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Ahu Tongariki, as seen from the sea.
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Easter Island, Rapa Nui, or simply the land
your ancestors felt no need to name,
place that receives me now
eager and awkward: my eyes
hauling picture-book images,
mouth filled with questions
juggling answers as I breathe.
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I will think of you as an island
without color on a map,
your first people dizzied in harmony,
clothed by the land itself:
no reason to signify
that which receives and gives,
asks nothing in return.
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Hare Paenga Foundation Overleaf: Land and seascape




Island Without a Name


The universe is built like an enormous feedback loop,
a loop in which we contribute to the ongoing creation
of not just the present and the future but the past as well.

— John Wheeler*
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Lone Pukau

I


Your tongue swells, its smallest gland
still secretes saliva, lining your mouth
with precious wetness.
Lifetime of days brave oppositional winds,
waves overpowering dual hulls
bound together in defiance
of currents, rain and scorching sun.

Southern Cross imprinted upon
unflinching sky.
Searching eyes follow sun‧s arc
and lunar calendar traces your course
across, against, and down wind
toward destination
or surprise.

Sea turtle swims, raising her small head
above the rolling surf.
Later you will peck her image in rock
framed by a ring of smaller stones.
She will be cicerone and teacher,
nourish hunger
and the patience of song.

Without compass or other nautical device
dolphins and circling land birds
guided your earliest settlers in.
You say Hotu Matu‧a was the first
landing at Anakena with his wife, six sons
and extended family, origin of your lineage
in the stories you remember.

Unyielding Pacific, 1,300 miles west of Chile,
1,260 southeast of Pitcairn,
at 27 point 9 south and 109 point 26 west
in the measurements we use today,
a journey of stars beckoned you then,
exhausted but ready,
to this speck of land.



 





II


Why did you leave the pungent bounty
of Marquesas, Mangareva, Pitcairn
or Henderson
for this hard triangle
lost in the lonely waters of south central Pacific,
its coast repelling every landing
but one, almost every stretch

of rocky shore menacing, threatening
rather than welcoming
your arrival? Relentless
you struggled ashore, opened your eyes
on this slip of lava: ash and obsidian
anchored by three volcanoes
promising balm to your thirst.

When did you come? Some say 1,200 AD,
others earlier, surely before 800
of our era—an era
that would invade you centuries later
in the crazed imposition of men
bearing crosses, determined to break
your hearts and minds: suffocation of conquest.



 





III


Sixteen million palms once stood upon this mound
of rocky soil. Rope from the bark
of hau hau trees and others whose wood
was good for sea-going craft.
Forest, but only a single intermittent stream,
no river to relieve your thirst: cane juice
rotting your teeth as it kept you alive.

Offshore, bubbling up from saltwater depths
and dangerous rock
a freshwater spring still caresses cracked tongues.
The marshy lakes in the craters
of Rano Kau, Rano Aroi and Rano Raraku
comfort parched cells,
nourish you still.

Weather was always here: winds attacking
from every direction: above, below,
east, south, west, north. Until the palms
were gone, leaving only their memory.
No more canoes. Twisted paper mulberry
offering only beaten cloth
and mirror-image carvings.

Tides and fevers brought on the nausea
of vertigo: whipping your bodies,
pulling you
from the pleated crests
of ridges squeezed in giant fists,
released when tsunamis sucked
the hissing sea from shore.



 





IV


Little grew in that shallow soil: sweet potatoes,
yams, taro, guava, sugar, and plantains
in lava-tube caves.
Chicken and vegetables. Fish and seabirds.
Sailing vessels brought Polynesian, then Norwegian rats:
—the shameful delicacy. And much later
sheep: tens of thousands, but not for you.

As if leeching life from rock was not enough
to set family upon family, call forth
survival wars, a taste for human flesh
and successive battles, other arrivals
brought animals not for your sustenance,
languages not for your lips, new rules
that pinned you to careening history.
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Ahu Tongariki, closeup of two Moai
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Palm leaf
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Banana leaf

 





V


In 1722 a Dutch admiral may have been the first
to spot your presence, gaze in astonishment
at the guardians standing sentinel
along your shores. His logbook said Easter
and he bestowed the Christian name.
You say The Pito o te Henua: navel
of the world. Rapa Nui.

Later English, French, Germans, Russians,
Chileans, and North Americans
found you, stayed hours or days
before giving up on your loneliness,
carried news of those statues,
their backs to the sea their stoic faces
watching over fields and boat-shaped homes.

In 1862 Peruvian slavers kidnapped 1,500
of your healthiest men
and when protest forced them to return
a single starving boatload, the dozen survivors
brought smallpox and tuberculosis,
reducing your population
to a struggling hundred and ten.

