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ABSTRACT 

 As Marquesans in French Polynesia face a warming Pacific Ocean, coral decline, 

and an increased likelihood of cyclones and tsunamis (Gillie 1997; Sylvat and Wilkinson 

2011; United Nations 2005), discourses and narratives related to anthropogenic climate 

change have rapidly become a part of contemporary social life on the islands, challenging 

and remolding Marquesans’ senses of identity.  Moreover, the Marquesas Islands have 

become an increasingly popular tourist destination, which contributes to 80% of the local 

economy.  The economic significance of tourism combined with the ecological changes 

have rapidly shifted Marquesans’ sense of self, particularly as demonstrated through 

indigenous material culture.  While Marquesan “material culture” (Lévi-Strauss 1963) 

has been reclaimed and revalued by Marquesans and tourists alike, material production 

processes have tended to contribute to the destruction of the ecological environment and 

depletion of local resources.  Simultaneously, anthropogenic climate change has resulted 

in reduced yields for locally-sourced raw materials integral to the continuation of these 

industries (Gornall et al. 2010; McMillan et al. 2014; Thaman and Clarke 1993).  The 

tourist market is thus a complex and contradictory site at which local identity and 

material practices converge with the stark realities of global environmental and economic 

change.   

 This research asks: how is the very nature of collective identity, in “traditional” 

societies or others, being challenged by swift ecological and climate change?  How might 

models of tourism, economic viability, and agricultural exploitation need to be revised 

and reorganized in ways that take into account new kinds of identities and imaginaries, 
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new forms of collective action, or the re-mobilization of “older” forms of collectivity and 

economic activity?  In the Marquesas Islands of French Polynesia, I examine how 

Marquesans draw upon their history, sense of self, sense of culture, sense of stability, and 

sense of precocity to remake both who they are and/through the objects that reflect who 

they are.   
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CHAPTER 1: THE MARQUESAS ISLANDS, TOURISM, AND ART 

I. Introduction: Climate Change and Art in the Marquesas Islands 

 As Marquesans in French Polynesia face a warming Pacific Ocean, coral decline, 

and an increased likelihood of cyclones and tsunamis (Gillie 1997; Sylvat and Wilkinson 

2011; United Nations 2005), discourses and narratives related to anthropogenic climate 

change have rapidly become a part of contemporary social life on the islands, challenging 

and remolding Marquesans’ senses of identity.  Meanwhile, the Marquesas Islands have 

become an increasingly popular tourist destination, which contributes to 80% of the local 

economy.  The economic significance of tourism combined with the ecological changes 

have rapidly shifted Marquesans’ sense of self, particularly as demonstrated through 

indigenous material culture.  While Marquesan “material culture” (Lévi-Strauss 1963) 

has been reclaimed and revalued by Marquesans and tourists alike, material production 

processes have tended to contribute to the destruction of the ecological environment and 

depletion of local resources.  Simultaneously, anthropogenic climate change has resulted 

in reduced yields for locally sourced raw materials integral to the continuation of these 

industries (Gornall et al. 2010; McMillan et al. 2014; Thaman and Clarke 1993).  The 

tourist market is a complex and contradictory site at which local identity and material 

practices converge with the stark realities of global environmental and economic change.   

 This research draws on ethnographic observations, semi-structured interviews, 

and PhotoVoice interviews (Harper 2013) on the islands of Tahiti, Nuku Hiva, Fatu Hiva, 

Hiva Oa, and Tahuata with locals involved in three industries integral to the tourism 

economy: barkcloth production, wood carving, and tourist services.  By following the 
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production of the Marquesan art products from raw resources to market, this project seeks 

to understand how the different “regimes of value” (Myers 2002) through which they 

travel shape the production and valuation of objects.  These products “index” (Gell 2002) 

the changing ecologies and economies of the Marquesas Islands and French Polynesia as 

well as how islanders are negotiating the rapid transformation of their environment, their 

livelihoods, and their sense of place. 

For this research, I rely on a rich tradition of South Pacific ethnographic research, 

much of which addresses the material culture and material economy of the region (e.g. 

Kahn 2011; Myers 2002; Thomas 1991, 1997, & 2010; Weiner 1992).  Researchers have 

focused on the importance of material production, economy, and exchange in the 

mediation of identity and belonging among the South Pacific peoples (e.g. Lederman 

1986; Lockwood 1993; Malinowski 1922; Mauss 1920; Myers 2002; Weiner 1992).  

Given the history and depth of interest on exchange in the region — beginning with 

Malinowski’s classic study of Trobriand “kula” exchange — the South Pacific has played 

a central role in the broader formulation of anthropological theories of value and 

personhood (e.g. Malinowski 1922; Mauss 1924; Myer 2002;  Strathern 1998; Weiner 

1992).  Myers (2002) has argued, for example, that the movement of objects among 

islands and islanders can be conceived through “regimes of value.”  In French Polynesia 

(and particularly the Marquesas Islands), I aim to demonstrate that, as objects move 

through these regimes, Polynesians and tourists ascribe competing values and meanings 

to these products.  I draw on Graeber (2001) to understand these competing claims of 

value, or the “politics of value,” that coalesce in each object and between these regimes.  
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As a result, I intend to understand these products as “social agents” (Gell 1991: 3-20), or 

objects that are “an outcome, and/or the instrument of, social agency” (16).  These 

products are indicative of the complex social reality that encapsulates them. 

 This project builds on a more particular literature that concentrates on the 

production of the art, its valuation, and its role in changing Pacific identities (e.g. 

Brigham 1911; Geismar 2013; Ivory 1999; Kaeppler 1975; Kooijman 1972; McCarthy 

2007; Myers 2002; Neich and Pendergast 1997).  Closely related to the research I propose 

here, Jennifer Newell in Trading Nature: Tahitians, Europeans, and Ecological Exchange 

(2010) describes the relationship between environmental ecology and intercultural 

exchange in historic Tahiti.  Like Newell, I focus on the intersection of material culture, 

social identity, and environmental context; however, I intend to expand on her work to 

consider environmental change and crisis on traditional material culture as it reflects 

contemporary concerns and claims to belonging.   

 Research in anthropology and the social sciences has demonstrated how 

Polynesian self-identities are shaped by and are entangled within the landscape and the 

surrounding ocean (D’Arcy 2009; Hassall 1992; Kahn 2014; Kahn 2011; Small 2011).  

Kahn (2011) discusses how Tahitians reconcile landscape, environment, and political 

economy in French Polynesia.  Scholars who have focused on identity and belonging 

have emphasized the creation of identity through shared imaginations (Anderson 1991; 

Gellner 1983; cf. Habermas 1962).  However, “identity” can describe a broad range of 

behaviors encompassed through shared ideologies and beliefs (Brubaker and Cooper 

2000).  This research considers instead material culture as the nexus of particular shared 
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ideologies about cultural heritage, economy, and the ecological environment.  

Furthermore, these shared beliefs and ideologies are not bounded to a particular 

geographical location in the Marquesas Island group of French Polynesia (Gupta and 

Ferguson 1992); as a result, this research will be multi-sited, examining how these ideas 

transcend the oceanic boundaries of the islands and are connected to and performed 

through inter-island production and exchange. 

 Much of the anthropological literature on the South Pacific, with its emphasis on 

entanglements of material objects with social relations, has anticipated the concerns and 

approaches of actor-network theory (Callon et al. 1986; Latour 1987).  Building on this 

literature and Gell’s concept of “social agents,” this project seeks to integrate 

longstanding anthropological theories of value with actor-network theory in order to 

understand the complex imbrication of etic (anthropological) and of emic (local) systems 

through which the circulation of objects becomes entangled with and productive of social 

relations.  Rather than re-inscribing material culture as somehow historically stable, I am 

interested in how networks of material production and exchange are both unconsciously 

established and self-consciously performed by tourists, art objects, and Marquesans 

(Butler 1990) and how such networks and their performance may be changing given 

contemporary circumstances.  

 Finally, this study builds on scholarship that details the impacts of colonialism 

and neocolonialism in the South Pacific.  Research on political relationships in the South 

Pacific tends to take a historical perspective (e.g. Aldrich 1993; Creed and Hoorn 2001; 

Godsen and Knowles 2001; Govor 2010; Merry 2000; Obeyesekere 1997; Sahlins 1987; 
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Silva 2004; Smith 1985; Smith and Thomas 2013).  Additionally, ethnographic research 

considers institutionalized inequalities in Polynesian political bodies (e.g. Kahn 2011; 

Kauanani 2008; Kirsch 2006; Mageo 2001; Parsons 1967; Rohrer 2016; Trask 1999).  

Previous research concerning the relationship between material culture and politics has 

also emphasized historical contexts.  I, however, intend to contextualize material 

production and ecological conditions as both a product of and embedded within current 

political relationships.  

 It is my aim in this research to begin to explore broad practical applications that 

may be useful to communities or organizations facing similar environmental crises and 

concerns.  In recent years, anthropology as a discipline has focused on the social impacts 

of climate change and has recognized the pressing need for the increased anthropological 

study of climate change (e.g. Barnes and Dove 2015; Bassey 2012; Batterbury 2008; 

Bond 2012; Fiske et al. 2014; Ghosh 2016; Klein 2014; Walter and Hamilton 2014).  By 

contributing a case study on climate change in the Marquesas Islands, this research adds 

to the scope of knowledge on regions, communities, and economies affected by climate 

change. 

 Communities around the world continue to encounter the uneven effects of 

climate change.  This project contributes to an anthropological body of work 

documenting how diverse societies are experiencing climate change while also finding 

culturally specific ways of responding (e.g. Crate 2011; Cruikshank 2005; Rudiak-Gould 

2013).  The Marquesas Islands of French Polynesia are an especially good location to 

understand how a climate-sensitive community — small islands whose traditional 
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identity and livelihood is (literally) rooted in its plants and trees — confront change 

which, on the one hand, threatens their economy, and on the other, requires that they 

rethink how to engage with traditional material culture.  These questions, as in many 

places around the world, pit economic viability against environmental sustainability 

(Cassidy 2012; Klein 2014;  Orlove 2002; Walsh 2012).  Further, as in many global 

contexts, these local communities cannot always enact the change they deem necessary 

due to postcolonial and global structures of governance and capital (e.g. Bond 2012; 

Ingold 2000; Orlove, Lazarus, Hovelsrud, and Giannini 2014). 

 This research asks: how is the very nature of collective identity, in “traditional” 

societies or others, being challenged by swift ecological and climate change?  How might 

models of tourism, economic viability, and agricultural exploitation need to be revised 

and reorganized in ways that take into account new kinds of identities and imaginaries, 

new forms of collective action, or the re-mobilization of “older” forms of collectivity and 

economic activity?  In the Marquesas Islands of French Polynesia, I examine how 

Marquesans draw upon their history, sense of self, sense of culture, sense of stability, and 

sense of ingenuity to remake both who they are through the objects that reflect who they 

are.   

 With the recent American Anthropological Association statement on climate 

change (Fiske et al. 2014) and upcoming climate-themed annual meeting (2019), 

anthropogenic climate change has become a concern central to current anthropological 

research (Dewar and Richard 2012; Fuentes 2012; Steward 1972).  Though anthropology 

as a discipline may be predicated upon the study of one particular region and community 
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over a lengthy period, the effects of climate change are universal, geographical, and 

immediate (Crate and Nuttall 2009).  Though these effects vary depending on geography, 

cultural and historical contexts, economics, and political structures, this research connects 

the local with the global, clarifying how climate change intensifies communities’ 

relationships with global networks of exchange. 

II. Methods and Background 

 This project is a culmination of archival and field research conducted between 

2014 and the summer of 2018.  Between these dates, I have made several trips to the So-

ciety Islands and the Marquesas Islands, French Polynesia for preliminary dissertation 

and dissertation research.  I visited Tahiti, Mo‘orea, Fatu Hiva, Hiva Oa, Nuku Hiva, and 

Tahuata.  During these trips, I tested the validity of my research questions, gained con-

nections in the art field, and collected data.  

 I contextualized my research through “archival ethnography” (Gracy 2004: 

335-365) in the United States.  I spent two years between 2014 and 2016 providing cura-

torial assistance under the supervision of Keeper Adria Katz in the Oceanic collections at 

the University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology.  There, I 

worked with a wide range of Polynesian collections, including many objects from Tahiti 

and the Marquesas Islands, and I gained a comprehensive knowledge of South Pacific 

material cultures from the 19th century to the present.  Additionally, I spent the summer 

of 2015 at the National Science Foundation’s Summer Institute in Museum Anthropology 

at the Smithsonian Institution researching Polynesian barkcloth collected by the United 



 of 8 137
States Exploring Expedition.  This research addressed similar theoretical concerns to the 

research discussed here, including questions of memory, cultural change, and historicity.  

I assisted with collections research on Polynesian materials in the Anthropology Labora-

tory and Museum at Temple University during the summer of 2016.  I also compiled nec-

essary data from online collections of Polynesian and Marquesan art to further understand 

the history of Marquesan art. 

 While in the Marquesas Islands, I relied primarily on informal interviews to 

gather information.  I conducted all interviews in the French language, and because many 

of my interviewees felt uncomfortable with video or audio recording, I wrote handwritten 

notes before, during, and after each session.  French is widely spoken by French 

Polynesians, including Marquesans, and it is the primary language spoken in schools, 

professional settings, and important media.  In total, I conducted 30 semi-structured 

interviews, 20 PhotoVoice interviews, and made notes of less informal interactions with 

around 50 people. 

 Tahitian, or Reo Māohi, is the native Polynesian language spoken by most people 

in French Polynesia, and knowledge of this language would have broadened my research 

scope.  Despite an exhaustive search, I was unable to find resources, instructors, or native 

speakers at my university community or city.  I became competent in basic Tahitian 

through a series of YouTube instructional videos and online dictionaries.  I applied a 

similar strategy to become familiar with the Marquesan languages, and I became more 

proficient in speaking these languages while in the field.  Although knowledge of 

Tahitian and Marquesan languages helped in reading documents and collaborating with 
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locals, my knowledge of the French language was more than sufficient for having 

extensive conversations about art and climate change in the region. 

 I opted to use a minimal amount of equipment while in the field, largely because I 

did not always have a place to stay and needed to carry everything on my person.  I did 

not bring my laptop during any of my trips.  I also did not have a smartphone until my 

2017 excursions.  As a result, digital recording was difficult and inconsistent.  To keep 

reliable records, I wrote all observations and notes by hand in journals and notebooks or 

took photographs. 

 After pre-doctoral fieldwork, I identified three key tourist industries for 

Marquesan material culture: wood carving, tourist services (e.g. guided tours, locally 

owned and operated pensions, and activities), and barkcloth production.  All three of 

these industries used local resources and were dependent upon the climatic conditions of 

the islands.  As a result, this project is multi-sited, looking at ongoing changes on three 

Marquesan islands, including Fatu Hiva, Nuku Hiva, and Hiva Oa.  The study includes 

peripheral research at associated islands such as Tahiti, which is the most important 

tourist-hub in French Polynesia.  

 During the first phase of my research, I spent a total of two months in Pape‘ete, 

Tahiti, three weeks in winter 2016, two in fall 2017, and two more in spring 2018.  

Pape‘ete, which is both the capital of French Polynesia and its largest port, is the center 

of the tourist economy.  I visited art galleries in Pape‘ete.  Galleries and vendor stalls, 

such as those in shopping centers Le Marché Municipal and the Centre Vaima, sell 

primarily to tourists and are useful locations for gauging and understanding the shifting 
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market.  At these locations, I employed ethnographic observation and interviewed tourists 

and gallery owners to learn about how supply, demand, and pricing.  Finally, I audited an 

elementary Tahitian language course for two weeks at the University of French Polynesia 

during this initial phase to improve my conversational proficiency.  Although this period 

was very short, this course gave me a venue through which to meet residents of the 

island. 

 I spent two weeks in 2017 in Hana Vave, Fatu Hiva in the Marquesas Islands 

where the practice of barkcloth-making has been recently revived by community 

members.  Fatu Hiva is particularly difficult to reach because there is no airport and 

ferries are erratically scheduled.  Artists on Fatu Hiva are adapting their agroforestry 

techniques to growing tourist markets and ecological changes.  The adjustments made 

have not been adequately researched before this project (McMillan et al. 2014; Thaman 

and Clarke 1993).  To understand these changes, I conducted semi-structured interviews 

with barkcloth artists and paper mulberry growers as well as participated in the 

production process, from harvest to making. 

 To understand woodcarving, I spent a total of two months on Nuku Hiva, an 

island known for its elaborate designs, between 2017 and 2018.  Woodcarving is 

considered an essential tourist souvenir (Ellis and Haws 1999; Wells and Jernakoff 2006).   

Artists specializing in woodcarving have experienced changes in their yield of raw 

materials over the past ten years due to a decrease in available raw materials and a 

changing growing season (Ellis and Haws 1999; McMillan et al. 2014; Gornall et al. 

2010).  I visited sculptors in Taioha‘e, which is one of the largest centers for independent 
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wood carving in French Polynesia.  Artists often work independently and rely on signs 

hung outside of their houses to indicate to tourists and locals that they specialize in 

Marquesan wood sculptures.  In addition to independent artists, Taioha‘e is also home to 

one of the largest artists’ collectives in the Marquesas Islands, which primarily sells 

pieces to tourists.  During participant observation and in semi-structured interviews, I 

focused on how local producers are changing the ways they source wood to respond to 

climate change, and if there are changes in the ways they understand what, and whom, 

the end products are for. 

 Finally, I spent one month between the islands of Hiva Oa and Tahuata in the 

southern part of the Marquesas Island group.  These islands are very close together, and 

one can reach Tahuata from Atuona, the main town in Hiva Oa, by a small boat within an 

hour.  On my initial visit to Hiva Oa, I befriended a local tour guide’s wife, and on 

subsequent visits, I assisted with several of the tourist company’s excursions, providing 

volunteer translation services for the occasional English-speaker.  This allowed me to 

witness and participate in the tourist industry on all levels: as a tourist, a volunteer, and a 

friend. 

