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Chilean anthropologist and professor of the University 
of Chile, Rolf Foerster, has been very prolific lately, 
publishing large amounts of historic documents about 
Easter Island that he found buried in the National 
Archives, newspaper and periodical archives, as well as 
quite a lot of valuable unpublished material from many 
different sources. In this book in particular, Foerster 
deals with a very obscure period of Rapa Nui’s history: 
the era under the despotic rule – and whip – of the 
colonial foreman of the Compañia Explotadora de la 
Isla de Pascua (Easter Island Exploitation Company), 
Horacio Cooper.

The backbone of the book is the 140+ pages of 
previously unknown newspaper and magazine articles 
published in El Chileno from Santiago, and La Union, 
El Heraldo, and Lo Nuevo from Valparaíso, all of which 
contain very descriptive accounts of colonial brutality 
exercised by Cooper and his henchmen. The accounts 
are all based on first-hand reports and denouncements 
made by a young officer of the Chilean Navy, Luis 
Ross Mujica, who went on the Baquedano training 
ship to Easter Island in 1903, and the former employee 
of the Exploitation Company, Manuel Antonio Vega, 
who worked on the island for about five years. Foerster 
also added, as a last chapter, an unabridged version of 
Julián Ruiz’ booklet Los crímenes de la Isla de Pascua 
[The crimes of Easter Island], originally published in 
1904. This booklet is based mostly on Vega’s account, 
but includes the testimonies of Chilean maid Paulina 
Vásquez, Chilean shepherd Rómulo Arancibia (who 
left descendants on the island), and the Rapanui 
deportee Nicolás Teao (appearing as Nicolás Timona).

In the first part of the book, Foerster gives his 
introduction to these sources with an analysis of the 
people involved in the elaboration of the accounts, the 
context of Chile and Easter Island at the time, and the 

effects of these narratives in Chilean society. Despite the 
fact that this is a forgotten episode of Chilean politics 
in the early years of the 20th century, the consequences 
were quite remarkable. Not only did the testimonies 
of the victims and witnesses of the Company’s abuses 
have significant coverage in the Valparaíso media, but 
it even went to the Chilean legislative power. Firstly, 
in the Parliament (Cámara de Diputados), legislators 
Guillermo Rivera (in 1903) and Daniel Rioseco (in 
1904) gave long speeches complaining against the 
abusive behavior of the Company on Easter Island. 
This is one of the few occasions in history when 
Easter Island was part of a legislative discussion in 
the Chilean Republic (an old transcript of Rioseco’s 
speech appears in the last part of the book). More 
importantly, two senators (Ballesteros and Varela) 
did the same in November 1904 in the Congress. The 
noble (?) intentions of these politicians cannot hide the 
amount of ignorance at the time about the situation of 
the distant Chilean colony.

Foerster’s main thesis is interesting. He suggests 
that the accounts included in the book are a most vivid 
early example of the failure of the Chilean project to 
colonize Easter Island. In other words, it is when the 
disastrous colonial attempt blew up in Chile’s face. 
Earlier criticism in official circles to the annexation of 
the island started immediately in 1888 with the Toro 
brothers’ failure in forcing the impoverished country 
to try something else. After the Chilean civil war, 
authorities set up a scheme through which a company 
of foreign investors would be the young republic’s 
official enclave on the island (starting in 1895). When 
the accounts that now appear in this book proved how 
disastrous the “solution” was, turmoil was unleashed. 
For the Chileans who cared, the problem was not their 
government’s absurd colonial policy, but the individuals 
involved. So, Horacio Cooper became a scapegoat on 
which to put all the blame of the Chilean failures and 
the brutalization of the Polynesian inhabitants of their 
new overseas territory. This narrow-minded view – 
seeing the small problem instead of the structural one – 
would continue for several decades (and some authors 
would argue that it is still going on).