Lay brother Eugene Eyraud stayed years
dogged in his sacrifice, obsessive
to convert, to remake you
in the image of his suffering.
He died content he‧d saved every island soul
while you made the sign of the cross
and hid your gods for all to see.



 





VI


Tus the vast sheep station with 70,000 head.
Tus their fences and your taking:
tradition of dreaming what was needed,
announcing you were coming to get it
and making good on your promise,
but always leaving enough
so your oppressors would not starve.

Assaulting your island again and yet again,
pushing you into a crowded corner:
La compañía explotadora de la Isla de Pascua
—company to exploit the island—
with its history of debt enslavement,
rules imposed by those whose god
still signals plunder and abuse.

Memory stretched by long-range voyaging
you lost the wood for your canoes,
lost the traditional skills
for those explorations of blood
and spirit, but still greeted
the whalers and schooners and steamers
that would change your destiny.



 





VII


Despite repression, hardship, hunger
and disease,
you gave birth and flourished,
new life opening against the odds.
Neither ravages of foreign invasion
nor cousin blood
could erase you from this place.

Those who arrived and looked and fled,
invented stories for the world:
reverse migrations to fit poor theory:
Inca travelers, aliens from outer space,
Lemuria‧s lost continent
or a Third Race of Giants
appearing, disappearing, then rising again.

Later some came with open-ended questions:
Mrs. Routledge on her Mana, Métraux, Mulloy,
even Heyerdahl who worked so hard
to prove his forced hypothesis.
What was proven possible did not happen,
and as discovery turns
so turn the disappearing pages
of an ancient book

what emerges is this: we cannot unravel
your lost world
without having lived its life, faced the wind
and knelt to chip away

at volcanic tuff turning mountains to men


then moving the magical tonnage miles
to stand in silence, backs to the sea.

We must suffer like you, need like you,
lose what you lost
and hold what you held.
Think like you, bargain
the same solutions to the same problems.
In our lives‧ safe otherness
there is no imagining yours.



 





VIII


Questions bulk against the windswept slopes
of grassy hills and dark cliffs.
How did you nourish yourself
with scant rain, thin soil, no coral reef
and few fish, how reconcile yourself
to no more wood, no escape
from 63 square miles lost in the desolate Pacific.

You answer with closed fists
hidden behind your backs,
steadfast gaze focused on goals
that evoke descriptions
such as childlike or trickster,
as you who remember those who remember
stutter and die.

Isolation and contact: adversarial extremes
of an ongoing argument,
what you made and used
thousands of miles from easier lands
and what you brought with you
when you came, pushing adaptation
one generation to the next.



 





IX


The moai: 288 laying where—thrown
from their ahu: stone bases
that served as drying platforms for the dead
then tombs for their bones—they follow
stone‧s cycle into earth. Almost 400
still stand in the quarry
at Rano Raraku, or on its outer flank

amidst picks and hammers, cutting and shaping tools:
implements of an art that stopped one day
as if the artists suddenly departed
those great cavities of negative space,
length of a body here, dismembered head
beyond. I scramble across a nose
discovering it is a nose.

Two hundred and two remain in transit,
their unfinished journey through wind
and light. Eight hundred eighty seven
in all: emerging
through stone birthing canals,
kneeling, walking, standing tall
or gone to recovering earth.

Their eyes—sockets pulling us into vacancy—
are silent now beneath broad overhang
of brow. Some once held eyeballs:
coral, obsidian, red scoria
inserted and then removed,
unleashing or retrieving
mana for those who believed.

Too many outsiders took the sacred relics,
leaving nothing but trinkets
and disease.
Those who learned the language
received some stories
but most discarded your people‧s memory
in favor of their own.



 





X


Kohau rongorongo‧s talking wood
left us rows of tiny characters,
shark-bone incisions on small boards:
a script not yet deciphered
by your descendants

though some recite clan boundaries
or broken genealogies.

Notes meant to invoke memory
and ideas that are key,
not letter for letter, word for word.
Those who insist on looking
for the clues that brought
other ancient scripts to life
still wander beyond the circle.

Now ceremony, now a game: kai kai
hands a pattern of crossed string
from one set of fingers to another,
a three-dimensional language
unnoticed by early explorers,
better grasped by those
who neither hear nor speak.

What challenged European ears remained
outside the mirror, flew in the face
of that which God-fearing men
believed could be.
What resisted imagination
remained impossible, unthinkable,
unknown.

Spoken language without a word for virgin,
absence of shame on a woman‧s shoulders,
colors of rock, grass, wind
erasing the hard rules
imposed by Church and State
when they tried to silence birds
or cancel a table set for three.



