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ence?). Much of the history makes sad
but, unfortunately, familiar reading
for scholars of the Pacific past.

For this reviewer, a significant
strength of this book is the final chap-
ter (chapter 5), “Museum Island.” It
is here, I feel, that the real difference
of Rapa Nui is best observed and
paradoxically, if interpretation of the
archaeology is weak in chapter 1, the
contemporary relevance of the rich
archaeological remains to the econ-
omy of the island, through cultural
tourism and the contested nature of
their ownership and presentation, is
very well served. Fischer does well to
point out that the current dominance
of cultural tourism in the economy of
the island is only likely to be another
phase in the complex and rich history
of the place. But in the present time,
through Fischer’s eyes, cultural
tourism takes on the role of a fragile
resource that is as precious and as at
risk as all those palm trees that the
ancestors of the Rapanui supposedly
chopped down. For anyone wishing
to understand the contemporary role
of the past in Rapa Nui, this chapter,
to my mind, is essential reading.

The final chapter does have a
breathless pace about it, as if the
closeness of the modern period defies
the narrative style of earlier chapters.
But Fischer’s ability as a wordsmith is
amply illustrated, for example, in his
writing of the atrocities of the 1860s
which reduced the population by 94
percent: “It was also then, in blood
and anguish, that ancient ‘Easter
Island’ crumbled—and Rapa Nui was
born” (86). Another example is in his
account of the last ‘Orongo Birdman
competition in 1878, the well-known
hunt for the first seabird egg on the
offshore islet of Motu Nui: “Rapanui

‘society,’ itself an empty egg, had
nothing to gain from the meaningless
ritual—which now ceased to the
sounds of the relentless surf breaking
below ‘Orongo” (123). Earlier this
ritual is described as “one of those
rare instances in human history when
competitive sport determined local
governance” (58).

This is not to distract from the
detailed historical scholarship that
makes up the bulk of this book, with
detailed descriptions of the people,
events, and broader political contexts
that have contrived to make Rapa
Nui what it is in the present day.

paul rainbird
University of Wales, Lampeter
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Serge Tcherkézoff is a French anthro-
pologist with considerable field expe-
rience in Sämoa during the 1980s and
1990s. He has written extensively on
the islands and, in his new book, he
reviews in detail the early historical
accounts of sexual contacts between
European men and Samoan women in
order to understand what actually
occurred. His argument is direct and
straightforward —much of what we
thought we knew about these encoun-
ters is wrong.

Tcherkézoff analyzes all of the
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written cases of Western encounters
with Samoan women from 1722 to
1848, distinguishing between what
European observers interpreted and
concluded about Samoan sexuality,
as opposed to what they actually saw
and described. Western observers con-
cluded that these encounters with
Samoan women reflected a type of
barter and sexually permissive behav-
ior. But Tcherkézoff argues that Samo-
ans were, in practice, sexually restric-
tive and that all of the ceremonies and
local restrictions described in the orig-
inal sources that he consulted point to
the enforcement of premarital virgin-
ity by all families, including those of
lower rank. There was therefore a
major difference between European
conclusions and actual observations
that, in turn, contributed to the gener-
alized Western myth of permissive
Polynesian sexuality.

From a Samoan perspective,
encounters between Samoan women
and European men incorporated Euro-
peans into a Samoan cosmological
and social universe. Following Mar-
shall Sahlins’s discussion of Hawaiian
cosmology, Tcherkézoff argues that
Polynesians saw Europeans neither as
men or gods in the Judeo-Christian
sense, but rather as material manifes-
tations of spiritual beings sent by
their gods. This Samoan assumption
about Europeans determined interac-
tion with them. Encounters involving
Samoan women were not based on
barter or sexual hospitality but on
Samoan understandings about the
sacred status of the visitors. And
these encounters mirrored the ritual
defloration ceremonies of virgins in
their marriages to high-ranking chiefs.
That is, Europeans were considered
sacred, like chiefs, and therefore

treated accordingly. Tcherkézoff
applies this analysis to a close reading
of all encounters from Roggeveen in
1722 through Bougainville and
Lapérouse to the observers of the
1840s. He then examines similar
encounters in Tahiti and other parts
of Polynesia, finding support for his
argument across these cultures.

