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out therewereseveneyes.But I thought,we haveto be objec
tive, andI picked up a tapemeasureand found it was32 centi
meter long and 19 wide. So I wa going to go backto the site
and make sure that the concavity of that moai matched the
measurement,before I called the workers and made myself
look foolish beforethem. But I stoppedat my wife's office in
town, and when I walked into the room all excitedwith these
things in hand, she was sitting with an old man namedJose
Fati, who was teachingher Rapanui.She was writing down
words,and the word he wassayingas I steppedin wasareoko.
Areokois the white of theeye!"

"And I walked over to him and said, 'Hey, this is the
areoko of the moai', and he stood up, half laughing, andhe
said, 'Yeah, this is areoko.'" What Mulloy had beensearching
for, andwhatRapuhadfound, hadalwaysbeentherein the old
man's memory, handeddown from his father during a walk
amongthe moai at RanoRarakuwhenJoseFati was aboutten
yearsold.

Even for Sergio Rapu, who says the Rapanuiare rein
venting their culture, there is orne knowledgethat still lies
beneath the surface of the i land's memory. Katherine
Routledgewrote of her 1914researchon the island, "It is even
more difficult to collect facts from brains than out of stones."
And Alfred MetrauxregardedRapaNui in 1934as an arid ter
rain for anthropology."I know of few places in the Pacific
whereso little remainsof the ancientculture," he wrote. Were
they gatheringthe last remnantsof cultural memoryafter the
19th Centurydecimationof the population?Or were they miss
ing something?

Edmundo Edwards, a Chilean archaeologistliving on
RapaNui since 1960, ay he'switnesseddecadesof reinven
tion. "Everybodyis trying to recuperatethe culture," he says,
"but the culture disappeared."He recalls how the fIrst
'traditional' danceson the island were performedin the mid
1960s when LanChile started bringing in tourists, and the
travel agent who arrangedthis told a young Kiko Pate 'We
needdances.'Sinceno oneknew any Polynesiandanceson the
island,he told them, 'justput on somefeathersanddance.'"

"But this startedagain a great creativity in everybody,
becausethey had to perform," Edwardssays."And over time,
peoplestartedgoing to the fIrst Pacific Arts Festivals,and the
RapaNui begangrabbingeverythingthey found interestingin
otherpeople'sdances,and the result is the moderndancesyou
seetoday."

Yet today, PapaKiko Pateinsists that the songson his
tongueare telling the ancientstoriesunchanged,and that the
newly improvised dancesset to those songsare keeping the
traditional culture alive. Mayor PeteroEdmundsagreesthat
ancient knowledge has been kept alive by the Rapanui.
''Thereis a technique,"he ays. "It's music. The history is in
the songs.Somebodystartsto sing the old tune, thenyou bring
backthe words again,and the words arehistory. That'show it
urvived." "And al 0," saysthe Mayor, "every rock on the is

land has a name.If you say a name,everyoneknows exactly
where it is, and the names of places is history." Cristian
Arevalo Pakaratihasanotherway of making the point. "Even
now, in modemtimes," he ays, "almosteveryRapanuion the
island know which ahu belongedto their family in the old
times. And evennow they don't cornein the night to camp in
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places that don't belong to their ancestors.Becausethe aku
aku, or the ghostsfrom the old wars,would corneto you if you
are in the enemy'sland. My brain was washedso many times
by theseold peoplewhen I was a child, that I still believein
that andI still feel it." In fact, saysArevalo Pakarati,the prob
lem is not that the old knowledgehas been lost, but that the
youngpeoplewould ratherforget it; theyjust wantto go camp
ing and to make a fire anywhere."We respectwhat the old
peoplesay," headds,"but we want to changethat a bit."

The key datein any discussionof ancientknowledgeand
contemporaryculture is 1877 when a censusshowedthat the
Rapa Nui were on the edge of extinction, all but wiped out
by exploitation, slave raids and small pox. A frequently re
printed and quoted fIgure for that censusindicates that only
III natives were left. In fact, ays Australian anthropologist
Grant McCall, whoseresearchhas includedRapanuigenealo
gies, therewereonly 110 natives.He u ed to think therewere
III, until he read the documentitself and di coveredthat the
Chilean census taker had counted himself. "Now, you
might questionthe accuracyof the fIgure," saysMcCall, "but
the publishedfigure itself is, sorry to usethe word, a fact!"

It's a small point, but it only points up the difficulties of
knowing what that number signifies: the more complicated
questionof whetherRapanuiculturewas lost, or waspassedon
to later generations.I contemplatethis one morning on the is
land, talking to a young musician who plays drums with the
Kari Kari dancers.Jimmy Crossan Araki was born in the
United States,and his RapaNui motherbroughthim back to
the island when hewas ten yearsold. "My friends at chool
played guitar, ukulele, and drums," he says, "and I ju t
watchedthem and startedcopying them when they'd lend me
their instruments.That'sthe way mostof us learn, becausewe
have no schoolshere to teachpeoplehow to play the guitar,
how to play anything. When you're a kid you just have to
watch,andthat' theway you learn."

Jimmy CrossanAraki is now 31, and seeshimself as a
native trying to keep the culture alive. 'We're trying to recu
perateall our ancient tuff andput it backtogether,and give it
a new uprising," he says. A little later that day I meetGrant
McCall, who fIrst cameto the island in 1968and hasreturned
four times sincethen, for eighteenmonthsthis time. I a k him
how he thinks abouttheculture:could it havebeentransmitted
throughthose110people?

'Well, it only takestwo peopleto transmita lot of it," he
says,"somebodywho is speakingandsomebodywho is listen
ing. Justtakean examplefrom a differentpartof the world, the
Shakepeareanballadscollectedby the Childs from peoplein
the mountainsof Tennesseein the 1920sand 1930 . That'saf
ter 400 years!They'd lived therefor maybe200 or 300 year ,
and they were a much deprecatedclassof peoplewhosesing
ing and behaviorand everything else was that of a hillbilly,
hick, any kind of defamatoryterm you careto put on it. Their
culture was certainly not encouragedby the authoritiesat any
point and their only public personawas a comic strip, Li'l Ab
ner."

'Well, that's where the Childs found the texts to Shake
speareanballad , and not only that, they found the tunespre
served.They didn't have the tunes from Shakespeare'sday,
and they found the tunes there. They were not adaptedfrom
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tandard 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 19th Century, islanders did pretty much what they wanted to
do. The slave raids are real enough, the di ease, the out
migration, the exploitation, including by the Bishop of Tahiti.
The prie ts 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
torie , 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."

A 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
i 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 u e my mana, my intelligence, to
tran late for my children and other Rapanui children. Now I
don't know the meaning. Maybe 1 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 museum, 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
Thomp on aboard the U.S.S. Mohican in 1886, and kept in tor
age at the Smith oman ever since. Cristian Arevalo Pakarati
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visited a Smithsonian toreroom a 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 0 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 0 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 out ide scien
tist and institutions can contribute to the erosion, or the evolu
tion of the culture. The Metropolitan Museum of Art did not
con ider it relevant to invite any contemporary Rapanui arti ts
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-
ity that supports study of Rapanui culture is doing any more to
upport 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 i 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 Cristian Arevalo Pakarati thinks of the
pa t, he is also thinking of its future interpretation in hi
daughter's lifetime. "She i 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 say this. "The history is already here," he
adds. 'We still need to dig a bit to get the whole picture.
Probably I won't ee it, but in the meantime the mystery of
Ea ter I land bring 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 the e
statues carried by spaceships is a good thing. It's not so crazy, if
you've got the spaceship!"
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