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INTRODUCTION

T he intent of this paper is to briefly enlighten readers of
the RNJ to an area of research which is often over

looked. Malacology, or the study of mollusks, is not Easter
Island's most notable subject, yet more advancements in this
area have taken place during the last six years than ever be
fore. At the same time, there seems to be a misconception re
garding the island even among those in this field of study. I
am often asked, 'Why do you study Easter Island mollusks?
Hasn't that been done already?' The tmth is, while the anthro
pological and archaeological mysteries of Easter Island have
been studied for decades, we still know relatively little regard
ing the island's molluscan fauna.

HISTORICAL REVIEW

Despite the fact that early voyages of the 1700s and 1800s
made biological collections during their trips, there were only
2 species of mollusks recorded from Easter Island prior to
1908. Nerita (Heminerita) moria (Sowerby I, 1833) and
Erosaria caputdraconis (Melvill, 1888), two of the most com
mon intertidal species and are known to the native people as
'pure uriuri' and 'pure vahine' respectively.

The first published list of mollusks was that of William
H. Dall in 1908 where he identified 29 species which had
been collected by the U.S. Fisheries Steamer Albatross during
its six day visit in December 1904. In 1914, Francisco Fuentes
reported 12 species of mollusks, however only two species
had not been previously reported by Dall. Nils Odhner was
much more successful and reported 21 species in 1922, of
which seven were previously listed. Fourteen years later, Edu
ardo Lamy reported 35 species, which were collected during
the 1934 Franco-Belgian expedition, with eighteen species
being previously listed by Dall and Odhner. During the next
thirty or so years, a small handful of new species were de
scribed from the island. In 1957, Paul Steele compiled another
list consisting of 73 species, however some species were re
ported only to genus level and many were synonyms. It was
not until 1980 that the first major work on Easter Island mol
lusks was published, wherein Harald Rehder reported an addi
tional 65 species bringing the total number of marine mollusks
to 133, I 15 of which he identified to species level.

It should be noted, that many recent publications often
cite Rehder's work and only his work, when referring to the
island's molluscan fauna. And while it is indeed an out
standing effort, it is by no means a definitive document on the
subject. In fact, anyone who has studied his monograph knows
that Rehder himself realized it was only the beginning.

Rehder provided a solid foundation for others to follow,
however, his work was more or less limited to the island's
littoral zone. In more recent years, separate ongoing efforts by
both Luis DiSalvo [DiSalvo et al. (1988), DiSalvo (1999)] and

Cecilia Osorio-Ruiz [Osorio (1989, 91, 92, 95, 96); Osorio et
al. (1989, 92, 93, 96, 2000)] have continued to expand our
knowledge regarding the littoral and sub-littoral zones down
to about 60 meters. From 1981 to 2001, an additional 60 spe
cies have been identified by various researchers. In addition,
we can not overlook the effort made by Christopher Boyko &
James Cordeiro (200 I), where they identified nearly all of the
terrestrial species.

CURRENT INvESTIGATION

My ongoing research of the island's marine mollusks started
in 1997 while working on another passion of mine, the sys
tematic taxonomy of Pectinidae (better known as scallops to
non-malacologists). Since Easter Island is home to a small
endemic species, Pascahinnites pasca (Dall, 1908) (Figure I),
which was known from only a single valve for nearly 70
years, 1 had no choice but to find one of my own. After my
first visit to the island, I found it impossible to stay focused on
just Pectinidae. And although I was thoroughly familiar with
all the relevant literature, I was not prepared for what lay
ahead.

In early 1998, my wife and I spent more than a month on
the island collecting mollusks and studying the marine habitat.
In late 2000, I returned to the island and repeated the same
process. As a result, we were successful in collecting exam
ples of nearly all the species previollsly reported as well as
many that were new. Once the goal of finding the little pecti-

Figure I. Pascahinnites pasca (Dall, 1908), height: 12.5 mm.
Photo by B. Raines.
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nid was accomplished, I began to expand my interest. I started
first by looking at the species which Rehder mentioned as
needing more data or material in order to determine the cor
rect taxonomic placement. To date, I have been able to ad
dress 9 of those 18 problem species, however, I have unfortu
nately discovered more than 20 problem species of my own.

Since being bitten by the Easter Island bug, nearly all of
my research has now been on the marine mollusks and fo
raminifera of the island. Because there are a number of re
searchers already working on the littoral and sub-littoral
zones, the majority of my effort has been focused on the
deeper epipelagic zone (50 to 400 meters), with only an occa
sional overlap into the shallower waters. This decision has
proven prudent as it has maximized my chances of making a
real contribution rather than simply duplicating previous ef
forts.

Over the years, I have either read or been told that Easter
Island tends to have a low diversity of species. This statement
has always bothered me, especially considering the limited
number of investigations which have been conducted. In the
mid-I980s, Luis DiSalvo lead a team to conduct a comprehen
sive ecological survey of the island's marine environment.

Figure 2. Undescribed mollusk species, height: 2.75 mrn.
SEM imaging by D. Geiger.