 To supplement my field research, I have maintained contact with informants and 

cultural organizations online for the three years between 2016 and 2019.  I have 

exchanged WhatsApp messages, participated in Facebook groups (notably “Tatouage 

Marquisien” and “Nuku-Hiva allô sait quoi”), and followed artists on Instagram.  I found 

this remote participant observation to be extremely beneficial to the continuation of my 

research, especially since travel to and within French Polynesia was often prohibitively 
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expensive. 

 At all of these locations, I closely documented the movement and transformation 

of raw materials as they were harvested, refined and modified, packaged, and transported 

to consumers in various markets, shops, and galleries.  Following Myer’s theory of value, 

I was attentive to not only to the movement of objects, but to the hands, actors (human 

and non-human), and social contexts which shape them as they were transformed from 

raw nature into commodity and to the “regimes of value” (Myer 2001) through which 

they pass.  To document and capture the shifting ecological and market-oriented 

backdrops through which wood carving and sculptures and barkcloth pass, I relied on 

photography and visual anthropology (e.g. Barbash and Castaing-Taylor 1992; Mead 

1995; Ruby 2000); with limited success, I attempted to photograph individual objects as 

they move through time and space, using photography to draw attention to, and allow 

reflection upon, contrastive (social) spaces. 

 I also used photographs, through established applications of 

“PhotoVoice” (Harper 2013), to evoke conversations about how material production has 

changed.  Through the aforementioned research at museums such as the National 

Museum of Natural History and the University of Pennsylvania Museum, I amassed a 

database of approximately two hundred photographs of 19th-century examples of French 

Polynesian material culture.  Art products like barkcloth and wood sculpture have gained 

new traction and have taken new forms in the tourist market in the mid-20th-century.  I 

used these photographs in interviews to ask artists about material change, memory, and 

cultural identity.  All of these interviews were very informal and conversational.  During 
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the interview, I used a print-out or an iPhone to show the photographs, which served as a 

conduit to reference techniques and imagery from older art pieces.  I found that this 

illustrative technique helped both me as the interviewer and the interviewee recall and 

visualize how material culture has changed.  As with other interviews, I took handwritten 

notes before, during, and after each session. 

 There were notable limitations to my research.  Photography was one of the most 

difficult aspects of data collection.  Before I could even speak, my camera and the act of 

snapping a photo associated my presence with tourism rather than research, which made 

my subjects subconsciously question my seriousness.  Even if an individual consented to 

be photographed, I felt our dynamic become more formal and less open.  Overall, 

portraiture felt, in this context, voyeuristic and uncomfortable.  These dynamics inhibited 

the flow of information, and so, after several attempts, I decided to forego portraiture 

altogether.  Similarly, recordings made people nervous and stiff, which made my data 

collection suffered.  

 Further, I initially had difficulty entering the field in a meaningful way.  While I 

tried to expose myself to interactive environments, I often felt awkward, and in many 

spaces, I was naturally drawn to and interacted with English-speaking tourists.  

Moreover, while my French comprehension was excellent, I still sometimes selected the 

wrong words and, despite a good effort, could never muster an appropriate accent.  

Gravitating towards that which was familiar was a difficult habit to break; if it were not 

for a few welcoming individuals, I might not have collected much at all. 

 Once I was able to meet Marquesans, I found that my American accent often 
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worked to my advantage.  Marquesans, particularly those working in the tourist industry, 

had strong sentiments against the French.  For many individuals, it was more acceptable 

for me to be American than French.  If I had a better French accent or had been French, I 

suspect that my data collection would look different. 

III. Brief Background of The Marquesas Islands and French Polynesia 

 French Polynesia is a collection of five island groups, 118 islands in total, which 

span over a 2,000 square kilometer area in the middle of the South Pacific.  This region is 

nearly equidistant from the South American and Australian continents.  According to the 

2007 census, the vast region is home to approximately 260,000 people (ISPF 2007) and is 

divided into five administrative districts: the Society Islands, the Marquesan Islands, the 

Gambier Islands, the Tuamotu Islands, and the Austral Islands (fig. 1).  These districts are 

divided by geographic and cultural lines; each of these island groups has distinct 

languages and cultural practices that differ greatly from the central administrative island 

of Tahiti.   

 While Tahitian is widely spoken and is taught in public schools, French is the only 

official language of French Polynesia, and 68% of the population speaking some French 

at home (ISPF 2007).  Other widely spoken languages include two Marquesan languages, 

a Tuamotuan language with seven dialects, a Chinese-Polynesian creole, and a series of 

Austral languages (ISPF 2007).  While on most iterations of the linguistic tree these 

Polynesian languages are closely related, they do not permit easy communication 

between speakers; for instance, speakers of Northern or Southern Marquesan may only 
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understand 50% of the Tahitian language with no prior language instruction (ISPF 2007).  

Language effectively illustrates the broadly diverse groups of people encompassed by the 

territory of French Polynesia. 

Fig. 1. Map of French Polynesia. Institut de la Statistique de la Polynésie Française. 
2007. 

 In March 2003 through constitutional reform, French Polynesia was declared a 

full overseas collectivity (collectivité d’outre mer), abbreviated COM, of France (Gay 

1994).  COMs are represented in the French National Assembly, Senate, and Economic 

Social Council (Gay 1994).  French Polynesia, though, has more autonomy than the four 

other COMs, Saint Barthélemy, Saint Martin, Saint Pierre and Miquelon, and Wallis and 

Futuna (Kahn 2011); since 2004, French Polynesia alone carries the particular title of 
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pays d’outre mer au sen de la République, or POM (Kahn 2011).  This title designates 

French Polynesia as an overseas country inside of the French Republic and makes legal a 

largely symbolic government, which includes the Assembly of French Polynesia and the 

President of French Polynesia.  French Polynesia also has a currency, the Change Franc 

Pacifique (CFP), which is guaranteed by the Euro (Gay 1994). 

 Before European occupation, the islands had been ruled by chiefs in a hierarchical 

political system (Kahn 2011; Smith 1985; Smith and Thomas 2013).  The details of these 

systems have been obscured by colonial violence, which dramatically altered or even 

extinguished the indigenous systems of government (Kahn 2011; Smith 1985; Smith and 

Thomas 2013).  While the islands of French Polynesia had been sighted by Europeans as 

early as 1521 and perhaps earlier by ships from the Middle East or East Asia, it was not 

until the 18th century, after the arrival of British explorer Samuel Wallis, that Europeans 

began to establish long-term settlements (Claessen 1994:23; Kahn 2011:30-35; Grover 

2010; Thomas 2003).  The first settlement was established in 1774 by Spanish explorers, 

but it was exceptionally short-lived (Thomas 2003).  Later European missionaries were 

the first to establish long-term settlements on the islands (Thomas 2003). 

 Missionaries had a profound effect on the fate of Polynesian independence.  King 

Pōmare II of Tahiti converted with his subjects to Protestantism in 1812 and expelled all 

Catholic missionaries by 1836 (Smith and Thomas 2013).  This disruption caused the 

largely Catholic French government to react with gunboats, forcing Tahiti and the 

Marquesan island of Tahuata to become French protectorates.   
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 This show of force solidified French power in the region while legitimizing 

Catholic missionaries’ work on the islands (Govor 2010).  Shortly thereafter, in 1843, the 

French established the town of Pape‘ete as the capital on the island of Tahiti (Smith and 

Thomas 2013).  While the French never formally annexed the rest of the Marquesas 

Islands, they viewed them as part of the Tahuata protectorate and easily gained 

administrative control within a short period (Govor 2010).  The rest of the islands of 

present-day French Polynesia were officially annexed by France in 1889 after King 

Pōmare V, the recognized monarch of Tahiti, signed a treaty donating all Polynesian lands 

to France in 1880 (Kahn 2011:41).  During the period after the time of annexation, both 

Tahuata and Tahiti served as busy and important ports for resources, goods, and supplies 

for European ships making the voyage across the Pacific (Kahn 2011:41). 

 French political rule was and continues to be fraught with tension between 

colonizers, Western visitors, and Polynesians.  This tension originates in the early 

treatment of Polynesians by Western travelers, adventurers, and sailors.  French Polynesia 

was viewed by the 19th century by wealthy, adventurous French and European men as a 

way to escape the social norms and conventions of Western life.  Many works of fiction 

and non-fiction, including Melville’s famous semi-autobiography of his time in Nuku 

Hiva, Typee (1846), featured sexual promiscuity and hedonism as integral elements of 

Polynesian society.  Visitors responded to this romanticization and sought this seemingly 

exotic lifestyle for themselves.  Famously, Paul Gauguin and Jacques Brel were a part of 

this movement; they both settled permanently in Tahiti and then in the Marquesas Islands 

to take advantage of what they perceived was a sexually and ethically liberal society 
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(Clayson 2010; Gay 1994; Gauguin 1919:12).  Still, today, writers continue to reduce 

Marquesans and Polynesians to these centuries-old stereotypes; perhaps most notably, 

Heyerdahl’s Fatu Hiva (1974) and Theroux’s The Happy Isles of Oceania (1992), both of 

which purport to have some ethnographic elements, do little more than reinforce the 

exoticization of Marquesans and their culture. 

 In addition to combatting Western conceptualizations and essentializations about 

their culture, Polynesians faced legal oppression imposed by the French government.  For 

example, Polynesians were not granted French citizenship until 1946 (Kahn 2011).  

However, citizenship does not afford the Polynesians the same kinds of securities as 

citizens from France.  For instance, when Algeria became independent in 1962, the 

French lost their most important nuclear test site.  The Tuamotu atolls of Moruroa and 

Fangataufa were selected in 1966 for the continuation of the project, and both of these 

islands were the sites of over 200 nuclear bomb tests (Kahn 2011: 70-74).   

 After 1974, the French government moved these tests underground to prevent 

further casualties.  Despite this seemingly positive shift, the overground testing resumed 

in 1995 to much uproar from Polynesians as well as human rights and environmental 

groups (70-75).  While neither Moruroa nor Fangataufa were inhabited at the beginning 

of this testing, nearby islands felt the effects, and inhabitants on both islands suffered 

longterm health problems and witnessed ecological devastation (70-75).  In 1996, France 

conceded to the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty and ceased all nuclear testing.  However, 

a history of testing was enough to cause significant damage and further decay 

Polynesian-French relations.  While French Polynesians do hold French citizenship, they 
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are subjected to inequalities and abuses, of which nuclear testing is just one example, that 

mainland French citizens do not experience. 

 After the conclusion of nuclear testing, the islands’ economies relied heavily on 

tourism for growth.   Today, tourism accounts for approximately USD 250 million of 

French Polynesia’s GDP (Gay 1994; Kahn 2011).  Like the rest of French Polynesia, the 

Marquesas Islands depend primarily on tourism for economic growth.  Approximately 

3% of the tourists that visit French Polynesia make the trip to the Marquesas Islands (Gay 

1994: 277).  The vast majority, roughly 90%, of the tourists that visit French Polynesia 

are from the United States, Japan, and Europe (Gay 1994:277-284).  This is primarily due 

to available flight paths.  At the time of my stay in French Polynesia, the international 

airport on Tahiti had direct flights to three major hubs: the Los Angeles Airport, Haneda 

Airport in Tokyo, and the Auckland International Airport in New Zealand.  Air France 

had a direct flight from Paris with a three-hour stopover in Los Angeles (Air France 

2017).  Between 2016 and 2018, roundtrip flights from the west coast of the United 

States typically run just under USD 2,000, but tickets far exceed that amount from any 

other destination (Air France 2017; Air Tahiti Nui 2017).   

 The Marquesas Islands are often expensive to tourists visiting Tahiti; a Marquesas 

Extension Pass to the two main islands offered through the only company operating 

between islands, Air Tahiti, can run 856 Euros per passenger during high season, or an 

additional USD 991 (Air Tahiti Nui 2017).  Not only is it expensive, but it is also time-

consuming; the average tourist must take an 8-hour flight from the Los Angeles Airport to 

the Fa’a’ā International Airport on Tahiti.  After an overnight stay, the tourist then must 
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board another 5-hour flight with stops at multiple islands before arriving in the 

Marquesas.  The Marquesas Islands cannot boast the same kinds of luxuries as their more 

attractive and more accessible neighbors Bora Bora and Raiatea, so few tourists see the 

journey as worth the expense. 

 The expense of air travel is not just out of reach for tourists, but it is prohibitive to 

Marquesans.  Air travel between islands is financially out of the question for most 

Marquesans, especially since many Marquesans receive some kind of economic benefit 

from the French government (Institut de la Statistique de la Polynésie Française 2007).  

Often, the only way that Marquesans travel is through subsidized medical evacuations to 

Nuku Hiva or Tahiti or to attend high school twice per year.  In my experience traveling 

by plane in the region, it was clear that the vast majority of people on these flights were 

tourists, and the numbers of school-aged children and the sick were significantly below 

that of the tourists.  Sometimes, local clubs or groups will rent a ferry to travel together 

for events, such as va‘a (sea canoeing) competitions or festivals.  However, boat travel is 

more time-consuming, and it is limited to islands within the archipelago.  Paradoxically, 

the effects of tourism to this region are mobilizing for wealthy visitors and immobilizing 

for the majority of Polynesian residents. 

 French Polynesians today rely upon limited social and economic services that are 

largely subsidized by the French government.  French Polynesian islands often have 

primary schools, but more remote islands must send their children away to secondary 

schools.  Teenagers must go to Tahiti if they wish to graduate with their high school 

diploma.  There is also only one university that serves the islands, L’Université de 
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Polynesie Française, which is near Pape‘ete on the island of Tahiti.  To graduate high 

school or university, young students from geographically distant islands like the 

Marquesas must be willing to leave their families and live in dormitories, speak fluently 

two foreign languages (Tahitian and French), and exercise supra-human self-discipline in 

these adverse circumstances.  Without the emotional support of family and faculty 

members or the financial means to regularly return to their home islands, many teenagers 

drop out of school or have children (ISPF 2007).  Remote islands have dropout rates of 

20% from elementary schools (ISPF 2007; Tahiti Friendship Society 1997), and because 

formal French and Tahitian are the only languages of instruction, many children from 

these islands are not even equipped to consider the option of attending high school.  As a 

result, many people, roughly 32.4% of all French Polynesians, do not graduate high 

school (ISPF 2007), and many of these people often return to their home islands to work 

at apprenticeships, farms, or family-run businesses. 

 The Marquesas Islands, or Te Fenua ‘Entata in Southern Marquesan and Te 

Henua ‘Enana in Northern Marquesan, are the northernmost group of islands in French 

Polynesia (see fig. 1).  The islands are some of the most difficult to reach by boat because 

of their rocky shorelines and lack of reef barrier.  Because of their rough waters, they 

were some of the last to be explored by Europeans (Govor 2010).  The islands were 

renamed by Spanish explorer Álvaro de Mendaña, who named them after his patron, the 

Marquis of Cañete (Sharp 1960: 50-55).  Unlike the Society Islands, which hosted many 

French explorers, the Marquesas attracted more American traders, missionaries, and 

whalers in the late 18th century, including Joseph Ingraham and Commodore David 
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Porter (Sharp 1960: 57-60).  After the incorporation of the Marquesas into the French 

government in 1842, the French established an outpost on Nuku Hiva run by Catholic 

missionaries (Smith and Thomas 2013: 127-130).  This settlement was abandoned in 

1857 due to violence and an inability to communicate with indigenous Marquesans 

(127-130).  Ever-persistent, the French returned to reestablish their administrative control 

in 1870 (127-130). 

 During this period, Marquesans suffered a near-complete genocide at the hands of 

European settlers.  Before European contact, populations on the Marquesas Islands were 

high, and there were city-like centers in valleys in Nuku Hiva and Hiva Oa (Dening 

1998).  According to recent estimates, the population is believed to have reached more 

than 100,000 in the late 16th century (Govor 2010).  In the 18th century, Europeans 

brought with them smallpox, measles, and other European diseases (Govor 2010: 1-20).  

Whalers and expeditions often characterized Marquesans as “a violent people” (Govor 

2010: 1-20), and rather than try to effectively communicate with Marquesans, they would 

use lethal force to quell any perceived opposition.  

 In 1774 Captain Cook murdered dozens of Marquesans who had been invited on 

his ship because they were not adhering to standard Western expectations.  This violence 

was justified as a way to “awe [Marquesans] into better behavior” (Dening 1995: 52).  In 

reality, Captain Cook and other Europeans had an advantage in the form of gunpowder, 

and, combined with intolerance for non-Western cultures and practices, this advantage 

resulted in tremendous devastation.  This episode is indicative of how most Europeans 

treated the islands: as volatile, aggressive, and lesser-than.  Because of the diseases in 
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combination with these attitudes, the Marquesas Islands saw an 80% decrease in 

population between 1880 and 1920, reducing the once-thriving island group to 4,000 total 

inhabitants (Grovor 2010: 150-160).   

 The genocide not only murdered thousands of Marquesans but also devastated 

their cultural heritage.  According to my conversations with artists, many forms of visual 

art, dance, and song were entirely lost or their meaning obscured as a result of the sharp 

population decrease.  There have been efforts to revive historic dances and practices; 

these revivals are largely based on a small collection of oral histories, passed down from 

one generation to the next and changing with each reiteration.  For cultural practices 

without direct reference in these oral histories, creativity and archival research have been 

important resources for reviving these art forms.  While the population has more than 

doubled in the past sixty years, currently, the total Marquesan population only stands at 

9,264 inhabitants in the entirety of the six inhabited Marquesas Islands (Gay 1994).  The 

memory of the cultural genocide has persisted throughout generations. 

 Distinct differences in culture, climate, and geography have led to an ideological 

schism between the Marquesas Islands and the rest of French Polynesia.  The islands 

have vastly different ecologies and geographies from the rest of French Polynesia.  

Perhaps the most visible difference, the islands have cliffs and rocky shores instead of 

sandy beaches.  While palm trees dot the valleys, the Marquesas Islands are particularly 

known for their high-altitude pine tree forests and ancient ferns.  The Marquesas Islands 

also have a drier climate and have fauna that varies slightly from the rest of the POM, 

including feral goats and horses, giant doves, and blue-eyed eels.  They also have 
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endemic bananas, birds, and fish that make not only the environment but also the cuisines 

distinct.   

