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standard European scales, they were ones that Child as a folk-
lorist found surviving only in fragments in England. But it was
almost 100 percent intact in this American backwater, with
much more opposition and a much longer timescale than we're
talking about on Rapa Nui. So if that can happen....”

“Okay, here you had a period of time where for much of
the 19" Century, islanders did pretty much what they wanted to
do. The slave raids are real enough, the disease, the out-
migration, the exploitation, including by the Bishop of Tahiti.
The priests tried to suppress all knowledge, and some
knowledge they did. But they weren’t able to destroy all knowl-
edge.”

“The missionaries warned people that if they told the old
stories to their children, they’d go to hell. A lot of old people
here told me that their older people said, no we can’t tell the
stories, because if we do we’ll go straight to hell. But they fig-
ured that it was okay if they talked to each other, and if a child
listened while they talked, as long as he stayed out of
sight and didn't ask any questions, then he’s okay, he’s not go-
ing to go to hell. And it’s not our fault if he picks up the knowl-
edge. That’s how it happened.”

As for what was lost, there are islanders who do not be-
lieve it is lost forever. Benedicto Tuki’s daughter, Maria Tuki
Pate, is a carver of kohau rongorongo, meticulously inscribing
wooden tablets with symbols of the lost language. Although
linguists have long tried to decipher the language, this
is not her approach. “When I carve the rongorongo,” she says,
“I am keeping the tradition for my children, to teach them, and
one day I may find how to use my mana, my intelligence, to
translate for my children and other Rapanui children. Now I
don’t know the meaning. Maybe I have the mana, but I don’t
know how I can use it. Or maybe it’s not yet my time for revela-
tion. I hope one day the gods can give me more power, and I
can have more intelligence, to know how I can read the
rongorongo and translate it for my children. Every day, this is
my work, carving rongorongo.”

Other islanders point out that some of what was lost has
been preserved in the world’s museums, but is not accessible to
them or to their children. The Metropolitan Museum of Art’s
exhibition, for example, displayed three feather headdresses for
the first time. They were taken from the island by Paymaster
Thompson aboard the U.S.S. Mohican in 1886, and kept in stor-
age at the Smithsonian ever since. Cristidn Arévalo Pakarati
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visited a Smithsonian storeroom as the exhibition was being
planned, and was astonished. “I never realized that my people
had the kinds of skills to do such things. They were so beautiful,
made with a needle, feather by feather, with this little grass
cord, and I never knew that! We don’t have those kinds of
pieces in the museum here. The new generation of Rapanui peo-
ple doesn’t know how rich the culture was. There are so many
things that are so significant just stored away, and most Rapanui
people don’t know anything about them, they haven’t even seen
them in pictures.”

In talking about the authenticity of their contemporary cul-
ture, most Rapanui would agree that the role of outside scien-
tists and institutions can contribute to the erosion, or the evolu-
tion of the culture. The Metropolitan Museum of Art did not
consider it relevant to invite any contemporary Rapanui artists
to participate in its recent exhibition of the island’s traditional
art, although the curator hoped that publication of a catalog
would be of benefit to those artists. No other museum or univer-
sity that supports study of Rapanui culture is doing any more to
support the people who are keeping it alive. As Panda Pakarati
points out, “If you see our own museum, it’s probably the most
ugly museum of Easter Island art in all the world. There’s no
excuse for that.”

Perhaps part of the problem is the way science often treats
culture, as an object — what the cartoonist Saul Steinberg called
“frozen music”— instead of as an always-changing stream of
consciousness. When Cristidn Arévalo Pakarati thinks of the
past, he is also thinking of its future interpretations in his
daughter’s lifetime. “She is going to make more culture than
me,” he says. “That’s the truth. That’s evolution. Culture and
evolution come together.” He’s leaning against one of the moai
at Rano Raraku as he says this. “The history is already here,” he
adds. “We still need to dig a bit to get the whole picture.
Probably I won’t see it, but in the meantime the mystery of
Easter Island brings people here, searching for what we think.”

As we survey the slope of the quarry, I ask him what he
thinks of the theory that space aliens moved the moai? “That is
only another point of view,” he says. “I've seen many drawings
from the Japanese culture, showing a space ship carrying a
statue. Well, everybody knows it’s not true, but having these
statues carried by spaceships is a good thing. It’s not so crazy, if
you’ve got the spaceship!”
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