When it comes to the contents of the book, this is 
a difficult read; not due to any failures on Foerster’s 
writing style, but because of the sheer horror in some of 
the testimonies. At times it almost sounds like “atrocity 
propaganda”, which is quite possible, considering 
the fact that these are all newspaper reports from the 
beginning of the 20th century. It is likely that there is 
a degree of exaggeration in some of the claims, a card 
deliberately played by the Rapanui (and pro-Rapanui 
Chileans) to get attention. I say this because it is hard 
to believe that the islanders would just passively accept 
corporal punishment and even death without attempting 



57Rapa Nui Journal Vol. 29 (2) October 2015

any kind of defense. Even so, these testimonies show 
some of the most brutal kind of slavery happening in a 
20th century Chilean territory. Being that Chile refused 
to acknowledge responsibility for what was going on, 
a battle of interests ensued, with part of the media 
turning the already wicked Cooper into a horned devil 
and the cause of all evil. The other part of the media 
and the Exploitation Company reacted by showing 
the testimonies were not believable, discrediting 
informants, cleansing Cooper’s public image in a 
ridiculous way, and showing Navy reports that were 
unfavorable to the Rapanui people.

The aftermath is well known. The pariah-like 
political status of the Rapanui didn’t change one bit, even 
after the Baquedano was sent to the island to investigate 
these issues. But at least Cooper was replaced by the 
more reasonable Henry Percival Edmunds.

This is a very interesting book and it showcases a 
great deal of research prowess by Foerster. It will no 
doubt help to fill some of the holes in our knowledge 
about recent Easter Island history. The book might be 
a little tough for the uninitiated and some previous 
knowledge about Rapa Nui’s history in the last 
two centuries is recommended. For historians and 
Rapanuiphiles alike, it is a rich fountain of previously 
unknown documents.
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Articulating Rapa 
Nui. Polynesian 
Cultural Politics in 
a Latin American 
Nation-State 

Honolulu: University 
of Hawai‘i Press, 
2015. 312 pages. ISBN 
978-0824851682. 
US$59 (hardcover).

Review by Diego Muñoz, Centre de Recherche 
et de Documentation sur l’Océanie, (UMR 7308), 
EHESS-AMU
 
Riet Delsing, a Dutch anthropologist who is a resident 
of Chile, offers us Articulating Rapa Nui. Polynesian 
Cultural Politics in a Latin American Nation-
State, which is a published version of her doctoral 
dissertation research. The work is lauded by Steven 
Roger Fischer (2010).

Thanks to her extensive fieldwork (since 1996), 
Delsing is a privileged witness of social changes on 
Rapa Nui.  In her analyses, Rapanui history is analyzed 

with concepts of cultural studies (Appadurai, Dussel, 
Hall) and post-structuralism theory (Foucault). Her 
argument is that Rapanui society has employed cultural 
difference as a political tool to construct spheres of self-
determination and resistance to Chilean colonialism. 

The book is divided into two parts. The first is 
defined by Delsing as a diachronic analysis. There, 
she describes the colonial procedures within which 
Rapa Nui was gradually incorporated into the Chilean 
State. The second part is a synchronic analysis of some 
phenomena that express cultural difference as the 
Rapanui people defend (and create) their tradition.

Articulating Rapa Nui begins with an ethnographic 
introduction about the contemporary insular present 
and continues with the known history of first contacts, 
the blackbirding or labor trade, evangelization, and 
ranching projects on Rapa Nui. Chapter 1, entitled 
Chilean Colonization and Rapanui Resilience is a 
good synthesis of known history: annexation (1888), 
rental of the territory to a private company (1895), 
Angata’s uprising (1914) and the State registry of lands 
(1933). Included are the most relevant events as Rapa 
Nui becomes a “national territory”.

Chapter 2, Integration into the Nation State 
and the Beginning of a Rapanui Identity Discourse, 
commences with the well-known revolt of young 
teacher Alfonso Rapu in 1964. With support from the 
works of other authors (Reid 1965; Porteous 1981) and 
her own interviews, Delsing describes the context in 
which the Ley Pascua (1966) was created. The merit of 
this chapter is Delsing’s evaluation of the effects of this 
law in the political and daily life on the island. What 
is interesting at this point is the discourse mobilized 
by Rapu: the Rapanui people must have Chilean 
citizenship and have the same rights. Delsing suggests 
to us that the cultural differences were covered over in 
a project of integration. 

The last sections of this chapter and Chapter 3 
are, in my opinion, the substantial contributions of this 
book. For the first time, the reader knows in detail the 
local events during the military dictatorship of Pinochet 
(1973-1989) and the return to democracy (1990). The 
creation of an Elders’ Council and the defense of the 
collective property of lands characterize this period.