 Although Marquesans have a distinct cultural and geographic context, Tahitians 

have largely controlled the POM’s government.  Marquesans largely feel that they are 

neglected and marginalized by the government on Tahiti.  For instance, Marquesan 

children must learn to fluently read, speak, and write Tahitian if they wish to go to high 

school at the only public school that serves the entire POM.  Marquesans also do not have 

adequate healthcare or services; all major hospitals are on Tahiti, and some more 

extensive treatments must be performed in Paris.  To address these and other inequalities, 

many Marquesans feel that they need a direct political relationship with the French 

government to find better solutions to meet their needs.  A smaller, yet vocal, group of 

Marquesans wish to break entirely with France.  While these ideas have gained traction 

with some Marquesan political leaders in the Assemblée, the Marquesan activists have 

not successfully obtained political independence in any form.  (“Polémique à Tahiti” 

2007) 

  

IV. Material Culture, Climate Change, and Tourism in the Marquesas Islands 

 During a winter 2016 field visit, the sellers at Le Marché Municipal in Pape‘ete, 

Tahiti placed goods on tables for tourists to buy.  French, American, and Japanese tourists 

meandered through the open-air market, combing through the black-pearl necklaces and 

decorative barkcloth as they searched for the perfect Polynesian souvenir.  As I watched 

them browse, a gallery owner spoke to me about how the yield of the pearls has changed 
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due to the warming waters, and, conversely, how the tourists’ demand for products that 

are created with local raw materials like black pearls has increased.  While Polynesian 

artists and sellers say they are happy to see their traditional material culture reclaimed 

and revalued, they are also concerned about the impending depletion of their islands’ 

natural materials.  

 This dissertation investigates how French Polynesians are redefining their 

material culture in response to economic changes and the consequences of anthropogenic 

climate change.  The processes of production of material culture or “tangible 

representations of a culture” (Lévi-Strauss 1963) provide a valuable lens through which 

to understand social and ideological change; in material objects like necklaces, political, 

economic, and environmental spheres converge and are reified.  Through changing 

ecologies and economies of French Polynesian material culture, I was able to observe 

how islanders are negotiating the rapid transformation of their environment, their 

livelihoods, and their sense of place — and how they externalize and inscribe their 

concerns onto materials like bark or wood. 

 The sale of material culture is a lucrative source of income in the French 

Polynesian tourism industry, and its revenue accounts for 85% of French Polynesia’s 

gross national product (Kahn 2011).  Advertisements aimed at tourists tout the natural 

beauty of the islands’ mountains, forests, wildlife, beaches, and coral-reefs (Kahn 2011; 

Kahn 2014).  Tourist companies like Tahiti Tourisme promote the idea that to visit Tahiti 

is to also experience its natural beauty, including its “majestic mountain peaks, turquoise 

waters, and white-sand beaches” (Tahiti Tourisme 2016; Kahn 2011).  A majority of 
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islanders now rely on tourism predicated on these pristine and unchanging beaches, and 

they seek out souvenirs that reflect these qualities.  Items made from local, natural 

resources like barkcloth, wood sculpture, vanilla, and black pearl remain the most 

popular tourist items.  Artists and those in the tourist trade increasingly contend with the 

fact that the extraction and use of these raw materials contributes to the destruction of 

natural resources in the French Polynesian islands and, ultimately, the postcard-perfect 

image of French Polynesia that is not only the source of the POM’s economic viability 

but also its sense of place. 

 Items that are considered indicative of the “traditional” material culture of the 

islands were collected by early European explorers in the 18th century, most notably 

during Captain Cook’s three voyages.  These objects are some of the earliest-known 

examples of art from the South Pacific.  Due to preservation challenges, other early 

objects made from organic materials did not survive.  From the pieces that do remain, 

researchers understand that Marquesan “traditional” material culture has changed 

dramatically over the past 100 years.  At the arrival of missionaries in the mid-19th 

century, Marquesans produced elaborately carved war clubs.  Items like barkcloth were 

produced solely for utilitarian purposes, such as clothing or menstrual pads; unlike 

barkcloth pieces from other areas of the South Pacific, they were left undecorated and 

sometimes even unfinished.  Once missionaries arrived, material culture took on new 

forms to respond to religious restrictions imposed on dress and cultural practices. For 

example, barkcloth, while still sporting Polynesian motifs, was made in European forms 

to cover more of the human body and meet European standards of modesty.  Barkcloth 
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was repurposed to cover Bibles, and tattooing was banned.  (Kooijman 1974) 

 After a wave of new commercial flights in the 1960s, French Polynesian Islands 

like Fatu Hiva demonstrated an interest in the economic potential of cultural practices, 

particularly the production of barkcloth, as a result of increasing tourist demand.  Popular 

images, like those from the Krusenstern Expedition, were introduced by French residents 

of the islands (Ivory, Personal Correspondence 2015).  The image, which is usually 

drawn in opaque black pigment, portrays a heavily-tattooed man standing with his back 

toward the viewer.  The man holds a skull in one hand and a spear in another.  Its image 

originates in a plate published by the 1804 Krusenstern Expedition, which was a Russian 

effort to circumnavigate the globe (Grovor 2010).  Barkcloth like this one is, therefore, a 

complex amalgamation of old and new, colonial and indigenous, and environment and 

culture. 

 The largest tourist market in capital, Le Marché Municipal, features Marquesan 

barkcloth alongside traditional Tahitian-produced crafts, like tifaifai quilted wall-hang-

ings and black pearl necklaces.  These objects are often mixed with foreign-made textiles, 

modern Hawaiian prints, and ukuleles, an instrument of Portuguese origin that, for many 

people, became synonymous with music from Hawaii and French Polynesia (Nidel 2004: 

312).  The markets do not differentiate between cultures or geographic origins, and 

tourists see this mélange as indicative of all Polynesian cultures.  Because most of the 

Tahitian economy relies on tourism, the sense of Tahitian and Marquesan material culture 

has changed and evolved as tourists’ expectations and conceptualizations coalesce with 

imaginaries of the past and new understandings of the Marquesan present (Kahn 2000). 
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 Goods, specifically tourist souvenirs, are a significant part of the economic sur-

vival of Marquesans.  Marquesans must meet tourists’ demand, whether it means produc-

ing more goods or images of a certain kind, to make a living.  However, with the rapidly 

changing climate, more Marquesans are experiencing challenges in sourcing raw materi-

als, which tourists consider essential to the Polynesian-ness of the product.   

 In Le Marché Municipal, which houses only stalls catering to tourists, tourists felt 

particularly uneasy with objects made from imported materials.  Some tourists even felt 

betrayed by shop owners who sold goods from outside of the POM.  One English tourist 

said that he felt “swindled” because he had discovered that he had bought a tiki made of 

wood sourced from Indonesia.  He said that he had wanted something that was made in 

the Marquesas from Marquesan wood.  When I spoke with the vendor later, she said that 

the artist with whom she collaborates had run out of wood from Tahiti and that she had 

selected the best alternative.  This example is one of many in which the authenticity of an 

art object is predicated upon its raw materials.  

V. Outline of Chapters 

 Chapter 2, titled “Marquesan Art As Social Agent,” will continue to look at the 

history of art in the Marquesas, placing art within its larger historical and contemporary 

economic and cultural contexts.  Contemporary Marquesan art, or material culture (here 

used interchangeably), provides a lens through which to understand artists’ relationships 

with the past and present.  Chapter 2 will ultimately question Gell’s theory of art as a 

social agent (1998) as I examine the role of art objects in the Marquesas Islands.  While I 
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agree with Gell’s argument that objects embody and act within social networks, I will 

argue that these contexts must be understood in conjunction with culturally specific 

aesthetics.  That is to say, Marquesans attach value to art in a way that combines social 

value and aesthetic value.  To do this, this chapter examines Marquesan art as an 

expression of aesthetics, political context, and social relationships. 

 Chapter 3, “Tourism and Economy in the Marquesas: La Danse des Dindes,” 

considers in depth the relationship between tourism and economic survival in the 

Marquesas Islands.  The economic realities of the Marquesas Islands result in inherent 

tensions; while the markers of tourism are a persistent and omnipresent reminder to 

Marquesans of deeply ingrained inequalities, Marquesans are innovators in finding new 

ways of forging a Marquesan identity in the wake of fast-growing change.  The “lived 

reality” (Lefebvre 1976) of Marquesans is a negotiation between the spaces of their 

cultural heritage and tourism.  This chapter specifically looks at the valuation of art as it 

materializes this nexus.  That is to say, contemporary Marquesan art serves as a material 

manifestation of how Marquesans today reconcile their relationship with the memories of 

their pre-colonial past, their colonial history, and their economic and cultural present. 

 Chapter 4 will consider the relationship between climate and art production in the 

Marquesas.  Art objects central to Marquesan cultural practices such as barkcloth and 

wood carving rely on raw materials that are increasingly becoming unavailable or are 

being legally protected by French laws.  This chapter will look at how these raw materials 

are sourced, what climate change means for the future of these raw materials, and how 

tourism changes relationships between Marquesans and the things that they produce.  
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This chapter will draw on data from documents discussing climate in the past ten years as 

well as interviews with long-time residents and artists. 
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CHAPTER 2: MARQUESAN ART AS SOCIAL AGENT 

I. Introduction 

 Material culture refers to the physical objects, resources, and spaces that people 

use to define their culture (Lévi-Strauss 1976: 10-11).  According to Alfred Gell in Art 

and Agency (1998), art objects, or pieces that have been designed for aesthetic appeal, fall 

into this category and are embedded within and made meaningful through systems of so-

cial actions.  Gell argues against an art historical approach that focuses on aesthetics; in-

stead, he suggests that art objects are not simply “whatever is treated as art by members 

of the institutionally recognized art world;” that is to say, they are not just “sign-vehicles” 

(5).  According to Gell, art is a “social agent” (7).  

 Gell’s anthropology of art investigates the symbolic function of art — the way 

that the artifact can do something, or have agency, in ways that organize the recipient’s 

actions in using and understanding it (7).  Art manifests the social relationships of its 

buyers, makers, and observers.  These objects are not just goods circulating in markets; 

they also embody, maintain, and create meaning.  While art objects can and do represent 

the reflexive relationships between objects and people, the concept of art as “social 

agent” focuses on the social relationships that surround and are embodied by the art; it 

does not account for how social networks operate in conjunction with culturally specific 

preferences that, together, give the object meaning and value.  
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 Contemporary Marquesan art is indicative of interwoven, reflexive social rela-

tionships, and art on the islands powerfully invokes artists’ and viewers’ relationships to 

their past, present, and future.  While the art made in the Marquesas Islands today takes 

many forms, including that of barkcloth and wood carving, they all have roots in historic 

art-making techniques, aesthetics, and practices.  This section seeks to understand what 

art embodies in the Marquesas to Marquesans; are Marquesan artists preserving an under-

standing of the past?  What role does the art serve in contemporary contexts?  How can 

we understand artists’ aesthetic choices?  And in what ways does contemporary art con-

vey a sense of place and identity?   

 I assert here that art-making in the Marquesas is inherently a political act; it ren-

ders the self, both communal and individual, in a social and political environment that 

otherwise seeks to unmake it.  At the same time, while Marquesan art is indeed a tangible 

manifestation of social relationships, art as an agent cannot be disentangled from a broad-

er network of contexts — physical, stylistic, historical, cultural, and political.  These con-

texts, particularly culturally specific aesthetic tastes, are vital to understanding how peo-

ple attach value(s) to art in different cultural contexts. 

II. Early Art in the Marquesas Islands: Technically Mystifying? 

 Art in the Marquesas is distinct in two ways.  Firstly, the art dramatically and 

abruptly changed in aesthetics and style during the middle of the 21st century.  Further, 

Marquesan art, whether made in the 19th or in the 21st century, has been markedly dis-

tinct from that of neighboring Polynesian cultures, including those of other French Poly-
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nesian islands.  These changes in aesthetic qualities can be attributed to an intermingled 

network of factors: distinct aesthetic preferences, a particular shared history, and a tourist 

market exacerbating the demand for culture-as-souvenir.  In this section, I will consider 

early Marquesan art to provide a context by which to frame artistic shifts. 

 Knowledge about Marquesan art made before European contact is limited.  Ar-

chaeological excavations, particularly those led by R.C. Suggs, have defined the prehis-

toric material culture as indicative of a complex, hierarchical society (Suggs 1961).  

However, due to the warm and humid temperatures of the islands, stone tool implements, 

such as fishing weights, poi pounders, remnants of stone structures, and a scattering of 

petroglyphs, account for most of the remaining archaeological materials.  While objects 

like fishing weights provide a glimpse into the practicalities of daily life for ancient Mar-

quesans, there are a few stone pieces, which are difficult to date, that give particular in-

sight into Marquesan ideologies.  One object is a bespectacled, smiling stone tiki standing 

in the woods near Atuona, Hiva Oa.  Suggs and others have guessed that this tiki is a rep-

resentation of an important ancestor or political figure (Suggs 1961), however, the tiki’s 

precise cultural significance remains shrouded in mystery.  Another, a series of petro-

glyphs near Hatihe’u, depicts two turtles and a fish.  These images have a clear connec-

tion to oral history in the present day; the turtle is a divine being that lives between the 

worlds of the living (on land) and the dead (in the sea).   
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Fig 2. The Smiling, Bespectacled Tiki near Atuona, Hiva Oa.  Symes. 2017. (Top) 
Fig. 3. Petroglyphs near Hatihe‘u, Nuku Hiva with outlined Turtle.  Symes. 2017.  

(Bottom) 
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 The archaeological research of the Marquesas Islands is not the focus of this dis-

sertation, but it is important to note several key contextual issues that have been impor-

tant in contemporary forms of art and art-making.  Significantly, before European con-

tact, the Marquesans did not have a writing system.  Marquesans did have an extensive 

oral tradition, versions of which survive today.  Due to the Marquesan genocide of the 

19th-century, many of these oral histories have been entirely lost or obscured.  Further-

more, archaeological excavations in the region were immediately deemed challenging 

because, as one early archaeologist summarized, “both the geographic conditions and the 

character of the native population are unfavorable” (Linton 1925:1-2).  Research about 

pre-colonial Marquesan material culture is, at best, incomplete and vague.  Much of our 

understanding of early Marquesan culture comes from European ships and expeditions.  

These expeditions resulted in collections of cultural materials and drawings and docu-

mentation of living people. 

 Early Marquesan pieces of barkcloth collected by 19th-century European explor-

ing expeditions and commercial ships differ tremendously from contemporary pieces.  

Several of these pieces were collected by the United States Exploring Expedition during 

their stop at the islands.  These objects are plain, beige-brown strips of cloth that have 

only become yellower in color due over time (E 2985-0).  Drawings and early pho-

tographs from these expeditions, including both the U.S. Exploring Expedition and the 

Krusenstern Expedition, align with these samples and did not feature any decorated bark-

cloth (Krusenstern 1813: Photo Lot 97; Wilkes 1844).   
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 Based on this documentation, academics and Marquesans believe that barkcloth 

made in the early Marquesas was always plain, undecorated, and rough.  Unlike most of 

the Polynesian cultures, Marquesan barkcloth was primarily utilitarian; the pieces were 

meant for use as loincloths, spare rags, or menstrual pads (Kooijman 1972).  This may be 

for two reasons.  Firstly, paper mulberry, which is the source of the bark, was hard to 

come by in parts of the Marquesas.  The Marquesas Islands have tremendously varied 

climates and topography, including deserts, canyons, and lush tropical forests, and this 

landscape leaves a limited amount of area for the paper mulberry to grow.  Secondly, 

there was a stronger tradition in other artistic endeavors, particularly wood- and stone-

carving as well as tattooing. 

 The Krusenstern Expedition produced perhaps the most important publications for 

the documentation of Marquesan art forms before French occupation.  The expedition 

was a Russian-funded effort to circumnavigate the globe between 1803 and 1806, which 

inevitably brought them to the islands of the South Pacific (Govor 2010; Krusenstern 

1813).  The ships made landfall in Nuku Hiva on May 7, 1804 and spent twelve days 

documenting the people on the island (Govor 2010; Krusenstern 1813).  The engravings, 

particularly those by expedition member and naturalist George Langsdorff, provide de-

tailed portraits of individuals and their belongings.  This expedition was responsible for 

the creation and publication of 60% of the 50-60 existing images of 19th-century Mar-

quesans (Ivory 2004: 126-130). Previous images of the Marquesas Islands focused on the 

landscape of the islands rather than the people.  What is unique about the Krusenstern 

images, however, is that they depict the objects and aesthetics of Marquesan daily life.   
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Fig. 4. “A Young Nuku Hivan Not Completely Tattooed.” George von Langsdorff, Voy-
ages and Travels in Various Parts of the World. 1813. 

 Some of these engravings are full-body portraits that comprehensively illustrate 

tattooing and items associated with status, like bone earrings, war clubs, and distinct hair-

styles (Krusenstern 1813).  Most notably, these images captured aspects of Marquesan 

material culture and aesthetics right before radical changes; the French gained political 

control of the islands 40 years after the arrival of the expedition.  Their exertion of politi-

cal control in conjunction with the arrival of missionaries as well as cheaper, mass-pro-

duced textiles from the West coerced the Marquesans to adopt European standards of per-

sonal style and dress.  After the departure of the Krusenstern Expedition, barkcloth’s pro-

duction sharply decreased (Sharrad 2007:136; Kooijman 1972:132-148), and Marquesans 

ceased producing barkcloth altogether by the conclusion of the 19th century (Sharrad 

2007:136).    

 Gell attempts to analyze this in Art and Agency, where he pays special attention to 

early Marquesan art (1998).  He argues that art should be understood within the social 
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relationships that they reinforce (170-219).  However, Gell makes several misconceptions 

about Marquesan art that render his analysis skewed.    

