








Hameaandthe Ra'a.Oral traditionsexist that chiefsor persons
of rankcould haveseveralwives, but this doesnot appearin the
legends. It is possiblethat this occurredat a laterperiod,when
thousandsof men were taken away from the island as slaves,
leaving mostly women, children and the elderly. But if such
were the case, it was for a short time only becausethe slave
raids coincided with the arrival of the missionaries,and this
meant the questioningof all conduct that was not within the
normsof Christianmorals.

In general,women had freedom within marriageto aban­
don a man, be it for his abuse,as in the legendof Aio, or for
love of anotherman,as in the episodeof the womanwho fell in
love with Moa Ure Nui (the roosterwith the largepenis).Upon
learningof this, the husbandmurderedthe lover andburied him
in an ahu; despairing, she took the penis of her lover and
wrappedit in a pieceof mahuteandcried for days.Her husband
returnedto look for her and destroyedher possession,saying:
"your manhasreturned."The story concludedby sayingsheno
longercried becausewhat shewantedwasnow destroyed.

Oral information given to the missionary FatherGaspar
Zumbohnrevealedthat a womancould lose her life if shewere
found committing adultery (Coli 1973), but Geiseler (1883)
addedthathappenedonly if shewerethe wife of a king.

In some cases,a father's authority was so great that it
would force a woman to abandonher home at the father's re­
quest,as in the tale abouta woman from Vaimatawho married
a man from Tahai. There came a period of scarcity during
which all they had to eat was fish. One day the father cameto
visit and, after a few daysof noting the lack of food, askedhis
daughterto return with him to Vaimata. The daughteragreed,
but with greatsorrow at leaving her daughterand her husband.
Once in her father's house,he cooked her sweet potatoesand
would not allow her to return. The grieving husbandfailed to
eat,and died. We seein this story the powerof a fatherover his
child, as well as the importanceof food. Food gives a special
and respectedstandingto thosemen who can achieveprosperity
through the abundanceof their plantings. Behind abundance
can be seenthe influence of spirits and the existenceof mana,
or god-givensupernaturalpower.

Numerouslegendspraise the husbandor suitor for what
he possessesand for giving food to a woman'sparents.This is
corroboratedin the episodeof RengaRoiti who was abducted
by a young man, Repaa Punga,with her consent.The young
woman's mother complained until the young man made two
traditional umu due to the pregnancyof the young woman; one
in honorof his wife and the other in honorof his mother-in-law.
After he broughther food, shewonderedwhy they had not told
her that Repaa Pungawasa good man.

The bond betweena daughterand her father extendedto
her brothers. There are many legends featuring the way in
which sisterscarefor a brother,as in the tale ofNunewho lived
in a time of war, hidden near Ahu Hanga Ho'onu. Every day
his threesisterstook food to him, but one day they were caught
by the enemyand killed. Despairing,Nune made some bark­
cloth and left it to dry in the sun while he wept for his sisters.
Many warriors came to kill Nune, but he killed them all. He
moved to Ahu Vai a Hare, taking the cloth, and many more

warriors came,andhe killed them. He movedto Hua, wherehe
claspedthe barkcloth and killed all the warriors of that place
while he wept for his sisters.

Generally,in all the accounts,a womangoesto live in the
landof thehusbandwhenshemarries.Often, a woman'snostal­
gia for her parentscausedher to return to her land, as in the
story of Uho, who is consoledby her husbandand her mother­
in-law, who worried abouther sadness.Even so, Uho returned
to her family, magicallytakingalongherdaughter.

Many legendstell of vengeance;generally,it is the women
who arekilled alongwith their children, and then their families
avengethem. Suchare the talesof Atoro Humu Kena, in which
the motherwaskilled, or the deathof the wife of Moko and his
daughtersin a cannibalisticritual that left only the victims' fin­
gernailsbehind. [n view of this situationof vengeanceand pain,
the early missionariescommentedthat, becausethey felt pro­
tected,womenwerethe first to embraceChristianity.