In Chapter 3, The Road to Self-determination, 
the author presents us with a paradigm shift for the 
State and the Rapanui people themselves. During the 
1990s, the Ley Indigena (1993) was promulgated. The 
islanders became an ethnic group (not recognized 
as indigenous people!) of the country. The Rapanui 
peoples’ reaction was the defense of a Polynesian 
cultural identity facing assimilation as a Chilean 
ethnic group. The chapter finishes with a description 
of Chilean indigenous politics on the island, national 
politics of decentralization, and the consequences of 
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the creation of a “Commission of Historic Truth and 
New Treatment” (2002-2003). In this context, Delsing 
suggests that a political discourse about autonomy 
was created and also that new actors went into action 
on the island.

The second part is an analysis of the political 
cultural strategies that Rapanui society activated in 
opposition to the State institutions and the deprived 
interests on the island. The concept of culture is central 
in her analysis. 

Chapter 4 – Rapanui Appropriations and Resistance 
– is dedicated to the genesis of the association known 
as the Parlamento Rapanui [the Rapanui Parliament]. 
Delsing persuades us that the Parlamento appropriated 
the international indigenous law’s vocabulary. On one 
hand, it has managed to install the problem of land 
ownership rights and the decolonization of the island 
in the international sphere. On the other hand, the 
author indicates that Rapanui society has elaborated 
a discourse of identity based on tradition. In this, a 
concept of cultura viva or “living culture” is mobilized.

In Chapter 5, Performing Culture, Delsing 
describes the actions and discourses of some cultural 
organizations about the Rapanui concept of cultura 
viva. Thus, body painting, crafts, and the great Tapati 
Rapa Nui festival are described as demonstrations of 
cultural difference. Delsing emphasizes the ancient 
character of these cultural manifestations, forgetting 
that these were created in a particular context of 
openness to tourism.

Delsing explains to us that the tension between 
the Rapanui people and the Chilean State is due to an 
insurmountable cultural difference. Thus, in Chapters 
6 and 7, Delsing introduces us to the cultural (deep) 
elements that support the Rapanui cultural difference: 
language (vananga), the link to the land and territory 
(kaiŋa), and family organization (hua‘ai).

Based on Makihara’s work (1999), Delsing 
describes the importance of language in the 
construction of identity. She explains that the Rapanui 
language is less utilized in daily life, but it has acquired 
a political value. On the other hand, Delsing analyzes 
the policies of the State in education and puts emphasis 
on changes of the State paradigm. If, until 1980, the 
Spanish language was imposed, for the ‘90s, the State 
created programs for the protection of the native 
language. Kaiŋa is described as a Polynesian notion 
about Rapanui ties to the land. Meanwhile, hua‘ai 
would legitimize the property of lands under a principle 
of descent. These cultural ties block the sovereign 
pretensions of the State. 

Both concepts are presented as pre-modern 
conceptions that come from pre-contact times. This 
interpretation is a problematic one. In my opinion, 
Delsing’s examples serve to show that these concepts 

have a modern content and a contemporary expression 
that is very different to those of the past. For example, 
in the acts of the occupation of lands, the contemporary 
utilization of the kaiŋa term cannot be separated 
from an articulating process with the legal device of 
propriety land. Delsing does not consider that the titulos 
provisorios are used by Rapanui peoples to legitimize 
their land reclamations in Hanga Roa. The islanders 
have given a “sense of truth” to these documents. 

With regard to hua‘ai, we find a problem of 
definition. In some passages, this term is indicated 
as ‘extended family’, in others as ‘clan’ or simply as 
‘family’. In other instances, the author confuses hua‘ai 
with ‘family name’ and with the ‘family’ term. Thus, 
Delsing indicates that 36 families exist, when there 
are actually 36 (or 33) Rapanui family names (the 
analyses of the borders between families merits more 
detailed research). Finally, the author does not consider 
the relevance of the term haka‘ara (genealogy). This 
allows one to understand the contemporary link 
between hua‘ai, family name, kaiŋa, and the ancient 
mata (tribe, according to the author). This link allows 
us to understand the Rapanui claims of the totality of 
the island’s lands (see Muñoz 2014a).