 To do so, Gell examines illustrations and documentation from Von den Steinen’s 

The Marquesaners and their art (1925) (see fig. 5).  The choice of this work is perplex-

ing; Von den Steinen produced engravings of Marquesans after the presence of Western 

missionaries were heavily rooted in the area, and instead of focusing on material culture, 

Von den Steinen documented Marquesan tattooing, which, due to its semi-permanent na-

ture, survived Christianity’s onslaught despite falling out of practice.  Gell looks specifi-

cally at reoccurring motifs in these tattoos as a way to demonstrate how Marquesan art 

maintains a stylistic unity.  He argues that these images have a stylistic unity that can be 

defined through a “principle of least difference,” meaning that each motif can be altered 

in a minor way to become another.  However, Gell seems to abide by rules that are incon-

sistently applied.  For instance, Gell famously asserts that certain forms in his diagrams 

are Marquesan, when they do not appear in documented forms at all (178).  Moreover, 

Gell fails to consider that small changes in form can be indicative of larger shifts in aes-

thetic choices.  He also conveniently fails to note more dramatic stylistic changes that do 

not support his argument. Given his principles of style, Gell would not be able to account 

for the seemingly spontaneous shift from plain barkcloth to decorative barkcloth.  
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Fig. 5. “Tattoos by Kahi Hanaupe.”  In Marquesans and their Art, vol. 1. By Von den 
Steinen. 1925. 

 Gell further argues that art invokes the boundaries and rules of the Marquesan sta-

tus system; that is to say, artworks act out social stratification.  He suggests that Marque-

san society is distinguished by genealogical strata, which are represented by differences 

in visual motifs.  Marquesan art materializes ideologies about social status in the Marque-

sas.  While art did, in fact, convey social status, Gell oversimplifies that Marquesan social 

system.  Gell conflates genealogy and political rank; instead, it was a combination of 

tapu, or “contagious sacredness,” and mana, individual prestige (Gell 1998: 157).  While 

he mentions them, Gell does not define these terms; however, tapu and mana are com-

plexly interrelated, and it is possible to have each in varying degrees.  For instance, tapu 

is a metaphysical, sacred spirituality that, for the safety of people, needs to be maintained 
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(Tapsell 1997: 323-374).  Mana, however, is defined through individual achievement or 

failure.  For example, an important person may have lost tapu because he was captured 

by a neighboring group, but he may retain mana because of past personal achievements.   

 Gell, however, linearly equates status with heritage, assuming that a person at one 

rank may have the same concerns as a person at a lower rank (202).  It is clear that Gell 

does not fully understand the nuances of the Marquesan social system, and Gell’s mini-

mal understanding of both Marquesan art’s form and function emphasizes his limited 

ethnographic evidence.  It suggests the idea that context and social networks cannot be 

easily distinguished from the art itself.  Tattooing, as demonstrated through Von den 

Steinen’s illustrations, in the Marquesas Islands demonstrates that both design and social 

significance are inherently important to understanding meaning. 

 Furthermore, Gell fails to address the implicit limitations in the work of Von den 

Steinen.  Von den Steinen, a physician and ethnographer, interpreted meaning through a 

Western lens, and his drawings illustrate tattoos devoid of context in an almost medical 

manner; Gell does not acknowledge Von den Steinen’s limitations in creating his draw-

ings and writing his observations, nor does he recognize Von den Steinen’s inherent bias-

es.  Von den Steinen did not speak the Marquesan language well at a time when few Mar-

quesans spoke fluent French.  Most importantly, Gell does not acknowledge that Marque-

san art, historically, has been entangled in a conversation not just between Marquesans, 

but also between outsiders and insiders.  Marquesan art is not just created for Marquesans 

but also the gaze of others. 
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 Moreover, Gell asserts that the disconnect between art production and the final 

product “mystifies” the art in the eyes of the viewer (Gell 1998: 68).  That is to say, art 

objects are designed to captivate their audience with their inexplicable forms.  Art objects 

do not need to be “technically mystifying” to convey meaning (68).  The artistic process-

es are inherent to the construction of meaning in Marquesan barkcloth and woodcarving.   

This chapter seeks to rectify Gell’s oversights, by collecting and prioritizing information 

about contemporary art from Marquesans themselves.  

III. The Technical Revival of Marquesan Material Culture 

 As previously discussed in Chapter 1, European outsiders nearly destroyed Mar-

quesan material culture and the Marquesans themselves.  Production nearly ceased, or art 

was made to reflect the ideologies of Western missionaries.  Many forms of art, including 

barkcloth, were lost altogether.  Then, abruptly, barkcloth and woodcarving reappeared in 

emerging tourist markets in the 1960s. 

 The University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology hous-

es two contemporary pieces of barkcloth, or tapa, from the island of Fatu Hiva, the most 

remote member of the Marquesas Islands.  Perhaps the most striking object of the two 

depicts the “tattooed man” (Object Number: 18026E).  The image, in a strong, black 

pigment, portrays a heavily tattooed man standing with his back toward the viewer.  His 

hair is pulled into two slick buns, and he wears nothing except for earplugs.  He carries a 

skull in one hand and a spear in another, and his realistic image stands in stark contrast to 

the abstract, geometric faces surrounding his figure.  While the abstract images are remi-
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niscent of earlier Marquesan carving motifs found on petroglyphs and tikis around the 

island, the tattooed man originates from a plate found in the publications of the Krusen-

stern Expedition. 

 The “tattooed man” and “the young Nuku Hivan” are the two most important im-

ages repeated and reimagined in Marquesan contemporary art today.  Originally, they 

were reproduced in publications about the Marquesas, particularly ethnological texts 

about tattooing in the South Pacific (see: Von den Steinen 1925: 30, 40, 175).  These im-

ages were largely unavailable to the general Marquesan public; the publications were 

originally printed in Europe, and the books, as far as I have been able to discover, were 

not immediately brought to the Marquesas Islands.  Nevertheless, the tattooed portraits 

have been replicated and assigned new meaning through its rendering on barkcloth, 

posters, mugs, and even, as I saw in one household, on bedsheets. 

 Painted barkcloth in the Marquesas is a relatively new phenomenon.  This re-

newed interest in barkcloth production and a shift in aesthetic choice coincided with an 

increased demand for art in the tourist art market (Ivory 1999).  In the 1950s, a French 

man named Jo Reus brought historical images from early sources to the Marquesans 

(Ivory 2015).  These images included illustrations from the Krusenstern Expedition, and 

they quickly became popular subjects in Marquesan art pieces (Grovor 2010).  Another 

popular image of a woman grinding poi was painted by a French woman, Anne Sardo, 

and it was liked so much by local artisans that a design was created especially for their 

tapa.  Interestingly, all of the original images were created by Europeans. 
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 I met with several makers of Marquesan barkcloth in Hana Vave, Fatu Hiva.  I 

was brought to one particular house by one of the pension employees.  The heat was op-

pressive as we walked steeply uphill along a dirt road.  We opened a metal gate into a 

carefully swept yard complete with banana trees and a cow tethered to a large tree.  A 

middle-aged woman with graying hair sat on her concrete porch at a table, carefully 

painting in black on a fresh piece of barkcloth when I approached.  She had been painting 

for over thirty years, and she said that she practiced this art primarily for personal satis-

faction.  She laughed and joked that it was a way to get some quiet away from her hus-

band and kids.  In discussing the artwork with the women who make the art, I asked par-

ticularly about her choice in design, which was a version of Langsdorff’s tattooed man.  

She showed me several of her designs, which hung in her home, featuring a range of im-

ages associated with European drawings. 

 I asked, “Pourquoi tu as choisi des images qui ont été créées par les français? 

[why have you chosen images made by French people?]” 

 She stated, simply, “Je les aime. [I like them.]” 

 Her answer was similar to that of other artists with whom I spoke.  For her and 

other women, the choice of Marquesan images was largely aesthetic.  She liked the idea 

of a strong Marquesas Islands, one before the genocide, when both the culture and people 

were wealthy and powerful.  She wished to convey those sentiments through her work, 

which featured bold, black lines and exaggerated the muscular figure of the man.  She 

and other women felt that their choices should reflect these qualities, that part of their 

role was to convey the continued strength of the Marquesans.  None of the women felt 
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that using these images, which have colonial origins, were in some way detrimental to 

their intended meaning; these images, to them, had been resignified to represent their cul-

tural and personal strength. 

 Gell recognizes the inherent danger in relying on aesthetics to understand the sig-

nificance of art.  To him, this method disregards the social contexts in which they were 

created and oversimplifies the art’s value.  Gell’s methodological approach relies on “tak-

ing an attitude of resolute indifference towards the aesthetic value of works of art — the 

aesthetic value that they have, either indigenously, or from the standpoint of universal 

aestheticism” (Gell 1992:42).  While some contemporary art objects in the Marquesas 

Islands do have secondary agency and need to be understood primarily as a social agent, 

imagery on contemporary barkcloth must also be understood as the result of particular 

aesthetic decisions.  Despite having origins in a colonial past, images like the tattooed 

man have been re-signified by Marquesans and have taken on new meanings as a result 

of these aesthetic choices. 

 Contemporary art in the Marquesas also has encompassed a desire to convey a 

sense of place.  The art is made on the islands, and it depicts animals, peoples, ideas, and 

things that are important to those people on the islands.  The art of the Marquesas Islands 

appears to use readily available materials, all of which are plant-based materials, and all 

of which are locally-sourced.  As a result, the type of materials used is almost as impor-

tant as the imagery itself. 

 Perhaps the most significant raw material is the tamanu tree, which has been an 

important raw material for art and products for centuries.   Prior to the arrival of mission-
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aries, the Marquesans saw the tamanu tree as sacred, planting it along the sides of the 

marae, or sacred spaces akin to temples.  Some of these trees can still be seen standing 

next to marae today.  As a respected woman with an encyclopedic knowledge of her cul-

tural history stated, the tamanu trees next to marae served an important spiritual purpose; 

they offered a place of shelter and observation for the gods during ritual ceremonies.  The 

leaves offered practical uses too; leaves that are crushed can be used as a poison.  A fish-

erman would spread the crushed leaves in a particular fishing area, and the leaves poison 

the fish.  This type of fishing has since been outlawed by the French government for en-

vironmental reasons, but it is still occasionally practiced when the gendarme is out of 

sight. 

 Furthermore, the tamanu tree has been an important resource for Marquesan mate-

rial culture.  Tamanu wood has been used to create sculptures, clubs, canoes, and staffs in 

both historic and contemporary Marquesan culture.  The dried seeds have also been 

carved either as decorative items or are then strung on necklaces worn by locals and 

bought by tourists.  Near Taipivai village on Nuku Hiva, I purchased a carved tamanu 

seed.  This style appears to be particular to the Marquesas Islands; I have not found simi-

lar versions on the other island groups, nor have I seen imported examples in Pape‘ete.  

The seed depicts the face of a tiki with Marquesan designs on the back, including a spider 

web.  The seed is meant to stand alone as a small tiki, although sometimes similar designs 

are strung on necklaces. 
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Fig. 6. Carved tamanu seed from Taipivai. Symes. 2017. 

 Other popular raw materials include bone, rosewood, ironwood, paper mulberry, 

pandanus, and oyster shells.  All of these materials are found growing naturally through-

out the Marquesas Islands.  Most artists I spoke to found the items themselves, either 

working with local authorities to collect restricted items or scavenging for these items on 

their own.  The vast majority of artists with whom I spoke collected their materials while 

in the Marquesas Islands.  One artist, a woodcarver, said that he collected his rosewood 

samples from the crews that maintained the concrete roads.  Often, they would have to 

trim branches, sometimes on properties owned by other individuals, and they would de-

posit the felled branches in his yard. 

 Property in the Marquesas is, by comparison to French standards, fluid; while a 

sense of ownership over certain items, like fruits, animals, and buildings, is clear, inedi-

ble plant material seems to fall into a different kind of category.  As one farmer and local 

businessman on Nuku Hiva stated,  

“C’est difficile de trouver quelque chose à manger.  Si tu as une petite plantation, 
tout est plus facile.  T’as de l’argent à dépenser pour des autres choses impor-



 of 47 137
tantes.  Tu ne peux pas prendre les fruits d’une autre personne sans lui payer. La 
nourriture est de l’argent.” 
[“It’s difficult to find something to eat.  If you have a small farm, everything is 
easier.  You have some money to spend on other important things.  You cannot 
take fruit from another person without paying him.  Food is money.”] 

 Food is valuable.  You cannot take food because food is exorbitantly expensive 

and difficult to obtain.  Everything sold in stores is expensive on the Marquesas islands, 

including art-making materials; this is because all products must be shipped every few 

weeks by either the Aranui or Toporo depending on the weather.  A typical restaurant 

meal for one person may cost roughly 17 or 18 USD, and everyday objects, like books, 

are rarely below 15 USD.  With limited incomes, many people would not be able to af-

ford imported materials.  The choice of foraged plant matter is a practical one; people 

who lack artistic interests are willing to share it for no cost, and it is readily available on 

the islands.  It requires skill to turn a raw material with little value into something that has 

symbolic and economic value. 

 More significantly is that most artists choose to use materials from the Marquesas 

as an important tool to connect to their sense of place.  Marquesan mythology is intimate-

ly connected to the landscape and seascape; deities and animistic spirits are embedded in 

the animals, trees, and mountains that surround the villages.  Marquesans combine this 

belief in spirits with Christianity in unconventional and deeply personal ways.  For in-

stance, one woman said that she would talk to the breadfruit trees that she had planted in 

her garden.  She would say “bonjour!” or soothe the trees if they experienced some tur-

moil, such as fallen branches or disease.  The trees, which stood tall in the back of her 
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land, had been planted on top of the placentas from the births of each of her children.  

They had grown over three decades and had green, spiky fruit underneath wide leaves.  

She believed that the vitality of the trees was indicative of the health of her family and 

that the more fruit it produced, the more good fortune she felt that her family would re-

ceive.  Meanwhile, she was a devout protestant, and despite the church’s teachings 

against false idols, she combined both her belief that her surroundings were actors in her 

family with her belief in the church.   

 The environment and its contents are viewed as deeply inherent to the well-being 

and identity of Marquesans.  As one artist from Tahuata emphatically stated in English, “I 

use materials from the Marquesas because it is where I am from.”  Many artists reiterated 

this statement, mentioning that they had personally cultivated their materials or had ideo-

logical significance in the past.  One artist  said that she had once made a necklace of 1

dolphin teeth that she had collected from naturally deceased dolphins because they con-

veyed power according to Marquesan legends.  By making art from the plants and objects 

around them, Marquesans are asserting their sense of ownership over their landscape; 

they are demonstrating their connection to the landscape as well as the landscape’s con-

nection to their culture. 

 The landscape influences Marquesan contemporary art as much as the Marque-

sans create it; Marquesans derive meaning from what they see around them, and this 

meaning becomes integral to their sense of self and identity.  Marquesans imprint their 

 This artists asked to only be described in vague terms.  Dolphin-hunting is illegal in French 1

Polynesia, and this artist was fearful of legal repercussions.
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ideologies onto the landscape and materialize them through art (Lefebvre 1972).  As a 

result, art forms, such as carved tamanu seeds or barkcloth, are projections of cultural 

projects, or the external demonstrations of “meta-commentaries for the participants with-

in a culture” (Conquergood 2013:19).  That is to say, Marquesan art is an inconstant and 

evolving product of how people understand the world around them.   

 As Gell suggests, art objects and landscapes work in concert with people as they 

reproduce social ideologies.  As a result, objects, including art and art-like objects, are 

actors and exhibit agency in the social world; that is to say, things shape human social 

and geographical landscapes and vice versa.  Marquesan art is both representative of so-

cial relationships and ideologies which manifests as a particular set of aesthetic prefer-

ences. 

 Contradicting Gell, Marquesan art does not need to be “mystifying technically” to 

be effective (1998: 68); artists and viewers alike are intimately familiar with the resources 

and production processes that went into creating the art.  Instead, the art’s meaning is 

rendered through its production, from the selection of unique Marquesan raw materials to 

the pounding of the i’e.  Marquesan art is, instead, mystifyingly technical. 

IV. Contemporary Art: Art as an Expression of Violence 

 In addition to serving as an important connection between geography, landscape, 

and culture, contemporary art in the Marquesas negotiates a complex and certainly diffi-

cult relationship with the islands’ colonial past.  In reconciling with this violent past and 
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its challenging present, Marquesan art creates and reproduces a sense of cultural identity 

and iconography around which cultural ideologies can be sustained.   

 Marquesan art has become a visual manifestation of how people have rendered 

their identities in the face of overt and covert violence (Garver 1968: 817-822).  Art al-

lows for space by which people can assert their presence — their ideologies and aesthetic 

choices.  The art itself and the act of art-making in the Marquesas are in themselves radi-

cal and political.  Furthermore, Marquesan contemporary art has also become an impor-

tant medium of protest, re-rendering European and non-European images in Marquesan 

forms that perpetually question the status quo. 

 Perhaps the most poignant example of this, the Marquesan flag, was rendered in 

1980 during the height of the Marquesan independence movement as a protest against 

French colonialism.  The image, which features the face of a bespectacled tiki, is reminis-

cent both of the ancient stone-carving on Hiva Oa and historical tattooing practices.  The 

flag, which is a Western political tool, was re-rendered using Marquesan imagery to re-

assert their power.  It was first raised at the Nuku Hiva airport, which is the first space 

that most tourists to the Marquesas Islands see.  This choice was intentional; the open-air 

airport is surrounded by nothing (quite literally) as far as the eye can see except for 

brown grass and red dirt.  There are no buildings, save for a building for airport workers, 

and there are no obvious roads.  Visitors who arrive must leave the plane on the tarmac 

and walk over to the airport entrance, and there is only a small building to distract them 

from the brightly colored flag.  Upon my arrival at the airport, I immediately noticed the 

flag’s tiki staring at down me from above the entrance as I de-boarded the plane.   
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Fig. 7. The Marquesan Flag.  Wikipedia Commons. 2018. 