The story ofPepeestablisheshow womenwerevulnerable
to the decisionsof men. Pepeof the Miru tribe was being pur­
sued becausehe was a cannibal and ate people from other
tribes. He took refuge and told his wife that, if she is discov­
ered,she is not to reveal his hiding place. He told her to look
for a safeplacefor herselfand his son. But the wife was found
by his enemies,and they threatenedto kill her if shedid not re­
veal Pepe'shiding place.The woman informed them about the
hiding place, and they capturedhim. Upon his capture,Pepe
told his enemiesto kill his son first and, cursinghis wife, asked
for her death,also. His wife and sonwere killed, andthen Pepe.
The promiseto the womanwas not respected,and the words of
thewarrior, althoughan enemy,were fulfilled.

What standsout amongthe approximately180 myths and
legendsthat havebeenstudied,is the existenceof a patriarchal
society. Women, however,had the freedom to make decisions
abouttheir life, andat timesevencontrolledgreatconflicts. The
majority of the accountsrefer to men steepedin mana,creators,
and great power over nature.The presenceof feminine spirits,
with the power to join with mortal men but the ability to leave
them when facedwith particularcircumstances,in a way legiti­
mizesthe behaviorof womenof liberty to makedecisionsabout
their personallife.

The narrativesexalt beautyin men as well as in women,a
trait that attracts spirits much more than ugliness. Men and
women are preoccupiedwith their bodies, with making them
beautiful with tattoos and body paint and adorning them with
pendants,capesand loincloths,andwith hatsof manyshapes.

Legend refers to the mistreatment and deception of
women by men as a meansof obtainingwhat the man desires;
however,this behaviorwas condemnedin the narrativesby al­
lowing womenthe freedomto escapefrom suchsituations.

Women appearto have beenboundto home, motherhood
and the care of the children, but they also have the option to
give a child away in adoption,generallyto a childlessor elderly
womanso that, when grown, they can carefor the adoptivepar­
ents.

Adultery seemsexcusedif it is forgiven by the deceived
spouse.Allusion to adulteryon the part of the man doesnot ap­
pearin the legends,which leadsto the suggestionthat it did not
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exist and that if it did, it was accepted. Love is generally ex­
pressed in the importance given to the physical union, but is eas­
ily ended when faced with an adverse situation, usually caused
by the man. An exception is in the episode of Hotu Matu'a, the
legendary king who left his wife because, during their entire life
together, she hid from him the truth of his illegitimate birth. Had
he known he was a bastard, he would not have emigrated to
Rapa Nui, so far away from his ancestral land.

Women seem to be cared for by the husband and his fam­
ily during pregnancy, which highlights the importance of pro­
creation and descendents, above all the male child rather that a
girl child who will leave the paternal home when she marries.
There existed a saying that when a girl was born, pae pae kehe,
meaning she would leave at some time. The importance of
atariki, or first-born son, is reaffirmed by the fact that all the
children born from the union of women spirits and mortal men
are male.

Women are attributed a negative and sometimes destruc­
tive force and, at other times, a positive force, such as that of
healers, which made them independent in the face of certain
situations.

The vision of spirits and their behavior were determinants
of how one should be as an individual, and suggests behavior
that is reinforced by the legends about the lives of heroes and
significant persons. Many forms of behavior in contemporary
Rapanui society are linked to the past, sometimes detached from
any reason; the knowledge of the stories, legends and myths of
the past that answer such questions are lost. It might appear that
external cultural influences have exterminated these in part. But
it has not been so; many of the traditions remain, above all in
those who have opted to keep to themselves, connecting them­
selves to the land, and to silence.

Translation by Louise Noel.
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lThis article, the first in a series ofthree studies ofgend/!r rela­
tions in Rapanui society, prOVides a view ofwomen as deduced
from myths and legends. In subsequent issues, we will publish
Parts 2 and 3. Part 2 examines the role ofwomen as seen
through the accounts ofsailors, missionaries and scientists; and
Part 3 discusses the role ofwomen in the 2(jh century, through
an analysis ofcollected life stories.
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