
We are running very low on some out-of-print publica
tion . These include Easter IsLand. The Heritage and its Con
servation by Elena Charola, Rock Art of Easter IsLand by Geor
gia Lee and Easter IsLand Studies by Steven Roger Fischer. If
you have thought about buying any of these books in the past,
the time to purcha e them is now!

The ElF has a new membership program! One-year mem
berships include a year's sub cription to the Rapa Nui JoumaL.
The cost i $40 for U.S.lCanada and $50 for all other countries.
The price includes an interim email newsletter. Please make
ure we have your current email address when you renew 0

that you can keep posted on all the island news. We also will
provide a 10% di count on ElF purcha es to any member who
refer omeone to u , resulting in a new membership 0 plea e
tell all your friend about u !

Some of our reader' member hip have lapsed. Your
timely member hip renewal will help to save us time and
money. To see when your membership expires, check the date
on your Rapa Nui JournaL mailing label.

Student and library/institutional memberships remain at
$30 (U.S.lCanada) and $40 (other countries). We have several
librarie that would like to receive RNJ but have limited budg
ets. If you would like to spon or a library subscription, plea e
contact u for a list of librarie and details. We appreciate your
help!

We thank everyone who has kept their membership cur
rent and e pecially tho e who have given us additional dona
tions throughout the year. People like you help us to fulfill our
goal of educating the public about Ea ter I land and help u to
carry out pecial projects that benefit the i land and it's people.
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BURNING MOM: DRAGO DEBRIS'S EASTER ISLAND VULAGE
AND THE HEADS PROJECT AT BURNING MAN, 2002

by Scott NicoLay

I AUGUST OF 2002, Luling 0 ofsky had just returned from five
weeks of archaeological field chool on Rapa Nui, and she was
getting ready to head for the econd big event of a particularly
amazing ummer: the Burning Man fe tival in the Nevada de-
ert. She knew she wa going to see orne strange and wonder

ful ights at Burning Man. What she didn't expect to see there
were moai. And she especially didn't expect to ee them
attached to the portable toilets. "I loved the combo of old and
new," said Osof ky, "Rano Raraku versus octopus-co turned
techno pagans popping off their stilt before using the port-a
pottie in the desert, after patting a moai on the nose."

Thi rather pectacular moai sighting was the work of
Dragon Debris, an arts collective that has constructed elaborate
art installations at Burning Man since 1999. In 2002, they chose
Ea ter Island as the theme for their efforts. Burning Man itself,
which may need explanation for some RNJ readers, is an un
u ual, by some standards outrageous, interactive art festival and
celebration of pyromania and, well, lots of other thing that
don't always get celebrated in public elsewhere. The fe tival
began in L986 in San Francisco as a commemoration of the

summer soLstice. Artist Larry Harvey constructed an eight foot
tall effigy and burned it on a Local beach. Only 20 people at
tended that ftrst year, but as the event (and the burning man
himself, now towering 80 feet above the desert floor) grew lar
ger, Harvey and his friends were forced to relocate to Nevada'
Black Rock De ert. Now the population of Black Rock City (as
the festival ite is known) swells annually to more than 25,000,
orne of whom arrive in airplane and helicopter.

Theme camps and art installation are integral parts of the
event. The Burning Man organization requires in tallation to
be interactive, and the festival empha ize participation over
spectatorship. Each year the festival ha one overall theme. Par
ticipants develop their own theme camp and installation that
exprcs their per onal interpretations of the annual theme.
Dragon Debri founder John Barry aptly de cribe the event a
"the Internet come to life."

Burning Man port-a-pottie (photo © Dale East).

Like the festival itself, Barry tarted small, developing
elaborate per onae to go with hi Halloween costume . When
he became involved with Burning Man in 1999, hi individual
concepts expanded into group performance art pieces. The
group's projects combine the ancient with the mechanical, and
along with their playfulne and a taste for
over-the-top pun, they al 0 how a tfong interest in exploring
religiou themes. So how did Dragon Debris come up with
Easter Island as the concept for their theme camp in 2002? Ac
cording to Barry, the original germ of inspiration came from a
group that would stage an "Easter Saturday" each year at the
festival, dre sing up as "church ladies" and haranguing the sin
ner (who are both plentiful and higWy visible at the event).
This got him thinking about the concept of Easter it elf. Hi in
terest in ancient cultures and the tentative fe tival theme of
"Ports of Call" (eventually changed to "The Floating World,"
with which the idea fit equally well), led to the original Easter
Island concept. It started out a a pastiche, an installation of gi
ant candy culpture that would emphasize the absurdity of
European impo ing the whole concept of Easter, with its asso
ciation with rebirth, on another culture even as they were de
stroying it. The crew aI 0 looked at the basic question of "Why
does a bunny bring egg ?", omething Barry says he once had