 I spoke to one middle-aged airport worker about it after he unloaded the baggage 

from the plane.  This man works at the airport and lives next to it, spending almost all of 

his time in the desolate area.  It was hot and sunny in the mid-afternoon, and he was tired; 

he was clearly not in the mood to entertain questions from random tourists.  In French, I 

asked him about the placement of the flag and remarked on its imagery.  He spoke to me 

in English, stating, “it reminds you hao’e [outsider] that this is not yours; you come here, 

but this island is ours.”  He left rather abruptly.  The flag is an assertion of Marquesan-

ness; it reminds people, particularly the French, that, though this territory is politically 

managed by a Western country, the Marquesans’ presence and culture are omnipresent. 
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 The tattooed man has not just become a source of aesthetic pleasure, it is also 

used to signify “anti-Europeanness."  I saw this symbol throughout the islands, including 

at the cultural museum on Hiva Oa.  The museum is a small, one-room space, and it is 

not regularly open to the public; usually one has to go to the nearby school to request a 

key.  As schools were not in session at the time of my visit, I had to borrow a key from a 

professional guide.  The inside, which is hot and musty, is filled to the brim with contem-

porary art and reproductions of older art.  There was one piece that I could not miss: it 

was a large cloth, the size of a bedsheet, with the image of a tattooed man stenciled in 

black.  I could not find any description and later had to ask the guide, Nick, for more in-

formation. 

 Nick said that the tattooed man is everywhere: on bedsheets, on drapes, on deco-

rations in people’s cars.  “He is a man that nobody will mess around with.  That is why 

people like him.  And he is not European.  He reminds us of our past, but he also helps us 

think of our future.”  The image is aspirational and ideal; it shows a Marquesan man who 

is healthy, strong, and powerful.  Moreover, the man turns his back to the European artist. 

The literally and figuratively image pushes against Western influence, suggesting that, 

Marquesans do not need the trappings of Western culture, politics, and economics in or-

der to have a healthy and powerful future. 

 Marquesan religious imagery also re-signifies images in new, political ways, often 

actively protesting against the Europeanness of Catholicism.   For example, wood carv-

ings have become important centerpieces in Marquesan churches and cathedrals.  The 

Notre Dame Cathedral in Taiohae, Nuku Hiva is one such example of an integration of 
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both Marquesan iconography and art-making practices with that of European Catholic 

traditions.  The cathedral itself was originally constructed in the mid-19th-century on 

what Marquesans considered to be sacred ground.  Missionaries selected this particular 

land to demonstrate that their god and their beliefs were far stronger than indigenous reli-

gious beliefs; the missionaries could inhabit the sacred land, which would be considered 

tapu, a Marquesan word Anglicized to taboo, and demonstrate that they would suffer no 

consequences.  By this logic and by force, many Marquesans worshiped the more power-

ful deity. 

 The first cathedral was completed in the late-19th-century, but it deteriorated and 

was replaced by a newer cathedral between 1973 and 1977.  While the new cathedral’s 

architecture retains some elements of the older structure, the interior has been completely 

redesigned with new religious art.  Most particularly, the rosewood and tamanu carvings 

in the cathedral are striking.  Damien Haturau was commissioned to create the stations of 

the cross.  Made of local tamanu trees, several stations feature uniquely Marquesan im-

agery; the first station depicts Jesus praying at the Mount of the Breadfruit, as opposed to 

the typical European image of Jesus at the Mount of Olives. 

 I initially went to Notre Dame with two Swedish tourists from the pension at 

which I was staying.  The cathedral itself is built on an old marae platform made of 
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Fig 8. (left) “Jesus carrying breadfruit in the arms of the Virgin Mary.”  Church of Taipi-
vai, Nuku Hiva.  Symes. 2018. 

Fig 9. (right) “Jesus Praying at the Mount of the Breadfruit.”  Notre Dame Cathedral, 
Taoiha‘e, Nuku Hiva.  Symes. 2018. 

volcanic rock, which is still visible today.  The first missionaries deliberately chose to 

build on an old worship space; marae were taboo, and to show that the Catholic god was 

more powerful than the concept of taboo, they erected their church there.  The gate opens 

up onto this open-air platform.  The gate itself was a part of the original church before its 

construction.  It is stone and features two rather ominous, weathered bell towers.  There is 

a large roofed worship space to the left of the marae which also contains the stations of 

the cross.   

 One European tourist I encountered found the Jesus Praying at the Mount of the 

Breadfruit (fig. 9) to be charming; she said in English, “Of course!  They don’t have olive 

trees here, so they must have replaced it with something they know!”  However, this 
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statement was based on a romanticization of Marquesan culture as “simple” and “idyllic.”  

What the tourist failed to recognize was that Marquesans do conceptualize things with 

which they do not have immediate experience.  The artist, Haturau, chose to feature a 

breadfruit tree.  This particular piece has a more poignant message than that assumed by 

the tourist; it is a radical, visual reclaiming and redefining of the religion that has so dras-

tically reshaped the course of their material culture.   

 Tattooing has also been an art of protest for Marquesans.  At the turn of the 20th-

century, the French government placed a ban on tattooing, which was inconsistent with 

Catholic beliefs.  Prior to the ban, both men and women had been tattooed at significant 

periods throughout their lives, with the first tattoo given at puberty.  Often these tattoos 

were important parts of ceremonial and social life.  For example, the shaman would tattoo 

boys during a secret puberty ritual.  Tattoos often communicated social status and accom-

plishments.  (Ellis 2012; Gell 1993; Ivory 2015) 

 In response to this ban, one Marquesan man named Moa-e-tahi had these words 

tattooed on his arm: “Kahau nee atua Ioava! Ii kehu, ahi veu; vave te etua!”  This rough-

ly translated means “You are invited to follow God!  He is ash, the flames are wet!  Hurry 

to the gods!”  He used the recently-introduced Roman alphabet to permanently proclaim 

his dissatisfaction with the ban and, subsequently, his dissatisfaction with the missionar-

ies through a method that is a deeply-embedded part of the Marquesan culture.  Not only 

is it clear that Moa-e-tahi possessed a sense of sardonic humor, but like Haturau and the 

barkcloth makers of Fatu Hiva, he utilized an older, culturally-significant art form to 
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make a defiant statement about his present. Moa-e-tahi made tattooing radically political 

as well as social.  (Ellis 2012: 24-26). 

 Barkcloth iconography like the “tattooed man” and “Jesus carrying a breadfruit” 

are not simply replications.  As Susie, a Nuku Hivan artist told me, reviving and reimag-

ining old artistic practices is not necessarily about recreating the past, but reasserting 

one’s being in the present.  She stated, “We feel a connection with our ancestors by reviv-

ing these practices, but we also create art for us.”  They create a sense of community 

through art, using materials as a way to visually define their communal identity and cope 

with tremendous change.   Marquesan artists see art, whether tattooing, wood carving, or 

barkcloth, as vital in defining oneself in a social and economic environment where the 

French remain dominant through cultural imperialism and political power.  

 Marquesan contemporary art is not simply a replication of a particular vision of 

history, but these pieces also indicate a particular, perhaps hopeful, vision of the future.  

They demonstrate that a reclaiming of the past in ways that are ubiquitously Marquesan.  

Artists use Marquesan tools to recreate and sculpt images about Marquesans, remaking 

them as their own.  Art is a form of protest, whether it be explicit like Moa-e-tahi’s tattoo 

or more subtle like Jesus in the Breadfruit trees.  Marquesans redefine themselves around 

art in the face of metaphysical and corporeal hardship and adversity. 

V. Conclusion: Production and Aesthetics 

 Marquesan art is a social agent, but it is not just a social agent.   In considering 

contemporary art objects like barkcloth and wood carving, Marquesan art objects repre-
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sent the nexus between the people, their ideologies and belief systems, and their political, 

social, and ecological environments.  They are the material manifestations of particular 

beliefs about their island, history, and future.  Marquesan contemporary art not only 

serves to solidify and visualize these beliefs, but it also perpetuates them; it pushes 

against outsider notions of what it means to be Marquesan and reasserts an identity and a 

vision of the future that Marquesans have created and held. 

 Moreover, Marquesan art objects are laced with multiple meanings, for both the 

outsider and the insider.  In the case of any of carving juxtaposing Christ with a bread-

fruit, the breadfruit signals a political message to Marquesans and a different message to 

outsiders.  The way these meanings are “indexed” (Gell 1998) is dependent upon the con-

text and actors to which it is conveyed. 

 At the same time, Marquesan art complicates the notion that art is primarily a so-

cial agent.  The very properties that Gell expressly excludes from his theory — aesthetics 

and production —- are integral to understanding Marquesan art.  For Gell, an anthropo-

logical analysis of art prioritizes only “social relationships” (1998: 4).  On one hand, 

these pieces are inextricable from their ability to traverse cultural contexts, political and 

social constraints, and geographic territory (Helmreich 2009:150).  On the other hand, the 

social meanings of their art are also rooted in culturally-specific aesthetic choices and 

production processes; Marquesan is as much the result of sensory or technical choices as 

it is social networks.  
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CHAPTER 3: TOURISM AND ECONOMY IN THE MARQUESAS: LA DANSE DES 

DINDES 

I. Introduction: Culture as Commodity 

 Tourism accounts for 80% of the gross national product of French Polynesia, and 

with over 38,000 tourists visiting per year (Tahiti Tourisme 2017), the effect of tourism is 

immediately visible to onlookers.  A brief walk around the center of Pape‘ete will reveal 

offices for dive excursions, ferries, car rental companies, tour groups, and air travel agen-

cies.  At one end of Pape‘ete is Place Vaiete, which is a park along the harbor and is sepa-

rated from the city by the Boulevard Pomare.  On the other side of the boulevard, there 

are only a few blocks of commercial buildings before the roads wind up the mountains 

into residential neighborhoods.  At one end of the harbor, there is the ferry terminal, 

which sends boats with tourists and locals multiple times per day to the neighboring is-

land of Mo‘orea.  On the other end is the Maison de la Culture, Pā‘ōfa‘i Gardens, and the 

Robert Wan Pearl Museum, all of which attract tourists.  All along the harbor, there are 

yachts, sailboats, and cruise ships docked, bringing hundreds and sometimes thousands of 

visitors per day. 

 Boats at dock advertise fishing or scuba excursions and provide numbers to call 

for bookings.  There were six car rental services within walking distance of the city cen-

ter and another six at the airport, which will bring cars when tourists call from the tourist 

office near Place Vaiete.  Air Tahiti and Air France have outposts with large signs over-

looking busy intersections.  There are also a dozen hotels and an ever-changing assort-

ment of AirBnB listings in the city.  There were even the recognizable shells of older, de-
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funct hotels, like the Hotel Kon Tiki, that have been abandoned and subsequently graffi-

tied.  The principle tourist market, Le Marché Municipal, was in the center of the city, 

near the Notre Dame cathedral.  There were also countless souvenir shops dotting every 

street, selling everything from pearl necklaces to postcards of Polynesian men carrying 

baskets of fruit.   

 Tourists, much like myself, wandered around the city in visors and Bermuda 

shorts, some clutching a camera or their travel purse.  They went from tourist shop to 

tourist shop, sometimes stopping for a quick lunch at one of the cafés that line the area.  

Some tried to haggle prices, not knowing that Tahitians generally consider haggling ex-

ceptionally rude.  I enjoyed afternoons in Pape‘ete at the café in the ferry terminal, where 

I could write notes and watch the boats go to Mo‘orea with an espresso or a cold Hinano, 

the French Polynesian beer label.  There, I watched champagne-imbibing honeymooners 

talk about which resorts they were headed to in Bora Bora or Taha'a, and I observed kha-

ki-clad retirees poring over maps with their guides.  Pape‘ete is a launching point for the 

rest of the French Polynesian islands, and all of the tourists were eager to move to their 

next destination. 

 Even in the Marquesas Islands, which annually welcome just 3% of the tourists 

that arrive in Tahiti, the effects of tourism are equally as visible in just wandering around 

the islands.  The center of Taioha‘e in Nuku Hiva hugs the bay and is home to the largest 

port in the Marquesas Islands.  The town reveals similar visual markers; there is one ho-

tel, several pensions, roads, restaurants, and many small tour group offices and agencies.  

Most of these businesses can be found right along the beachfront road.  The variation in 
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and numbers of tourism-driven establishments contrast against the three, nearly identical 

convenience stores, hospital, two churches, and two local food stands.  Along the shore-

line, the services that exist for tourists greatly outnumber the services specifically for lo-

cals.  Town centers throughout the Marquesas Islands, particularly those with airports or 

ports, serve largely as economic hubs. 

 Given that the economy is visibly and spatially centered around tourism, most res-

idents of the Marquesas Islands are directly or indirectly connected to the tourism econ-

omy.  This connection is most visible when cruise ships dock in the bay or at the pier.  

During a February 2018 field visit, the Aranui and the Oceania both arrived in port at 

Taioha'e in the middle of the night.  The Aranui docked at the pier, but the Oceania was 

so large that it had to anchor in the center of the bay.  Its eight stories dwarfed the entire 

town, and its residents had to be ferried to the shore in lifeboats.  Roughly 1,400 tourists 

in total descended upon the island over 2 hours, nearly doubling the population of the 

town for a mere 12 hours.  While the arrival of two ships at once was an atypical event, 

these large cruise ships have begun arriving with increased frequency, sometimes as 

much as 3 times per year.   

 At the time of their arrival, I was residing in a small pension on an overlook 

above the old stone prison and the pier on the East side of the bay.  My room had a patio 

with a lounge chair that looked directly out onto the bay, and I had a clear view of every-

thing happening both along the shore and in the bay itself, from a gigantic statue of a 

Marquesan man in front of the dock to my left and the rest of the town outstretching to 

the right.  Around 8 am, I could see small lifeboats start to ferry passengers from the 
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Oceania to the dock.  Passengers descended to shore to be met with music and dancing, 

which I could hear clearly from my room.  I decided to wander to breakfast before head-

ing to the dock myself to view the spectacle. 

 In pensions, guests are expected to dine with their hosts and the other guests at 

least once per day.  At my pension the communal meal was breakfast, and on this day, I 

noticed that the pension hosts, a family of a married man and woman and their three chil-

dren, were missing.  Marie, the housekeeping staff at the pension, and I had become 

friendly, and I would often ask her innocuous questions about the pension operation.  She 

came to serve breakfast, and I asked her where they had all gone. 

 She said that the tourism board had phoned everyone who had a 4x4 car to take 

tour groups for the day.  She turned to the French tourists also staying at the pension to 

tell them that they should hike to Baie Collette [Ha‘atupo] for the day as there would be 

no guided tours available.  From my porch, I could see every single available pickup 

truck gather at the pier in a lot by the prison, waiting for tourists to pile in for an island 

excursion.  For an island with three main roads, it was an astonishing sight to see forty 

vehicles gather in one location and then motor up the Airport Road in the direction of 

Taipivai or the peak of Mount Muake.  Owners of pensions were busy moonlighting as 

tour guides, restaurants that otherwise might be closed opened specifically for the lunch 

meal, and grocery stores ran out of bottled water and ice cream bars by noon.  When the 

hotels and docks are at full occupancy, nearly everyone on the island would work in 

tourism either full- or part-time.  
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 For example, Tom, a resident of Taioha‘e who primarily ran a small pension, 

would also farm his land and hunt for income.  If he had spare time, he would take visi-

tors out on boat tours to more secluded beaches.  He considered himself the head of his 

household, and he earned the most income for his family.  Meanwhile, his wife Hina 

worked cleaning the pension and also cooked for a Snack, a type of casual, fast-food 

restaurant, that also supplies pre-packaged Marquesan meals to tours.  Their relatively 

young children, Jacques, Scheherazade, and Maeva, were involved in the tourist econo-

my; Jacques, aged 18, provided contract car tours to tourists, which were arranged 

through their pensions.  Scheherazade, aged 17, was a receptionist at the only hotel, and 

Maeva was going to high school on Tahiti to learn English to accommodate the ever-in-

creasing number of American tourists.  Even relatives beyond the nuclear family were 

involved in the industry; an uncle named Michel spent extra time sculpting wood for the 

collective art center shop, and an aunt Laure helped take care of the farm when he was 

away.  His mother Mina helped with the Nuku Hiva dance group, which booked most of 

its gigs greeting incoming boats full of tourists at the pier. 

 Another family on Hiva Oa divided its time in similar ways.  The main breadwin-

ners and heads of the extended family household were two brothers Riki and Ron who 

ran their own tourist company that provided both boat and car tours.  They began their 

business out of economic necessity; both brothers were university-educated but could not 

find work on the island.  They decided that the only way to make money and support 

their families was to participate in the tourist economy.  Both brothers’ wives also helped 

cook for their excursions, and the older sons went along to assist with the boat.  The rest 



 of 63 137
of the family, including the parents of the brothers and several aunts, cousins, and uncles, 

were dependent on the income from these tours.  Through the tourism industry, the broth-

ers were able to claim a high position in the social hierarchy of both their family and the 

island in general.  Many people, including the owners of the pension at which I was stay-

ing, spoke highly of their accomplishments. 

 Riki’s wife, Anna, and I became good friends.  We would frequently meet up for a 

Hinano on a mutual friend’s rooftop after long weekend excursions.  During one cool 

evening, Anna stated in English, “He [my husband] has the economic power; while he is 

generous, he ultimately decides who gets what.”  Anna, who is neither French Polynesian 

nor a French citizen, cited an example of visiting her family members in Southeast Asia; 

instead of arranging for extra trips to visit her family outside of her visa requirements, her 

husband instead decided to purchase more equipment for his growing tourism business.  

Her needs were considered less significant than those of the husband, whose status as 

primary breadwinner took most importance.  While she did express that she deeply 

missed her family, she recognized that her husband had gained more respect in the com-

munity from his economic participation in the tourism economy.  Ultimately, success in 

business, for her, equated to power and control. 