In Chapter 8, The Polynesian Homeland, 
Delsing explores the Rapanui global articulation: the 
participation of some Rapanui people in international 
forums and the Festival of Pacific Arts. The author 
dedicates a section to the visit of the Hōkūle‘a canoe 
in 1999. For Delsing, this was an important political 
and cultural event. This revealed that Rapa Nui was 
part of the larger Polynesian community and also 
revealed a series of social tensions within the island 
community. The corollary of these types of events, as 
I have suggested (Muñoz 2010, 2014b), is an identity 
integration process of Rapanui people in a wider 
historical and cultural universe. 

Chapter 9, Rapa Nui as Fantasy and Commodity, 
is a summary of the western representations of Easter 
Island. These have fed not only the fiction in cinema 
and literature, but also an image of the island for 
tourists. Tourism, as Delsing suggests, enabled Rapa 
Nui’s rapid integration into the global economy. 
The effects of this on the Rapanui’s images of self-
representation are evoked, but not analyzed. This point 
has allowed us to discuss the cultural performances 
described in Chapter 5.

The Conclusions of this book include an accurate 
suggestion: the Rapanui’s defense of their cultural 
difference provoked the breakdown of political-
economic projects applied in the territory. Delsing 
demonstrates that Rapanui resistance is fed from 
their own notions as kaiŋa and hua‘ai, articulated to 
processes of appropriation of national and international 
legal biases and discussions.
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Delsing finishes her book with an epilogue 
of a series of events between 2010 and 2014 and 
one suggestive citation of a statement from Forbes 
Magazine that“A trip to Easter Island will change 
one’s life.” This quote reflects the stressing of a 
contemporary insular context. 

Recently, access to the National Park (near 42% 
of the surface of the island) has been blocked by the 
Parlamento Rapanui (from March 2015 onwards). 
This action (of resistance) must be added to an insular 
project of controlling and reducing of immigration 
coming from mainland Chile, without touching 
(necessarily) upon the tourist flow. 

Though Delsing assumes that some social 
structures from the 19th and 20th centuries and 
the cultural creations of the last 40 years are the 
manifestations of the pre-contact past, Articulating 
Rapa Nui is a fundamental work for understanding 
the recent political history of Easter Island, especially 
for the post-1980 period, the contemporary conflicts 
about land ownership, and the discussion of a political 
autonomy project. For this reason, this book must be 
included in all specialized libraries about Rapa Nui, 
next to the PhD dissertations by Grant McCall (1976) 
and Maria Eugenia Santa Coloma (2001), and Island at 
the End of the World by S.R. Fischer (2005).
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Review by Christopher M. Stevenson,   
Virginia Commonwealth University

When I was in graduate school, and seemingly had 
lots of free time, collecting postage stamps became 
my hobby. This interest coincided with traveling to 
Rapa Nui for my dissertation fieldwork, and from that 
time on, I have casually collected the postal history 
of Rapa Nui. In the mid-1980s, the post office was a 
very small, closet-sized white frame structure near the 
airport, and several times a week we would line up and 
peer through the window to ask for our mail.  There 
was a letter there, resting on a ledge addressed to the 
Easter Bunny of Easter Island, along with several other 
envelopes addressed to persons unknown. Since that 
time, I have collected many items, but without a context 
for the postal history of the island and the changes that 
it has experienced. This new volume by Pendleton and 
Maddock fills a long enduring void about the modern 
postal system and the philatelic history that came 
before 1953.

From 1864 to 1953, the island was owned by the 
Williamson and Balfour Company and no civilian 
postal service existed. Letters written to mainland Chile 
left on the annual supply ship and communications to 
Polynesia would use ships that made short stops at 
Rapa Nui. The absence of a postal service meant that 
letters were posted at the next port-of-call and bore 
that postal cancellation. The Rapa Nui origin was 
sometimes indicated by personally created post marks 
or by notes on the outside of the envelope. In 1932, 
the first Chilean naval marking, represented by a five 
pointed star, appears for correspondence. Early flights 
to the island, beginning with the flight of the Manutara, 
also used philatelic covers to mark the events and 
constitute another set of collectible material.