Rapa Nui Journal 147 Vol. 17 (2) October 2003



to try to explain to some Japanese friends at an Ea ter party.
"The original idea over a year ago," said Barry, was to combine
Christian concepts of Ea ter with the images of giant stone
heads, perhaps made like giant candy, peeps and bunnies."
Nonetheles , Barry did not take his task lightly. His motto, he
write, i : "anything worth doing, is worth overdoing." He be
gan researching Easter I land, even contacting the EIF for ad
vice. Along the way, he encountered the theories regarding the
ecological cata trophe in the island's prehi tory. In February
2002, he went the extra mile (and many more) and traveled to
Rapa Nui for Tapati. From the start, Barry was impressed with
the level of craftsmanship he saw there. "The stage setJhuts, the
floats, and organization were all superb!" The more Barry saw
of the Rapa Nui people and learned about their history and cul
ture, the more he began to have doubts about the original con
cept. "Once there, I realized I couldn't me with the culture
that way, and I had to find a more fitting way to communicate
the ecological a pect." He recalls having a crisi there on the
island, thinking: "I can't begin to do justice to this ... what have
I done?" Then came one of those moments that changes every
thing. On the night of the coronation finale, the bonfIre beach
extravaganza, Barry turned to his companion and aid, "Thi i
000 Burning Man!" to which he replied, "No, Burning Man is
o TIllS!" After that, it all came together. The theatrics of

Tapati, the elaborate staging, the monumental culpture, body
paint and skimpy costumes, all harnessed to an important mes-
age about conservation and survival. Barry credit Tapati with

opening hi eyes to the possibilities of participatory theater.
Back in Lo Angeles, Dragon Debris moved into action, making
large moai replicas of papier mache. There wa a problem
though: how to keep the moai tanding in the often tormy de-
ert environment. Then came the Heads Project. The idea of

u ing the potties started out a a bad joke, one from which
Barry says he initially recoiled, but eventually, the group began
to con ider it seriously. "Incorporating them turned out to pro
vide a very viable support sy tern," aid Barry, "a pre-existing
table tructure onto which we could attach the head allowing

them to stand on their own. We just prayed nobody knew the
part of the legend where the warring tribes knocked down all
the moai leaving none tanding." What really made the project
attractive was the opportunity to make a positive contribution to
the festival. There had been a problem in previou year with a
small number of irresponsible people using the pottie a dump
ster , which placed the festival in danger of 10 ing it waste re
moval ervice. Although there were too many portable toilets to
attach moai to each, it was feasible to place igns on every one
of them with a message about responsible wa te dispo aI, mes
sages that came to be known as "pooetry." "The pooetry," said
Barry, "was a humorous attempt to educate and inform.
Mo t of the words came from the Burning Man organization.
We enhanced them with pix and a bit of Rapanuism." Every
portable toilet had pooetry, but the one with the heads had
sub tantially larger sign , and the e told the full tory of the
ecological catastrophe on Rapa Nui and it connection with the
group's project. There was also the captive audience aspect. As
Barry pointed out, everybody has to u e the potties, so messages
on the doors would not go unnoticed. "We liked being able to
combine the cautionary tale of Ea ter Island' ecologically dis
a trou decline with the pooetry's vital mes age of wa te aware-

ne s. When we proposed the Head Project to the Burning Man
organization we realized that we could contribute to the com
munity by getting a very important "leave no trace me age to
every participant." The organization approved the project and it
went ahead. When "burners" visited the privies, they were
greeted by sign with picture of Abu Akivi and Tongariki bear
ing me ages like: "Use your Head: If it wasn't in your body,
don't put it in the pottie." The project was very well-received by
festival-goer, and the Burning Man Organization credited
Dragon Debris with helping minimize the wa te dispo al prob
lem. When it was allover, most of the moai, true to the spirit of
the event, went up in flames. Barry did keep one which he has
completely restored as a permanent object d'art, enhancing it
with a new collage that tells the tory of the whole project. This
moai, along with other artifacts from Dragon Debri' fir t five
year of Burning Man in tallations will appear in an art how
opening on Sept. 25 at Harold's Gallery in Los Angele .

Barry acknowledge his concern that the a ociation of the
head with the port-a-pottie would be viewed as disrespectful.
"We invested a lot of meaning to the transformation of waste,
dutiful u es of resources and ecological awarenes ;" he wrote,
"thing that Burning Man participants would appreciate, We
ju t weren't sure of the reactions of the guardians of Rapa Nui
heritage." Let's face it: moai have decorated some pretty cheesy
establishments over the years. What made this project much
more than an avant-garde tiki bar in the desert was the way in
which Dragon Debris used the Ea ter Island theme to end a
powerful yet playful me sage about ustainability and con erva
tion. Though some may be offended, the Dragon Debri Ea ter
Island project wa deeply rooted in re pect for Rapa Nui, the
island and its people, and a genuine recognition of the impor
tance of the lessons we can all learn from their history. It was a
tribute, not a travesty. "The mo t important thing,' said Barry,
"is we never meant to be disrespectful to the culture in any
way." Tho e who e would like to know (and ee) more should
visit the Dragon Debris web ite: http://dragondebri.com,
which feature extensive photographic documentation of
"Ea ter Island" and all the group' projects, including thi
year' Bollywood-themed extravaganza "Shiva Las Vega ." For
more information about Burning Man itself: http://www.
burningman.com/whatisburningman/.
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COOK ISLANDS

POPULATION CONTINUED TO DECLINE in the Cook I land this
past year; there were unpopular political party switche by
member of parliament; dengue fever; flooding; ten-year high
inflation; land controver ies; and immigration concern . The
once large agriculture indu try lipped in earnings, although
pawpaw, nona (or noni), maile, and other products continued a
notable export . New challenge included a coconut moth that
invaded coconut trees in Rarotonga, causing the trees to brown.
The government declared a biological war on the moth, using
bio-agents that are its natural enemie . However, effort to con
tain it in Rarotonga seemed hopele ,and by June 2002 the
moth had pread to the outer i land . The Queensland fruit bat
also became a potential natural di a ter that could wipe all fruit
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