 Tourism is not only an integral part of how people make money and economically 

support themselves, but it also provides a structure around which Marquesans organize 

their social lives.  People organize their socialization to correspond with tours; often, 

guides will visit family members and friends while simultaneously showing visitors 

around the island.  Cruise ship docking also serves as reunions, as people use the wait 
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before the first water taxi arrives to socialize with friends from other villages.  Family 

members partially define their social roles and intra-familial status based on their position 

within the tourist economy.  While many Marquesans fill niches in tourism because those 

are the only jobs that are readily available, these occupations have become woven into 

the social fabric of the island.  For these Marquesans, economic capital directly increases 

to social, cultural, and symbolic capital, which, in turn, maintains and reproduces eco-

nomic capital.  Those Marquesans who can succeed in the tourist industry have acquired 

enough capital, in diverse forms, to exert some degree of power and control over their 

surrounding environment. 

 Tourism has also shaped what products are available for purchase.  Even grocery 

stores cater to Western palates, offering French products like Président butter, which ap-

peal particularly to European yacht crews and pension residents.  Having limited finan-

cial resources during my fieldwork, I spent a lot of time visiting grocery stores or “maga-

sins” on these islands to try to find the cheapest meals.  These stores did not have any or 

little fresh produce, but they did have prepared lunches, inexpensive baguettes, and lots 

and lots of non-perishable items.  The casse-croûtes (baguette sandwiches) and lunch 

trays were prepared early in the morning, and the vendor would set up on the porches of 

the magasins.  By 9 am on weekdays, they would run out of supplies, and all that would 

be left were non-perishable foods. 

 Taioha’e, Nuku Hiva is a particularly popular stop for yachts as they cross the Pa-

cific.  I liked stopping at Magasin Larson, located along the bay near Notre Dame cathe-

dral because it was dark and gloomy and did not attract too many people.  It was the least 
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expensive grocery store in the town, and so it attracted many young yachties.  One morn-

ing, I saw a yacht crew of young Swedish women in the store with wheelbarrows full of 

food.  I asked them what they were buying.  They had purchased items like tubs of Prési-

dent butter, Prince cookies, some digestifs, Coca-Cola products, jams, and lots of wine to 

take with them to their yacht.  They had completely ignored the hot rice and banana 

lunches and Mo‘orea-produced Rotui fruit juices; none of the items that they had pur-

chased were made anywhere in French Polynesia. 

 Art, however, has been the most affected by the tourist industry.  The style of art 

directly affects the sales of the product, and to sell, the product must comply with 

tourists’ understandings and imaginaries of what Marquesan art should look like.  Rapid-

ly increasing tourism and growing restrictions on endangered materials have made art 

production processes more complicated; artists are turning to power tools and imported 

raw materials to meet growing demand. 

 In this chapter, I will consider how the visible, tangible, and ideological effects of 

tourism result in tangled and often opposing negotiations; on one hand, these markers are 

a constant reminder to Marquesans of deeply ingrained inequalities inherent in the socio-

economic system.  On the other hand, I consider Marquesans as innovators in finding 

new ways of forging a Marquesan identity in the wake of fast-growing change.  To do so, 

I will consider Marquesan art as a materialization of these negotiations.  Marquesan ma-

terial culture is commodified by a tourist-dominant economic system, and as Marquesan 

material culture is rendered and valued as a commodity, Marquesans reach for and create 

meaning. 
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II. Paradise and the Marquesas: No Place for No-Nos 

 Many Marquesans like Anna, Jacques, Riki, and Marie were caught between two 

worlds; they need European and American tourists to be economically successful and to 

preserve their cultural practices, but tourists came to the Marquesas Islands with romanti-

cized expectations.  Tourists openly called Marquesan art and culture “primitive” and 

“sauvage [savage]”.  Most often, my informants expressed that they felt at a loss.  Due to 

the nature of the economic system, Marquesans like Anna or Riki felt that they must 

compromise some of their culture, their innovation and creativity, and some of them-

selves to satisfy tourist expectations.  Marquesans are also living with the realities of the 

tourists’ impact, whether it be the slow, yet continued destruction of wilderness for the 

construction of new tourist venues or the environmental impact of more planes and cruise 

ships visiting the islands.   

 The Marquesas Islands are at an intersection of two ideological landscapes 

(Lefebvre 1976): (1) that of tourism and tourist perceptions and (2) that of Marquesans 

and Marquesan culture.  Marquesans with whom I spoke are forced to navigate between 

these two, often-opposing and sometimes contradictory spaces.  Marquesans are not just 

living with the effects of tourist perceptions, but these landscapes converge in Marque-

sans’ “lived reality" (Lefebvre 1976).  Marquesans’ daily lives and activities, from their 

food shopping to their occupations, are a constant negotiation between these two sets of 

perceptions and ideologies. 
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 On one evening on the patio overlooking the bay at the Keikahanui Pearl Resort 

in Taioha‘e, Nuku Hiva, I ran into a middle-aged American tourist named Bill.  He no-

ticed my American accent and my American-style clothes, and he came over, Hinano in 

hand, to chat with a fellow American.  As tourists wandered in and out to the pool and the 

bar, we got to talking.  Inspired by the books of Thor Heyerdahl, he had traveled fre-

quently to the islands of the South Pacific, seeking, as Heyerdahl did, a greater connec-

tion with what Bill called “humanity's roots.”  For Bill, this meant experiencing “a more 

natural and simpler way of life.”  He wanted to pick fruit off the trees, lounge on the 

beach, and focus on what was right in front of him.  He argued that the Marquesans he 

had encountered, like those described in Heyerdahl’s book Fatu Hiva: A Return to Nature 

(1978), lived a “free and easy” lifestyle.  He cited the fresh fruit from the garden for 

breakfast, the number of adults playing soccer on the beach at midday, and the seemingly 

relaxed hours of the town’s convenience stores as evidence of this notion. 

 Although Bill was brought to the Marquesas by his intellectual and cultural cu-

riosity, Bill largely did not venture beyond the confines of his resort, and if he did, he was 

shuttled around by experienced tour guides who were focused on accommodating him.  

His experience was typical of the other tourists that I encountered.  Bill did not visit the 

local graveyard at the far end of the bay, which was hidden behind a tall fence, fragrant 

tiare trees, and vegetation.  If he had, he would have noticed the number of infant graves 

and graves for those in middle-age, which is indicative of the few healthcare resources 

available.  He did not see how most people lived in poverty on the interior of the island, 

unable to find steady jobs and living in over-crowded houses often with no running water.  
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Bill’s romanticization of this “simple” way of life prevented him from seeing the daily 

challenges that result from inadequate social institutions, anthropogenic climate change, 

and disease and population decline.  Because he stayed squarely within the confines of 

the tourist landscape, he understood or saw only what he wished to see. 

 Bill sought to experience a fiction that exists outside of any reality on the islands.  

As a result of this disconnect between the real and the imaginary, tourists like Bill are al-

tering the islands.  Tourists have the economic advantage and power; they give their 

money to receive a product, and that product is akin to a garden paradise.  By imposing 

preconceptions of how the Marquesas should behave and live, Bill and his fellow tourists 

were preventing themselves from learning about Marquesan lived realities.   

 In interviewing tour guides, it became clear that they altered their behaviors to 

satisfy the ideologies of their tourist clientele.  I met one tour guide named Paul on a 

rainy afternoon on the dock in Taioha‘e.  He was taking a tour group of four French 

tourists and me to a remote beach on the other side of the island.  The boat ride was over 

two hours long, and the other tourists amused themselves by asking questions about the 

island.  One naïve tourist asked, “What makes Marquesans so content?  Why are we 

French so unhappy?”  A fellow tourist responded, “People don’t know any better here.  

We have all of these gadgets, cell phones, and jobs that distract us.  Of course they’re 

happy; they can focus on the simple life.”  Paul affirmed that he was happy and that he 

did not own a cell phone. 

 After we departed and said our goodbyes, I stayed a bit longer and asked Paul 

why he said that.  He pulled out his cell phone and heaved a sigh; he said that he would 
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agree with most everything a tourist said.  For him, to oppose a tourist could cost him 

money.  In my experience on the islands, all tours were paid after the excursion, and all 

tours were paid in cash.  Paul said that he has had dissatisfied customers refuse to pay.  I 

asked him why they were dissatisfied.  He said, “Je ne sais pas.  Peut-être les no-nos? [I 

don’t know.  Maybe the no-nos?]” 

 No-nos (Styloconops albiventris) are tiny, barely perceptible flies that are endemic 

to the Marquesas Islands.  They live just where the water meets the sand and bite unsus-

pecting beach-goers, most often around the ankles and calves.  After one or two days, 

these bites turn into big, red welts that itch far worse than any mosquito bite.  Tourists 

often do not heed the warnings given by pension managers and excursion guides; they do 

not lather on thick, greasy coconut oil or spray on DEET.  Thankfully, I was spared bites 

from no-nos even though I also did not listen to advice, but I enjoyed looking out for the 

tourists with bright red welts on their legs while waiting for departing flights.   Paul quot-

ed an indignant tourist on one of his many beach tours: “Pourquoi un insecte diabolique 

habite au paradis? [how could such an evil beast live in paradise?]” 

 Paul also said that Marquesans like himself were making money to support them-

selves and profiting off of this image.  Even though he felt that tourists had an inaccurate 

and inadequate understanding of Marquesan culture, he stated that he is making money to 

preserve the real Marquesan culture (“la vie marquisienne”) and that the culture does not 

belong to outsiders anyway.  Paul ultimately felt that by profiting off of the tourists’ mis-

understanding, he was supporting his and his community’s way of life. 
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 Another guide, Pierre, often took people to the archaeological sites of Hatihe‘u, 

and I accompanied him on one of these trips.  The entire tour involves hours driving in a 

pick-up truck along dirt roads.  I passed the time by spotting wild mountain goats on the 

cliffs that line the coast and up the mountains nearby.  Sometimes, I would spot dolphins 

or the black shadows of manta rays in the bays.  The car itself got dangerously close to 

the cliff’s edge, and, at times, I could not help but worry that we would fall into the ocean 

below.  Every hour or two, we would stop and meander around an archaeological site. 

 

Fig. 10. The Author at the banyan at Kamuihei. 2017. 
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 At one of the most important archaeological sites, Kamuihei, a grove of banyan 

trees envelop the dark basalt stones with their roots.  Banyan trees are distinctive in ap-

pearance; they begin life on a host tree, growing roots from the air to the ground.  As they 

grow, they entirely envelop the host tree, killing it, and a mature tree has a wide trunk 

with roots supporting it through the air.  The inside of the banyan is hollow where the 

original tree once stood.  Marquesans have considered banyans sacred for as long as can 

be recalled, and banyans are often planted around sacred sites, like priest’s houses and 

ritual platforms.  The largest banyan, which is pictured here with me for scale, is well 

over 600 years old and 150 feet high.  Banyans, like this one, were considered a place to 

discard taboo items.  The banyan tree could neutralize the taboo, restoring balance and 

rendering the spiritual universe neutral again. 

 In this particular banyan, archaeologists have discovered a pit several feet into the 

banyan’s roots.  Another banyan nearby had burned down during the dry season five 

years before my visit, revealing several human skulls tangled in its upper branches.  To 

help neutralize the taboo of killing an enemy, ancient Marquesans would place the heads 

of slain enemies in the tree.  Priests or other important people would have their heads 

placed in the same location, whose roots pointing skyward would facilitate their passage 

into the spirit world.  Human sacrifice was a part of the ancient Marquesan culture, how-

ever, the role of human sacrifice has often been exaggerated by travelers, ethnographers, 

and archaeologists.  It is now believed by archaeologists that human sacrifice very infre-

quently occurred (Suggs 1961).  The last instance of human sacrifice and cannibalism 

happened in 1880, well before the living memories of contemporary Marquesans and 
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many of their great-grandparents (Suggs 1961).  Human sacrifice is not a part of contem-

porary daily life, nor may it have been historically, and yet, the idea of cannibalism 

haunts tour guides like Pierre. 

 Herman Melville, Robert Louis Stevenson, and Paul Gauguin are just some of the 

prominent writers that discussed cannibalism in the Marquesas Islands.  In their publica-

tions, Marquesans represented everything that Western civilizations could not wish to be: 

a tribal community that indulged in hedonistic taboos.  This narrative persists today.  

Based on these writings, tourists, much like Bill, felt a sense of taboo by just being 

present at the Marquesas Islands.  They felt that the culture is subversive, inherently dis-

missing the norms and conventions of Western societies.  This was quite obviously not 

the case; Marquesans are not only very much embedded in a neocolonial relationship 

with France, and the Marquesas Islands has its own set of ideologies and practices inter-

woven with France as a result.  Despite this, European and North American tourists still 

saw the Marquesans as inherently “other.” 

 This attitude was most transparent on the tours to these archaeological sites, and 

particularly when viewing the banyan tree in Keihanui.  Within minutes of arriving at the 

site, most tourists asked about cannibalism in the region, referring to their guide books.  

Tour guides, as Pierre told me, felt they had to focus and extrapolate on this small part of 

history to satisfy their clients.  Pierre noted that cannibalism is at odds with the tightly 

held Catholic and Protestant beliefs of contemporary Marquesans.  Merely discussing this 

practice can sometimes cause shame, and as many tourists conflate the past with the 

present, I witnessed this many times.  During this particular tour, one khaki-encased 
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tourist with a large camera hanging around his neck asked questions about cannibalism in 

the present-tense, despite Pierre gently correcting him and reconfiguring the discussion in 

the past tense.  In a later discussion with him, Pierre confessed that cannibalism hurt his 

and the island’s image. 

 This problem became even more pronounced in October 2011, when two German 

tourists disappeared from their sailing boat in Nuku Hiva (“Affaire Ramin" 2014).  One 

German tourist was murdered and eaten by Arihano Haiti, who had lured them away on a 

goat hunting trip.  The woman was tied to a tree by Haiti, but she managed to escape and 

raise the alarm.  While this case was complex for several reasons, especially since the 

perpetrator had difficulties with mental illness and generally led a complicated life (“Af-

faire Ramin” 2014), visitors found this crime reason to reinforce the stereotype that Mar-

quesans were, inherently, violent cannibals.  Pierre remembered being forced to explain 

to overly cautious tourists that he preferred ham to human flesh.  Tour guides felt a back-

lash in their work; tourists did not wish to hire private tours, and many tourists were im-

mediately suspicious of the tour guides approaching them about excursions.  Getting 

work was harder, and small group tours were not as lucrative.  Even worse, the questions 

about cannibalism persisted.   

 Despite the growing tourist industry and the subsequently growing economy, 

tourists have ventured out of their pre-configured comfort zones very little; their attitudes 

toward indigenous Marquesans remained consistent with the persistent stereotypes, ignor-

ing the complex history and present that Marquesans inhabit. 



 of 74 137

III. Tourism and Marquesan Art: Market Shifts and Value 

 The boom in tourism has consequently shaped how artists create their art and the 

type of art that artists are willing to produce.  Most noticeably, the tourist market has 

changed art production, creating a market in cheaper, quickly produced objects.  This 

market shift has caused a split between art produced for tourists and art produced for 

Marquesan buyers and audiences. The art ultimately results in two kinds of value imbued 

in Marquesan art pieces; in one sense, art is being reduced to a commodity, and intention-

ally so, to fool tourists into thinking objects are worth more than they are in terms of la-

bor.  In another sense, other objects have cultural value embedded in tradition which ren-

ders these pieces “priceless” and inalienable.  The cultural significance of art objects is 

not necessarily destroyed or altered beyond recognition through commoditization; in-

stead, the art objects have accumulated more meanings as it changes contexts (Cohen 

1988: 371-386; Greenwood 1977). 

 As I got to know some artists, many of them said that, in the past ten or fifteen 

years, they felt a strong need to create art faster and produce art that will sell to European 

tourists.  When I purchased the aforementioned tamanu seed in Taipivai, I had the oppor-

tunity to meet the artist.  I had been perusing her table in the open-air community arts 

center along the road.  She approached me asking if I had any questions, and after some 

pleasantries, we talked about our lives.  Her name was Justine, and she was a middle-

aged woman with three children.  I mentioned that I had not seen a carved tamanu seed 

like hers before, and she said that it was unfinished.  She had wanted to string it on a 
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necklace, but she felt that it might be best to sell the piece and collect the money rather 

than take more time to produce more complicated art objects.  Justine said that her pieces 

were popular and selling quickly with more tourists visiting.   To fill her table, she often 

had to put half-finished or smaller pieces like the one I purchased out for sale.  Plus, she 

noticed that the pieces that were smaller and cheaper sold much more quickly than her 

larger, more elaborate pieces.  She said that she made more money with these smaller 

pieces than her other, more skillful ones. 

 This need to meet higher demand has only heightened with the increasing number 

of cruise ships docking.  Many of these new kinds of tourist pieces are the result of an 

amalgamation of production styles and techniques that attempt to combine a degree of 

Marquesan “authenticity” (Benjamin 1968) with practical approaches to mass production 

for tourist buyers.  The sense of authenticity conveyed is twofold; on one hand, the prod-

uct must address both the artists’ desire to create a product that adheres to cultural values, 

while simultaneously addressing the economic need to please tourists. 

 Perhaps most obvious to tourists and Marquesan artists alike is a shift in imagery 

in barkcloth and sculpture.  As discussed in greater detail in chapter 1, the start of com-

mercial tourism in the 1960s coincided with a wave of cultural and economic revitaliza-

tion.  During this period, the art of barkcloth making was relearned and taught, particular-

ly on the island of Fatu Hiva.  French artists living on Fatu Hiva requested two now-icon-

ic images on barkcloth: the tattooed man and the poi pounder.  As discussed in greater 

detail in Chapter 2, these images, particularly the tattooed man, have taken on lives of 

their own and have become cultural emblems to Marquesans.  These images also remain 



 of 76 137
popular amongst tourists, and the influx of economic capital in exchange for these images 

results in a greater production of them.   