[image: ]

Fallen Moai at Ahu Akahanga
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Moai fallen face down

 





XI


At the height of community, 20,000may have lived and labored
on your accidental land.
Tree hundred years carving and hauling
images that held a culture together,
makers and movers
trading art for extra food.

Statues others call similar
I see unique in every gesture:
height, girth, tilt of chin,
presence or depth of eyes,
angle of nose, expression on lips.
Beings as different from one another
as the ancestors they honor.

So who threw the massive figures down
and why?
Again the stories rise and fall,
memory and science
gnawing at lichen-covered rock.
Clan against clan? Artisans rebelling
against those who commissioned their work?



 





XII


At Orongo the winds blow fierce enough
to sweep me from Rano Kau‧s lip
to the black rocks spitting spray
1,000 feet below. Along the narrow
strip of land between crater and sea
grass covers the Birdman houses
waiting in bermed repose.

Motu Kao Kao‧s guano-spattered pinnacle
rises from foam-tipped waves
and a fishing boat with five or six men
is a toy as it rocks and bobs
off its starboard side.
Power and defeat still echo
from these heights to the scene of the crime.

Makemake holds court on rock face weathered
by years, wind, rain and a chant
still heard in hearts that call
across pulled overlay of time. Manu tara,
sooty tern still return to their rookery
on Motu Nui where brave ghosts
swim back with eggs held high.

Female children, their legs spread wide,
still pose for the priests
who imprint their sex on stone.
Komari—the vulva glyphs—still
send their mana across a land
where men rule
and women birth children year by year.



 





XIII


The massive statues dead, this new ritual
gained in fervor, proclaiming
Tangata Manu winner from a winning clan
who lived in well-served isolation
until another spring unfolded and another youth
retrieved a new brown-spotted egg,
gaining prestige for the following year.

Revelers, dancers and chanters supported
the warriors and their servants.
The warriors gained or lost but their servants
like the carvers before them
braved the shark-infested waters,
sheltered in island caves,
swam back, the winning egg in hand.

Finally the Birdman cult also bowed
to depletion of time
and all the old ways faded
beneath the weight of unrecorded history.
If the Chilean supply ship fails to dock
flour is scarce. When planes land
the islanders gather to see who‧s come.
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Birdman house at Orongo
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Bermed roofs of Birdman houses at Orongo

 





XIV


Was it village or class war finally put an end
to Rapa Nui‧s golden years,
hunger, despair, external rage
or intimate despair?
The statues cast face down
no longer confront descendants,
mana streaming from their eroding eyes.

The great figures, splayed at the foot
of their crumbling ahu
relax in volcanic soil,
earth fills sockets
where eyes once shot their power
straight to waiting hearts.
Wind cries.

The sea stretches to a circular horizon
from Rapa Nui‧s pink sand coves
and craggy cliffs
undoing themselves to foam.
Sea of a blue that has no name,
a dozen blues, no name for any.
Beyond cobalt. Beyond turquoise.

Gift for a new era, when the essence
of giving shifts.
No longer will we draw
heat and breath
from lovers or progeny,
but fill ourselves with the time of the moai
walking home.



 





XV


Today, dogs that belong to everyone
and no one, sleek-coated dogs
roam the streets of Hanga Roa.
Rider-less horses gallop dusty sidewalks,
wait at unmarked crossings,
and look both ways before moving on.
Cattle graze among the fallen moai.

The tiny airport at Hanga Roa boasts
long Pacific runway:
alternative touch down
for the U.S. space shuttle if weather denies it
Cape Canaveral or California‧s coast.
Commercial fights to Tahiti and Chile
negotiate each new day.

As our plane descends, nosing toward tarmac
on your tiny triangle of land,
or lifts into the Pacific sky
headed for places in touch with other places,
a thick veil of time closes behind me,
eyes and ears shift and I breathe again:
that familiar register.



 





XVI


Now my dreams become places or a place
where time slips between grasses
choking the doors to secret harbors
of image, language, memory.
Barriers dissolve. A great shudder
invites me in, then throws
my body against itself.

What I saw, heard, felt, imprints itself
on the underside of skin.
What I left behind stays with me
in unexpected gravure.
By some arbitrary trick
I gained then lost four hours
for Rapa Nui‧s clocks strike Albuquerque time.

Rapa Nui‧s silent moai reach
from mysterious birth and death
across the waters of a cold Pacific
to where I wait
un-resigned to fading memory,
awkward, trembling, moved
to permanent response.
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Moai inside Rano Raraku crater
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Moai on outer flank of Rano Raraku


*As quoted in Tim Folger‧s “Does the Universe Exist if We‧re Not Looking?” Discover, June 2000, pp. 44-45.
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