The publication which followed, DiSalvo et at. (1988), is one
of the most widely referenced documents regarding the is
land's natural history. However, I wonder how many re-

searchers have truly taken the time to read the paper and to
understand what is written between the lines. In addition to
reporting many new records (37 species of mollusks alone),
DiSalvo et at. (1988) provides a road map of where to look for
additional species. The habitat information provided is invalu
able. I believe many researchers have come to the island with
great hopes, but become discouraged due to the island's hos
tile environment, the weather, or they were looking in the
wrong place.

Collecting methods and equipment can vary from simple
to complex depending on location, depth and the species you
hope to find. The depth of water that I have chosen for my
research also presents additional challenges which need to be
met. Because I have self financed all of my research to date,
my equipment can sometimes look a bit odd, and is typically
fabricated from unrelated or recycled materials. One of my
favorite collecting devices in my arsenal is an industrial
strength hand sieve, which is constructed out of an old rac
quetball racquet, a large metal colander and a telescoping han
dle. This tool has proven itself to be invaluable while working
along the island's rugged shoreline. Another favorite of mine
is a modified Ponar grab dredge, used in the collection of deep
water sediments, and it was nearly lost on it's first day out to
sea because it became snagged on rocks at 400 meters. Be
cause the dredge has been rebuilt several times and seemingly
operates better after each rebuild than the time before, my
good friend, Michel Garcia has dubbed it, 'The Terminator'.

When to collect mollusks is also an important issue.
Many species, especially those which live in shallow water,
hide during the day and come out only at night to feed. This
means that it is not uncommon to find me wading in the sand
flats or tide pools at 2:00 AM during a low tide hoping to find
a critter or two. The activity of mollusks is also influenced by
tidal changes and moon phases, and can affect each species in
a different way.

The real work of studying Easter Island mollusks, how
ever, does not start until I return home. A successful three
week collecting trip typically equates to about two years
worth of research. Because 90 percent of the island's known
molluscan fauna are less than 10 mm in size, the segregation
and identification is a slow and tedious process. The examina
tion of sediments under a microscope is completed at a rate of
less than a quarter teaspoon at a time. After my third visit to
the island in late 2002, I brought back nearly 80 kilos of sedi
ment and I am still sorting through that material. The discov
ery of an unreported species however, can be quite exciting
and makes it all worth while. This is especially true, when you
consider that up to 42 percent of island's marine mollusks
have been found to be endemic. This also means, if the spe
cies has not been previously reported, there is a 42 percent
chance it's an un-described species and new to science as
well.

But all is not fortune and glory, because finding an unre
ported species can also be very frustrating. A perfect example
of this can be seen with the recent discovery of an un
described species (Figure 2), found in sediments taken from a
depth of 200 meters. And although there is no doubt that it is a
new species and possibly even a new genus, it belongs to a
family group which requires the examination of the soft arn-
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mal tissue for taxonomic placement. Since all the material
currently found has been dead collected (shells only) the spe
cies can not be described.

Fortunately, the aforementioned scenario does not hap
pen very often. I will now take this opportunity to report the
following new record:

Family: EPITONIIDAE Berry, 1910
Genus: Epitonill11Z Roding, 1798
Type Species: T. scalaris Linnaeus, 1758
Epitonium replicatum (Sowerby II, 1844) Figure 3

Description: Shell small, up to 18 mm in size, body
glassy; protoconch consisting of 3 to 4 whorls, teleoconch
consisting of 6 to 8 whorls, which are convex and rapidly
enlarge; costae thin, spanning above the suture, strongly re
flected covering umbilicus; aperture oval with broad margin;
creamy white in color, sometimes with light brown mottling
between costae; operculum dark and corneous.

Discussion: Although E. replicatum is a widespread spe
cies, known throughout the Indo-Pacific, from the Hawaiian
Islands to the Indian Ocean, as well as from western Panama,
this is the first time it has been reported from Easter Island.
Epitonium replicatum is often mistaken for E. alatum
(Sowerby II, 1844), but can be easily distinguished from the
E. alatum by its enclosed umbilicus. Epitonium replicatum is
represented by one complete and two partial specimens, which
were sorted from sediments collected just south of Mataveri
Bay at a depth of 28 meters.

Remarks: This new record follows just six months after
the publication of Brown & Raines (2004), where two other
species of Epitoniidae were first reported. This now brings the
total number of Easter Island epitoniids to four species: E.
replicatum, E. (Parviscala) deificum Melvill & Standen, Gy
roscala lamellosa Lamarck, and Opalia (0.) sumatrensis
Thiele.

CONCLUSION

As seen within other areas of study, Easter Island does not
divulge her secrets willingly. However, if one is diligent and
has patience, the time and effort will payoff. During the past
six years, I have spent nearly three months on the island col
lecting material and studying the marine habitat, as well as
thousands of hours looking through a microscope. As a direct
result, more than 120 species not previously reported from
Easter Island have been identified to include, but not limited
to, the descriptions of 36 new species, 3 new genera, and 1
new subfamily. And while these numbers sound impressive,
the work is far from being complete. I hope to return to the
island within the next 18 to 24 months to continue my re
search.
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