 A similar shift can be seen in wood sculpture in the Marquesas Islands.  The Mar-

quesas are known for tikis, sculptures that represents a human form or deity, with decora-

tions around the eyes that resemble glasses (Kooijman 1976).  While this image had not 

been reproduced between the population decline in the late 19th century to approximately 

the 1960s, the image gained new popularity with tourists.  In the 19th century, tikis were 

used to represent the spirits of important people or gods.  Contemporary artists will ex-

plain the motif to browsing tourists as an “ancestral god” or “ancestral spirit,” often by-

passing the complex history of religious and cultural beliefs in mana and afterlife that 

made the original tikis necessary to historic Marquesan life.   

 Art pieces are typically purchased at art collectives in the Marquesas Islands; Pa-

pe‘ete-style art galleries, as far as I found, were non-existent.  One collective in Hiva Oa 

had a typical layout; this collective was an oval building with blinds that folded into the 

walls to make the building open-air.  The room was filled with tables, covered in white 

tablecloths, and laid carefully with art pieces.  Each table represented a different artist, 

and artists would pay a small fee to reserve their table.  Every table had an array of price 

ranges; some had the same design on a smaller scale and again on a larger scale.  Another 

would have bowls of a low-cost wood and a larger, more intricately carved rosewood 

bowl.  All of the art pieces were labeled with price stickers, and if I or the other tourists 

purchased pieces, the art would be carefully wrapped in paper printed with tikis.  Artists 
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were not typically present to answer questions about their work, but there was an atten-

dant to take cash, open and close the blinds, and keep records of sales. 

 At any Marquesan artists’ collective, there were always items at an array of price 

points.  Even to an untrained eye, barkcloth at a higher price point is obviously of a high-

er quality; the barkcloth is finer, of a more pliable texture, and the design is more careful-

ly painted and drawn.  The same can be said for woodcarving; carvings at a higher price 

point are made with finer materials and have more complicated and detail-oriented de-

signs.  However, there are also differing price points depending on the buyer.  Marque-

sans have “insider prices” or “les prix pour les marquisiens.”  These tend to be lower than 

the ticketed price, sometimes as much as 20% lower, and rather than list the price on the 

object itself, the price would be advertised on Facebook groups (“Nuku-Hiva allô sait 

quoi” 2018).   

 Art is sometimes even given in exchange for services; for example, a tour guide in 

Nuku Hiva who brought a group to a particular wood carver’s shop that was far off-field 

for the average tourist destination received a small tiki in exchange for the business.  The 

prices for tourists, however, remain higher, as it is assumed (often correctly) that the 

tourists make a considerable amount of money.  Neither Marquesans nor foreigners can 

negotiate price; this practice is considered insulting, and so prices are fixed. 

 Tourists are also not interested in detailed explanations about the art that they buy 

or the people they encounter.  Instead, most tourists see Marquesan culture as one-dimen-

sional.  I spent much of my time wandering through tourist centers and making conversa-

tion with tourists.  On one particular occasion, one of a set of cruising tourists disembark-
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ing from a water taxi to the sound of drums and a dozen dancers, stated to a companion, 

“Look!  Aren't they happy to see us!  They must not see cruise ships often.”  This shock-

ingly reductionist and ahistoric view of Marquesans and the Marquesas Islands is indica-

tive of tourist attitudes on the whole; they prefer to see the people of the Marquesas as 

stagnant, simple, and ripe for their consumption.  In my experience on the islands, they 

rarely acknowledge power inequalities, including their position as wealthy, privileged 

tourists.  Often while shaking their heads and tutting, tourists did acknowledge the visible 

markers of poverty, such as inadequate housing and education.  On island excursions, 

tourists would be exposed to images like dilapidated homes, permanently tethered horses 

and cows, and abandoned vehicles with vegetation growing out of them.  When confront-

ed with the realities of life on the islands, their acknowledgement of these issues was of-

ten accompanied by phrases such as “eh, les marquisiens préfèrent vivre de cette façon 

[well, people prefer to live this way.]” or “s’ils avaient la télévision et les smartphones, 

its perdraient leur mode de vie [if they had TVs and smartphones, they would lose their 

way of life].”   

 For the tourists, the Marquesans themselves and their culture are a static part of 

the natural scenery, and by adopting French or Western lifestyles, they believe Marque-

sans will “lose their culture” (Erisman 1983: 350; see also Reed 1995).  By assuming that 

Marquesan people must, for the own good, remain unchanged, these tourists ultimately 

implied that Marquesans are incapable of handling the trappings of Western wealth, such 

as smartphones or adequate educational services, and because they are incapable, they are 

also undeserving (see: Said 1978).  From the tourists’ perspectives, Marquesans are un-
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able to participate with the rest of the contemporary world; instead, Marquesans, as ren-

dered by the “tourist gaze” (Urry 1990, 1996), represent an idyllic, paradisiacal view of 

the South Pacific, devoid of all of the nuances and complexities of the islands’ histories, 

political structures, and cultures (Kahn 2011). 

 Tourists’ perspectives are incorporated into the art sold in tourist markets. Tourists 

want to buy objects that reflect their vision of the Marquesas as an ethereal paradise and 

so the objects that sell are those that reflect this narrative.  For example, religion plays an 

important factor in Marquesan social and spiritual life.  While many Marquesans are 

Catholic, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormons, or Protestants, contemporary tourist art will 

rarely incorporate this imagery.  Images like Christ in the breadfruit trees or a wavy-

haired Vierge do not resonate with tourists.   

 At a collective in Taoiha‘e, home to the Notre Dame cathedral, there was one stall 

that sold a few Catholic carvings, including a tiny two-dimensional bust of Jesus.  I was 

visiting with a Bulgarian tourist, George, who was trying to go to every island in the 

South Pacific within a year.  He was looking for a souvenir to take home with him, and he 

said “not these!” when we came to the Catholic table.  When I asked why he was not in-

terested in this imagery, George replied that they wanted something that was “really Mar-

quesan.”  He ultimately bought a small drum with a tiki face carved into the side.  I do 

not think that he knew that there was also a Marquesan-style Catholic cross hidden on the 

tiki’s side.  His statement implies that institutions like Catholicism are French/Western, 

and so, they cannot be Marquesan.  For tourists, objects that do not reflect any perceived 
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“Western-ness,” like bespectacled tikis and large necklaces made of carved tamanu seeds 

and bone, are “Marquesan.”   

 Marquesans react to these attitudes with a sense of resignation but also humor.  I 

had the opportunity to tag along on an excursion in Hiva Oa, which stopped at a wood-

carvers house need Eric.  The four 30-something tourists, dressed in khaki, stopped to 

snap photos of the artist at work, but they did not speak to him much at all.  They did, 

however, express admiration over his carved dolphin pendants, which, Eric later said are 

designed for sale.  He sold two to women in the group.  As the tourists climbed back into 

the truck, I lingered behind to ask him what he thought out of earshot of the others.  Eric 

whispered,  

“Ils ne veulent pas nous connaître, mais ils pensent nous connaître. Nous créons 
des œuvres d'art qui soutiennent leur imagination et nous gagnons de l’argent. Ils 
ne veulent pas nous connaître, mais ils pensent nous connaître. Nous créons des 
œuvres d'art qui soutiennent leur imagination et nous gagnons de l’argent. [They 
don’t want to know us, but they think they know us.  We make art to support their 
ideas and keep ourselves a secret].”   

I did not have enough time to ask more, but it appeared that he used their preconceived 

ideas about Marquesan culture to design pieces that would result in a profit. 

  On the island of Fatu Hiva, I went with another group to a collective.  I saw a 

woman selling her barkcloth on her porch.  We had a casual chat about some of her 

pieces, but unfortunately, I did not get her name.  I asked her about one design, which 

seemed very geometric and atypical of Marquesan art.  I said that I had not seen a design 

like that, even in much older pieces.  This artist revealed that,  
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“Parfois, nous réalisons des dessins qui ne signifient rien pour nous. [Sometimes 
we make designs that mean nothing to us.]”  She laughed as she stated this, 
adding that she will fabricate stories for these designs to satisfy the tourists’ desire 
to find meaning in anything.  “C’est juste pour m’amuser. [It’s just for fun.]” 
   

Marquesan tourist art is a combination of meaningless designs intermixed with meaning-

ful designs, and when one design is profitable, it is reproduced regardless of its signifi-

cance to insiders. 

 As previously addressed in this chapter, Marquesans find economic success em-

powering, and they create art with meanings that appeal to tourist tastes.  However, Mar-

quesans find ways to incorporate imagery of a stronger cultural significance into tourist 

art, even if the buyer is unaware of its meaning.  One symbol that often reoccurs in Mar-

quesan artwork is the Marquesan Catholic cross.  This image is not easily recognizable as 

a Catholic cross to the tourist, and it can take several forms (see images below).  The im-

age is used in all kinds of ways, including borders, central images, and even in signatures.  

It discretely asserts a sense of Marquesanness through the art without revealing its cultur-

al significance to the hao‘e, or non-Marquesans.  The same barkcloth artist in Fatu Hiva 

said that she enjoyed regaling tourists with fake stories about the imagery as a way to 

pass the time.  She said that for tourists, “Les vraies significations ne sort pas impor-

tantes. [The real meanings are not important].”  The meanings of some imagery are pur-

posefully kept elusive, and if a significant image is used, Marquesans feel a sense of em-

powerment from “pulling one over” on uninformed tourists.  Simultaneously, they keep 

culturally significant imagery secret to themselves while preserving the Marquesanness 

of the art form  (Evans-Pritchard 1989; Howell 1994; Laxson 1991). 
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 Fabrications about the art help to create a market and imbue additional value to 

their goods.  Marquesan artists selectively share information or deliberately falsify stories 

about the artwork that they create.  These artists can retain important cultural information 

for other Marquesans while simultaneously driving up the symbolic and economic value 

of their objects on the tourist market.  Tourists, who do not have the cultural knowledge 

to question these fabrications and, arguably, do not want to 

 Fig. 11. Barkcloth with Marquesan cross at the center. Symes. 2018. 

 Fig. 12. The Marquesan cross twice in a bowl’s border. Symes. 2019. 
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obtain that knowledge, ultimately places more value on objects that resonate with their 

preconceived notions of what should be significant in Marquesan art.  In Marquesan art, 

value is not simply derived from the exploitation of labor-power relationships, but it is 

also derived from the differential between knowledge and ignorance. 

 Not only is the imagery changing to accommodate tourists’ stereotypes, but the 

production processes are also evolving to meet demands.  When I discussed production 

practices with wood sculptors on both Hiva Oa and Nuku Hiva, I found that many artists 

now use electric tools to carve and sculpt wood.  The use of electric tools was unusual 

before the 1990s, but it has become increasingly common in recent years.  These tools 

include drills, saws, and engravers.  In contrast, finer pieces use historic tools, like the 

fish teeth, to carve and smooth the woods.  Artists, while many expressed that they would 

prefer to be sculpting in “the old way,” recognized that these electric tools allowed them 

to produce faster and at a similar quality to hand-carved items.  For the most part, large-

scale, hand-carved items require too much time and energy to sell to tourists; however, 

tourists can find a few items of this caliber for sale in markets for a considerably steep 

price, often in the thousands of dollars. 

 Most interestingly, the carving and sculpting techniques ultimately determined to 

which market the object went.  For example, if an object were carved with electric tools, 

the piece would always end up in the tourist art market.  However, if we consider hand-

carved items, they were more likely produced for church decorations, gifts, home use, or 

cultural centers (see: chapter 2 for examples).  The few that did arrive in the tourist art 

market were created by commission for art galleries in Pape‘ete or were sold at excep-
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tionally high prices in artists’ collectives.  I spoke with several art dealers who specialized 

in Marquesan art in Tahiti.  It was common for gallery owners to travel to the Marquesas 

Islands several times per year to commission and collect objects based on historical arti-

facts.  

 On one humid and sunny afternoon, I wandered into the air-conditioning of a posh 

gallery in the upscale Centre Vaima in Pape‘ete.   I met a French woman named Marine 

who owned the gallery.  It must have been a slow day for her; usually, I was ignored at 

these types of galleries in favor of visibly wealthier customers.  She had just returned 

from the Marquesas Islands with a haul of art pieces, including barkcloth from Fatu Hiva, 

contemporary carvings from Nuku Hiva, and wood objects that she had commissioned.  I 

asked her where she got her ideas for her commissions, and she pulled out Oceanic art 

catalogs from her office.  She showed me a 19th-century Marquesan drum that had been 

on auction several years ago in Paris, and she brought me to a corner of her gallery, 

where she showed me a facsimile. It was a single-headed rosewood drum with goatskin 

stretched over the hollow vessel, was priced at roughly USD 2,000 or XPF 200,000.  She 

said the artist took two months to hand carve the body and that his brother had caught and 

skinned the goat himself. 

 Barkcloth artists, too, make accommodations for growing demands.  As the 

aforementioned artist in Fatu Hiva, you can distinguish cheaper, mass-produced pieces 

from more expensive ones because of the hand-drawn embellishment; pieces that are 

more expensive use the stencil as a creative starting-point, adding embellishment where 

the artist deems it necessary.  For example, a stylized map of the Marquesas Islands is a 
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popular image on tourist barkcloth.  While the stenciled islands remain the same, the 

hand drawings and borders give the image its value; generally, the more effort put into 

these elements, the more the object will cost.  

 When asked, most Marquesans supervising barkcloth sales would say that all 

items in the booths are hand-made when this is simply not true.  Almost immediately 

upon arrival, I made a point of asking which items were handmade.  I asked two female 

artists in the collective in Hiva Oa, whose barkcloth pieces were made with stencils.  The 

sisters, named Vaima and Moana, immediately replied that they were hand-drawn without 

a stencil.  As I saw them frequently throughout my time on Hiva Oa, I became friendly 

with them, and they eventually admitted that I was correct in my assumption that they 

were stenciled.  An item made by hand in a more “traditional” manner, Vaima said, ulti-

mately fetches a higher sale price.  Besides, “Comment sauraient-ils la différence? [how 

would they, they tourists, know the difference?]” added Moana.  And they were right; 

none of the tourists that I encountered knew the difference, and few of them had a vague 

understanding of the processes of barkcloth production. 

 To participate in the tourist market, Marquesans must perform the part of the 

Marquesan artist, obscuring and obfuscating art and cultural meanings.  As a result, artists 

produce two types of artwork for two different kinds of markets: a tourist art object and 

an art object meant for Marquesan consumption.   Tourist pieces are constructed outside 

of their authentic cultural context; they are produced for capital markets and therefore 

lack the original cultural meaning of a Marquesan-oriented art object.  However, the 

pieces for Marquesans retain cultural knowledge and practices; as a result, they are, in a 
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way, priceless and cannot be sold to outsiders.  Instead, they have an “inalienable 

value” (Weiner 1992: 210).  Artists preserve the authenticity of the original production 

methods, retaining the authentic pieces for themselves while providing copies (Benjamin 

1968: 214-218) for the tourists.  These tourist objects act to reinforce the tourists’ imagi-

naries of what the Marquesas Islands are, and Marquesans intentionally use this image 

and this role in the tourist economy to gain economic capital from Western tourists.  

 The Marquesan pieces that maintain their “aura of authenticity” (Benjamin 1968: 

214-218) are meant for the local private sphere; that is, they are never meant to be viewed 

by outsiders.  They are intended for the owners’ enjoyment.  For example, in the case of a 

beautiful rosewood carving of the Virgin Mary in a Catholic church in Taipivai, Nuku 

Hiva, the people who view the statue are primarily worshippers who use the statue for the 

sculptors’ intended purpose.  

 Tourist art, while Marquesan, is a different kind of material culture, one which is 

valued completely separately in meaning and production from internal Marquesan pieces.  

Though these pieces have their origins in other kinds of art, including historic and “au-

thentic” contemporary arts, the tourist pieces are so far removed from the original, that 

their original meaning is lost.  Instead, they reinforce and recreate the picture of an island 

paradise that is created by the tourists, and the Marquesan artists, in return, profit off of 

this image.  
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IV: Conclusions: A Look Toward Future of Tourism in the Marquesas Islands 

 The future for the tourist industry in French Polynesia looks, from a strictly eco-

nomic perspective, exceptionally positive.  Currently, Air Tahiti and Air Tahiti Nui, both 

of which are subsidiaries of the same airline company, hold a monopoly on inter-island 

flights within the territory.  However, new flight paths from both Los Angeles and San 

Francisco are planned for Tahiti, Bora Bora, Nuku Hiva, and Hiva Oa from American 

companies United Airways and JetBlue.  These sales began in the spring of 2018 just in 

time for the busiest part of the tourist season.  With greater competition, flight prices to 

Tahiti from the Northeastern United States are projected to lower by as much as $900 US 

in 2019, which will increase the number of people able to afford vacations to French 

Polynesia. (Tahiti Tourisme 2017).  

 As more North Americans can afford to visit the islands, tourism and its effects 

will surely increase, although precise numerical projections have not yet been calculated.  

The tourism board of Tahiti tried to provide some figures at a tourism industry conference 

in February; they suggest that the number of North American tourists could increase by as 

much as fifty percent, from 30,000 individuals to 45,000 (Tahiti Tourisme 2017).  Con-

struction is even already underway to expand runways and airports in Hiva Oa, Nuku 

Hiva, and Tahiti, which will see larger and more frequent jets arriving.  Meanwhile, the 

island of Fatu Hiva is campaigning to construct its first airstrip.  Even at the time, I de-

parted Tahiti in the spring of 2018, the security equipment had been upgraded and reno-

vated, and, as a result, I spent forty-five minutes being interrogated about a large bottle of 

sunscreen in my carry-on.  Even more significantly, hotels and pensions are expanding 



 of 88 137
and upgrading, particularly on smaller islands, in anticipation of a greater number of 

tourists.  These kinds of preparations anticipate the needs of more arrivals and departures 

each day. 

 In the Marquesas Islands, most people with whom I spoke fear what they called 

the “Hawaii effect;” that is to say, they fear that an increase in tourism will result in high-

rise hotels and chain restaurants obstructing their beaches and nature.  Almost everyone I 

spoke to preferred the tight-knit, family-focused community reinforced by family-run 

pensions and local businesses; the thought of a large Carrefour or a Champion coming to 

the Marquesas seemed to be too “métropolitain,” or dissonant with the values of the Mar-

quesan culture.  Most Marquesans seem to enjoy the life that they have cultivated away 

from the city of Papeete and distinct from that of the continental French.  Most important-

ly, Marquesans desire control in the way their islands change, and they hope to pursue 

financially and socially stable lives for themselves and their children.   

