeates the e pecial isolated corners in the Pacific.
Bring your diving gear.

IN MEMORIAM

THOMAS S. BARTHEL
(January 4,1923 - April 3,1997)
A sudden illness at his home in TUbingen, Germany, has ended the life of one of the world's leading scholars of
Ea tel' Island. Over the pa t forty-four years Prof. Thomas S. Barthel of the Univer ity of TUbingen has published 41
cholarly articles about Rapanui, and his two monograph - Grundlagen zur Entzifferung der Osterinselschnft
(Rudiment Toward a Decipherment of the Easter Island Scnpt) and Das achte Land (English edition: The Eighth Land)
are cia ic in the field. Born in Berlin and trained in cryptanalysi during World War Two, Thomas Barthel completed a
doctorate in ancient American studies (Mexico and pre-Columbian cripts) at the Unversity of Hamburg in 1952. Here,
on hi thirtieth birthday, he began hi Rapanui studies, commencing one of the most intensive investigations of the
i land' rongorongo cript ever undertaken. This ultimately culminated in a decipherment attempt that captured the
world' headline in the mid 1950 . There followed a year' tudy leave at the Univer ity of Chile in Santiago, including
everal months of field re earch on Rapanui, in 1957-58. Thoma Barthel was appointed Associate Professor of the
Department of Ethnology of the Univer ity of TUbingen in 1959, and assumed the director hip of the University's
In titute for Ethnology in TUbmgen' medieval castle. Appointed Full Professor of Ethnology in 1964, Barthel held both
po t with di tinction until hi retirement a Emeritus Profe or in 1988. He was married three times and is survived by
two sons and two daughters.
A forerunner of modern Rapanui scholarship, Thomas Barthel wa one of the most prolific and precise scholars of
ancient Easter Island culture in the last half of the twentieth century. Hi essays, most of them written in the German
language, contain a wealth of information that will provide cholar with valuable insights for many years to come. He
wa always prepared to que tion and test his own hypothe e , and to effect a revision of the e when necessary. Today
Thomas Barthel's work stands as exemplary to students in the field: though sometimes reflecting his era's Diffusionist cast
that no I nger obtains, it erves a a model of scholarly lucidity, breadth, and precision.
I came to know Thomas Barthel well over many years. My wife and I accompanied Thomas and Maria Barthel to
Brussels, Belgium, in 1990 for an Easter Island exhibition and to St. Petersburg, Russia, in 1992 to meet with colleagues
Fedorova, Knorozov, Butinov, and Pozdnyakov. I shall never forget the countless hours we spent together in summer
breezes and winter winds trolling along the heights above medieval TUbingen while di cu ing ancient Rapanui and the
complexitites of rongorongo. He wa a difficult man, a complex weave of cold intellect and fervid imagination. Very
much from the "old school" of German profe SOl' , he could be terse and authoritative at time, yet generous and sensitive
too. ' Altwerden heiBt 10 las en" ("Growing old mean letting go"), he confessed to me on one of our last walks. He was
alway willing to let go to other the experience of over forty years of scholarly achievement as one of Germany's
foremost ethnologist .
The passing of Thomas S. Barthel marks the end of an era of Easter Island research, one that included his personal
friend Seba tian Englert and Alfred Metraux. It was a remarkable era, with ambitious idea. It taught us to think larger
than our elve . We owe the e historic per analities the very di. cipline we treasure.
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