How the authors amassed such an impressive 
amount of philatelic material is not exactly known, 
but it is a seemly representative sample of material. 
While there are numerous cancellations documented 
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for government cachets, along with a sampling of 
postcards, aerograms, and ham radio operator QSL 
cards, the most interesting aspect of this book is the 
postal covers showing the changing postal markings, 
especially those featuring the moai. Since 1972, 
the illustrated cancellations have changed fairly 
frequently. Many of the postal covers from Rapa 
Nui are illustrated with added graphics of ahu, or 
the island, and add to the collectible nature of this 
material. It was also a pleasant surprise to see letters 
sent by notable persons from the island, including 
Padre Sebastián Englert, Pedro Atan, William Mulloy, 
and Carlyle Smith.

The book begins with a very generic overview 
of Rapa Nui prehistory and history illustrated with 
tourist-styled snapshots. The text does become 
more engaging after the first chapter, especially the 
section about aviation and the quest to make Rapa 
Nui the destination on a trans-Pacific aviation route. 
My only difficulty was linking the discussion to the 
illustrations, as the figure numbers are not included 
in the text. Despite these small shortcomings, authors 
Pendleton and Maddock have done a very fine job in 
giving us a developed context for this aspect of Rapa 
Nui history.

Stilton, Geronimo. The 
Treasure of Easter Island

New York: Scholastic Inc., 
2015. 106 pp., illustrations 
by Giuseppe Ferrario and 
Flavio Fausone; graphics by 
Paolo Zadra. ISBN 978-0-545-
74614-4 US$6.99. Reading 
level Grade 4. Available 
from www.scholastic.
com/geronimostilton

Review by Antoinette Padgett, Easter Island 
Foundation

This children’s book is part of the Geronimo Stilton 
series that helps spark children’s interest in reading 
by combining adventure stories with illustrations and 
bold, colorful words highlighted in different fonts on 
each page. Originally an Italian book series, Scholastic 
Inc. publishes the popular English translation of the 
series in the United States. 

To provide some background, all the characters 
in the book are mice. Geronimo works as a reporter 
for the Rodent’s Gazette in New Mouse City; in every 
book he experiences some kind of adventure. This 
story begins with Geronimo at work when he receives a 
mysterious letter from his sister Thea postmarked with 
a moai stamp from Easter Island. The letter had been 
dipped in guano to dissuade others from reading it; a 
copy of a treasure map that Thea has found is included 
in the letter. The map (a fairly accurate rendition of 
the island, actually) contains a riddle that mentions 
the biggest ahu and its fifteen protectors [Tongariki], 
the Seven Young Explorers [Akivi] and the Big Black 
Bubble [a lava tube]. Geronimo, who is a bit timid, 
doesn’t really want to go to Easter Island, but he is 
afraid his sister Thea is in danger, so he agrees to go 
help her, along with a photographer from the Gazette, 
his cousin (who is only interested in finding the 
treasure), and the archaeologist, Wild Willie, who also 
pilots the small plane that will take them there (here is 
where we depart into the land of fantasy; it doesn’t take 
long at all for the plane to get to the island all the way 
from New Mouse City).  On the way, Geronimo reads a 
travel guide about the island until they land at Mataveri 
International Airport and are met by their guide, Vaitea. 
They have a mahi mahi dinner while watching a dance 
show as Vaitea tells them the history of the island. A 
page follows in which Rapanui words are introduced. 
The next morning they go to Ahu Tongariki, depicted 
accurately in the illustration. As Geronimo’s cousin 
attempts to climb a moai, Vaitea stops him by pulling 
his tail (a good example of proper site etiquette). 
They go to Ahu Akivi that evening (another very nice 
illustration) and at this point Vaitea realizes they are 
more than a typical tourist group. Geronimo informs 
her that they have actually come to the island to try 
and find his sister Thea. Just then, his cousin falls into 
a lava tube (while poking around for the treasure) and 
they all jump in after him. More fantasy ensues as the 
mice float along in the tunnel-like lava tube, until they 
are below Rano Raraku, in a secret underground lagoon 
where they discover a gang of pirates and a famous 
archaeologist. Not to spoil the ending, you will have 
to read the rest to learn if they find Thea. The book 
would be a fun read for a young person (2nd-4th grade 
recommended) who is going to the island. It will give 
some background on the island, has good illustrations 
and introduces the Rapanui language and encourages 
reading! It would be a great book for a child to bring 
on the long plane ride to Easter Island!