Although Tcherkézoff employs a
symbolic approach that he applies to
ethnohistorical materials, he is critical
of deconstruction and well aware of
the pitfalls of the historical recon-
struction. He believes that bringing his
contemporary ethnographic knowl-
edge of Sämoa to bear on his histori-
cal reading of European and Samoan
experiences makes his case more con-
vincing. And, for those readers who
are interested in this little studied area
of Samoan history, “First Contacts” is
a very worthwhile and challenging
volume.

Nevertheless, there are risks in
such an endeavor. Were the thought
worlds of Samoans as deeply mean-
ingful, symbolically homogenous, and
influential as Tcherkézoff argues?
While stressing the symbolic signifi-
cance of these encounters, Tcherké-
zoff seems to place less emphasis on
their political and economic dimen-
sions. Yet chiefly marriages and
unions were often about alliances and
contacts. Samoans favored relation-
ships with outsiders based on their
potential for political and economic
gain. Moreover, during the early con-
tact period, Samoans were quick to
appreciate and take advantage of
more prestigious Europeans as
opposed to their lower-ranking coun-
terparts. In the later colonial period,
there were many types of Europeans
in Sämoa, staying for varying lengths
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of time, and having various kinds of
relationships with Samoan women, as
a growing mixed European/Samoan
population attested. The written
record, as important as it is for an
analysis of first contacts, may not
reflect the actual diversity of these
relationships.

Tcherkézoff concludes that there
has been a major misunderstanding of
European-Samoan sexual encounters
stemming back to first contacts almost
three centuries ago. As a result, he
sides with Derek Freeman in his cri-
tique of Margaret Mead on the issue
of Samoan sexuality. He believes that
Freeman was correct in asserting that
Samoans were sexually restrictive
rather than sexually permissive. How-
ever, Tcherkézoff does not agree with
Freeman’s theoretical position, which
he labels “quasi-sociobiology.” He
notes that one can agree with Free-
man’s ethnographic observations
without embracing his theory, and
that one can disagree with Freeman
theoretically without embracing
Mead. Yet this book is not about
Mead or Freeman, who are discussed
only briefly, or the controversy itself.
It is about the broader issue of how
we understand Pacific pasts. And here
Tcherkézoff has offered readers an
important new interpretation of
material that we thought we knew.
This is not an easy book to read, 
but for those readers who have been
immersed in debates about the nature
of Pacific history, it will provide many
useful insights.

paul shankman
University of Colorado, Boulder
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Island of Angels recounts the history
of the Christian church on the Micro-
nesian island of Kosrae from the 1852
arrival of the first Congregational
missionary couple. Author Elden
Buck himself served as a missionary
on Kosrae from 1958 to 1962. His
wife, Mary Alice Hanlin Buck, had
earlier been a missionary on the
island and contributed to the new
translation of the Kosraean Bible,
completed in 2002. Buck’s documen-
tary research and firsthand Kosrae
experience produced a monograph of
twenty chapters, each exhaustively
covering an era in the history of the
island’s mission and independent
church.

The book begins with a discussion
of pre-Christian life. It goes on to
recount the experiences of Benjamin
and Lydia Snow, the first missionaries.
Buck gives special attention to the his-
tory of the boarding school at Wot
(“Mwot”), where in 1879 the Ameri-
can Board of Commissioners for For-
eign Missions provided missionaries
to educate and train Kiribatese and
Marshallese children. He describes the
work of the Baldwin sisters (Elizabeth
and Jane) at Wot between 1911 and
1940 in exhaustive detail, including
their first translation of the entire
Bible into Kosraean in 1926. He leads
readers through the Japanese and