 These changes are seen as threatening to the Marquesan culture.  One man, named 

Akamu, held more extreme views.  I met him on my third hike to Vaipō Waterfall.  I had 

not encountered him before, and this time, I was with my mother, who was visiting from 

the United States.  We stopped at his kitchen, which served fresh juices to hikers for a 

nominal fee.  My mother does not speak much French, and so I served as a translator be-

tween the two.  My mother asked him why he lived so far away from the conveniences of 

the town.  He said that he desired a return to what he called the “old Marquesan culture.” 

For him, this meant living a “simple" life that focused on farming and hunting rather than 

tourism. He inhabited a house in a 19th-century Marquesan style, which is open to the air 
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with tamnu and barkcloth walls that could be shifted to allow more breeze.  He also 

farmed using stone tools, and though he preferred his horse, he used his Jeep to go into 

Taioha‘e for essential items. He did not believe in using electricity or using cell phones.   

 I translated for my mother as Akuma said, “The French took everything away!  

They killed us, they took our things.  Why should we live like them?”  This man is just 

one example, but many Marquesans feel a draw to create a new kind of Marquesan cul-

ture.  People, like Akamu, have not forgotten the sordid history of European disease and 

violence, which eradicated most of the population as well as many of the cultural prac-

tices on the islands, and a sense of wariness about Westerners and Western culture is un-

derstandably pervasive.  Resistance against the cultural changes brought by Western 

tourism is seen by Akuma as congruent with “Marquesanness” and congruent with Mar-

quesan national movements. 

 Marquesans like Akamu fear that cultural revitalization will only serve as a com-

modity in an expanding tourist economy.  For example, dance troops on the islands earn 

most of their income performing for cruise ships and tourist dinners.  Art, in a similar 

way, is treated as a commodity on the tourist market.  Several artists and dancers that I 

spoke with expressed frustration with this power dynamic; they wished to create tradi-

tional-style art and dance mostly for themselves and for other Marquesans, but they felt 

trapped creatively by the cultural dynamic.   

 Anna, whose husband Riki ran a tourist business on Hiva Oa, often instructed 

tourists on Marquesan dances.  Many tourists, particularly the French tourists, had seen 

the Bird Dance on French travel television programs.  Anna expressed disdain over hav-



 of 90 137
ing to teach that dance over and over again.  She said in English and French, “It’s all any-

one wants!  My kids only practice that dance!  I’m so tired of it.  I’m also tired of seeing 

les françaises dance like dindes.  They should call it La Danse des Dindes [the Dance of 

the Turkeys].”  She felt cornered, and she wanted her children to be exposed to a more 

expansive Marquesan culture.  She said that most of the exposure that young Marquesans 

have to these cultural practices is in conjunction with tourism; for example, middle 

school students in Taioha‘e and Atuona receive afternoons off of school to visit the pier 

and watch the dance troop and musical group perform for arriving cruise ship tourists.  

She also said that they only perform songs that tourists find exciting, which are usually 

ones with lots of movement and singing. 

 In this way, the Marquesan culture is being consumed by the Western tourists, and 

many Marquesans wonder if their cultural revitalization movement, which seeks to re-

member and reproduce Marquesan dances and art forms, is meaningful if it ultimately 

serves to reproduce colonial and neocolonial power dynamics.  These Marquesan art 

forms continue to have local cultural meaning, but once they are consumed by the West-

ern tourists, they are associated with a colonial imaginary of what the South Pacific is-

lands are; this imaginary draws on stereotypes of indigenous people.   

 While many Marquesans fear the consumption of their traditional arts and subse-

quent redefining of these practices, they sometimes use this stereotype to their economic 

advantage.  As one artist stated, though he does not like producing wooden stingrays, he 

knows that they sell well and that he can “take the money of tourists” by producing the 
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images that they prefer.  By choosing to perform art and dances to tourist’s expectations, 

Marquesans are gaining and asserting agency. 

 An increase in tourism will likely have negative effects on the ecological envi-

ronment.  Cruise ships that are too large for the harbor still drop anchor in the bay and, 

subsequently, churn the sea bottom, endangering flora and fauna that live on the sandy 

floor.  An increase in yachts also results in a tremendous amount of pollution.  One par-

ticular example comes to mind: I was on a boat with tourists in Taiohae, and the captain 

noticed a full trash bag in the water.  He had seen it thrown overboard by one of the near-

by European yachts, and he swiftly maneuvered the boat to collect the bag and as much 

of the debris as we possibly could.  While yachts and cruise ships have proper procedures 

for the disposal of waste, these rules are rarely adhered to without vigilant enforcement; 

given that the police force and the gendarme on Nuku Hiva are limited and stretched thin, 

oftentimes the enforcement is left to citizens and onlookers.  This leads to uneven en-

forcement.  More people will inevitably result in more pollution and ecological distur-

bances; light pollution, plastic, and construction all threaten natural resources.  Currently, 

the infrastructure does not have the resources to support more people and the inevitable 

damage they will inflict (and the construction of new infrastructure will also bring disrup-

tion and damage to the natural environment).  And so with the influx of new boats and 

visitors, Marquesans fear the ecological consequences of more tourism. 

 Not only is pollution considered a large potential source of difficulty, but with 

more tourists buying more things, there is a growing concern over available resources for 

art production.  The use of many traditional raw materials, as previously mentioned, is 
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limited by the French government; woods like sandalwood and rosewood must be ob-

tained by naturally felled trees or by trees that have been harvested for infrastructure 

maintenance.  More tourists result in more demand for souvenirs, and the raw materials 

on Nuku Hiva cannot be cultivated for their inevitable use in art production.  As a result, 

many artists are beginning to look elsewhere to meet demand.  For example, one artist, 

Pierre, from Taipivai was considering looking into buying pre-cut woods from Indonesia 

so that he could cheaply make souvenirs.  He felt pressured to do so by the limited supply 

of desirable wood on the islands; he said that he could no longer find certain woods with-

out expensive trips to the more remote regions of the island.  If the supply is limited, then 

the work will be limited despite demand, and money cannot be made.  To meet demand, 

artists are looking at faster, cheaper, and perhaps less “authentic” options. 

 Most of the people I interviewed held conflicting views; they were also quick to 

point out some more practical benefits for people living on the island.  While they feared 

the commercialization and commodification of the island and their culture, most people 

are also hopeful that an increase in economic activity would have positive results for the 

island’s infrastructure and social services.  One pension owner named Jacques said that 

the current concrete road on Nuku Hiva took 10 years to construct.  The unusual choice in 

material, concrete as opposed to asphalt, is meant to increase its longevity in a humid en-

vironment.  Because the tropical vegetation is quick to grow back, road maintenance re-

quires vigilance and money; Jacques hoped that more money would result in better main-

tenance and easier travel on the island.  I encountered a shop owner in Atuona named 

Jean.  He hoped that the variety of imported goods would increase; he or his family 
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members travel to Los Angeles nearly every year to buy goods at a cheaper price, and he 

hopes that these goods will soon be available in island stores.  On Fatu Hiva, a young 

mother, named Mani, hoped that they could get more veterinarians and doctors on the 

island for tourists and locals alike.  

 Finally, with many family members opting to live abroad or on other islands, 

many Marquesans hope that the increased competition will make flights more affordable 

for them.  Anna worried about her children going to high school in Tahiti; she would not 

be able to afford frequent visits back and forth.  Many young Marquesans with whom I 

spoke wanted to travel to other islands in French Polynesia to see relatives, but could not 

afford to do so.  Currently, flights to the Marquesas Islands from Tahiti are priced at about 

USD 900, which is a few months’ income for most Marquesans (Air Tahiti 2018).   

 Flights are also an important part of the community’s growth and vitality.  Many 

Marquesans leave the islands or bring others to the islands to avoid incest and genetic 

complications for future generations.  On Hiva Oa, for example, approximately 80% of 

the population is genetically first cousins.  Often the only opportunities to find suitable 

partners are through educational opportunities; the state sponsors travel to high school on 

Tahiti, and wealthier students often opt to go to university abroad or in France.  Many 

Marquesans try to meet other people at university or high school.  One Spanish woman, 

named Lucie, who met her Marquesan husband at university in Europe, stated that she 

had not visited her family in Europe in eight years largely due to expensive flight prices.  

She hoped that one day she, her husband, and her children will be able to visit her parents 

who still live in the country in which she grew up.  Currently, her children do not speak 
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or understand her native language, and, beyond the occasional culinary adventure, they 

have not been exposed to her cultural practices.  However, for now, that seems entirely 

out of the question. 

 An increase in tourism provokes conflicting responses from Marquesans; while 

many recognize that they could provide more opportunities for themselves and their chil-

dren through an increase in economic capital and activity, they fear that the loss of cultur-

al knowledge and environment would be inevitable.  The gain of economic capital con-

flicts with their need to retain and rejuvenate their culture; Marquesans like Akamu see 

tourism as proliferating Western values, products, languages, and customs and diminish-

ing Marquesan cultural values.  They recognize that tourism could pose a direct threat to 

the revitalization of the culture that they have worked so hard to retain.  The Marquesans 

I interviewed find themselves “betwixt and between” the current economic circumstances 

in the islands: the opportunities provided by the tourism industry allow limited economic 

freedoms, but at the expense of commodifying and reifying their cultural practices.  As 

Anna said, “If I want to visit my family, I have to keep teaching La Danse des Dindes.  I 

don’t want to be a dancing turkey forever, but I don’t have any choice.”  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CHAPTER 4: ECOLOGICAL VIOLENCE IN THE MARQUESAS 

I. Introduction 

 The tourist office of the Marquesas Islands has projected an increase of 10,000 

tourists to the region in the next five years (Tahiti Tourisme 2017).  In October of 2018, 

flights from United, American Airlines, and Jet Blue have added destinations on the is-

lands, and airports are already expanding in anticipation of the influx of tourists.  An in-

crease in tourists often follows with an increase in development, and Marquesans are 

concerned about a changing environment and culture.  While there have been no formal 

studies on how these changes might affect the ecology of the Marquesas Islands, this 

chapter seeks to understand how Marquesan material culture is already affected by a 

changing climate and changing ecology. 

 Due to efforts by the Tahiti tourism board and as a result of growing popularity, 

the islands are destined to see immediate and dramatic increases in the number of tourists 

throughout the summer of 2018 and beyond.  As discussed in chapter 3, foreign tourists 

wish to buy Marquesan souvenirs by which to commemorate their trip either to them-

selves or to their family members and friends.  For tourists, “traditional ceremonies, 

unique handicrafts, and the extended families and intricate village-based social structures 

of the islands offer a fascinating contrast to the everyday lives of the majority of 

visitors” (Ivory 1999: 197).  The most coveted souvenirs are those which are made from 

local resources.  As a result, more raw materials will need to be harvested to produce 

“traditional” Marquesan items like wood carving and barkcloth.  However, these materi-
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als are often difficult to cultivate.  They are also experiencing lower yields due to anthro-

pogenic climate change, which aggravates an already warm climate and has rendered the 

seasons unpredictable and undefinable.   

 This chapter seeks to extrapolate the relationship between climate change, 

tourism, and art production in the Marquesas Islands.  In the first portion of this chapter, I 

look closely at the state of raw materials used in barkcloth and wood carving.  I draw on 

ecological records kept by government officials, although I should note that these records 

are incomplete and scarce.  Secondly, I connect this to the larger tourist economy.  Final-

ly, I demonstrate what this means for Marquesans.  The legal regulation of raw materials 

used in Marquesan barkcloth imposes an arbitrary barrier, and the historic and continued 

depletion of these materials was and continues to be the result of pervasive exploitation 

by European interlopers.   

 I draw on Garver’s definition of “covert institutional violence” (1968: 817-822) to 

discuss how the limitation of raw materials, either directly through legislation or indirect-

ly through resource depletion, is an extension of colonial-era violence; that is to say, 

Marquesans are prevented from determining access to their raw materials because the 

French and Western tourists have deemed certain materials valuable.  Garver states that 

covert institutional violence, while difficult to identify because it takes on the character of 

the status quo, serves to maintain the power inequalities between the group in power and 

those who are not (1968: 819).  However, this definition does not account for the restric-

tion of environmental resources.  This legal and social relationship between France and 
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the Marquesas Islands is an example of what I call “ecological violence,” which extends 

and specifies Garver’s notion of covert violence.   

 Ecological violence does not have a clear, concrete definition in anthropological 

theory; this phrase has been used in past literature to describe wide-ranging concepts, 

from the violence inflicted on the environment as a result of an anthropocentrist perspec-

tive (Iheka 2017:5) to the violence that ensues as vital ecological resources dwindle 

(Homer-Dixon and Blitt 1998).  However, here I believe it is most apt to use “ecological 

violence” to describe the covert control by an overarching sociopolitical power on eco-

logical resources, which, in turn, functions to suppress an indigenous population.  Under 

the guise of ecological preservation and economic growth, the combined effects of the 

French government’s regulations and tourism serve to limit and mold the material culture 

of the Marquesas Islands as subordinate to French power and control.  Simultaneously, 

this ecological violence masks the role of the oppressors in the origin of the ecological 

problem. 

II. Place, Plants, and Prohibition: A Closer Look at Sandalwood, Rosewood, Tamanu, and 
Paper Mulberry Trees 

 On one of my very first evenings on the island of Nuku Hiva, I was at a beach-

front restaurant with a resident, Marie, whom I had recently befriended on the ninety-

minute drive from the airport on one side of the island to Taioha‘e.  She works part-time 

as a taxi driver, transporting tourists from the airport to their pensions, and she had coin-

cidentally offered to take me into town with some other tourists.  Sipping on our Hinano 
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beers, listening to the waves roll in, and waiting for our food to arrive, I attempted some 

light conversation.  Particularly, I noted the diversity of the fauna of Nuku Hiva; I had 

seen prehistoric-looking ferns, pine trees, orchids, and coconut and banana trees all in 

that hour and a half, and I was completely amazed.  Marie pointed out some of the trees 

which were planted neatly along the bay.  She said that they were sandalwood trees plant-

ed by government officials.  She said that the harvest of sandalwood and rosewood trees 

were no longer permitted, or “interdit” in French.  Sandalwood has grown naturally in 

French Polynesia before European intervention, she said.  Now, Marie said, sandalwood 

is no longer allowed to be harvested; a carver can only take sandalwood if the tree has 

fallen for natural reasons, such as during a recent El Nino.  Now, the line of sandalwood 

trees is a symbol of Taioha‘e Bay, but the material is largely inaccessible to Marquesans. 

 

Fig. 13. One of the sandalwood trees that line Taioha‘e Bay. 2017. 
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 Sandalwood’s current status is a result of historical exploitation by the French 

government.  Though the distribution and frequency of sandalwood in pre-European in-

tervention are unknown, there is some evidence that the species had become rare in other 

east Polynesian islands by the early contact period (Parkinson 2008 [1773]: 78).  Howev-

er, scholars have learned that sandalwood trees have been over-harvested all over the 

world since the Cook voyages explored the South Seas (2008).   The sandalwood popula-

tion was almost destroyed in the Marquesas Islands between 1814 and 1817 (Dodge 

1976: 60).  European traders cleared first the accessible trees in Fiji and Hawaii before 

moving on to the Marquesan supply.   In both the Marquesas Islands and Europe the 

wood is prized for its heavy, yellow, and fine-grained textures as well as its durability, 

making it an ideal wood for carving.  The wood also has an exceptionally pleasant fra-

grance, which made it an important ingredient in 19th-century perfumes (60).  Polynesian 

leaders tried to harvest the economic power of sandalwood; King Kamehameha I famous-

ly attempted in 1815 to sell six vessels’ worth of wood to fund a Hawaiian navy (Parkin-

son 2008; Dodge 1976).  However, Hawaiians were given unfair prices, and some of the 

vessels, which were not necessarily seaworthy, were not able to complete the voyage.  

The sandalwood trade laid the foundation of foreign influence and interest in the Polyne-

sian islands. 

 After the near-depletion of sandalwood trees in the Marquesas Islands, the surviv-

ing specimens inhabited only remote areas.  The cultivation of sandalwood is extremely 

difficult; sandalwood grows slowly and often in inaccessible areas.  As the trees prefer a 

rocky and dry area, sandalwood most prefers terrain like steep mountainsides and ravines 



 of 100 137
(Dodge 1976: 60-61).  Because sandalwood is both difficult to find and difficult to pur-

chase, many artists rely on the local environmental agency, the Service du développement 

rural or SDR (Rural Development Service), to provide raw materials.  The society recy-

cles material from local development projects; for example, road clean-up crews, who are 

sanctioned to take down branches or clean up fallen trees, often provide the wood for 

small fees or no extra money.  Sometimes, landowners may cultivate sandalwood for 

their personal use, but because it is slow-growing, this practice is exceedingly rare.  Some 

vendors also grow it on farms in the Terre Déserte, or the desert region of Nuku Hiva, as 

part of a project started by the Rural Development Service in 2000.  The sale of these 

wood skirts the line of legal and illegal.  As of the latest scientific survey in 2010, there 

were only 1,682 sandalwood trees in the entirety of the Marquesas archipelago (Stein 

2010: 20).   

 Sandalwood is used today in a few different ways.  It is important to the produc-

tion of coconut oil, or in the Tahitian or Marquesan languages, “monoï,” which is a popu-

lar product with both tourists and Polynesians.  The sandalwood is used to give the oil its 

scent, to soften the skin, and to function as a topical medicine by reducing the visual ef-

fect of blemishes.  A sandalwood extract is added to perfumes to have this effect; howev-

er, due to the rarity of sandalwood, this extract is sometimes artificial.  In Polynesian 

medicinal practices, sandalwood is still used for certain pain-related ailments, including 

back pain, migraines, joint pains, and earaches.  Furthermore, sandalwood was used well 

into the 20th century to embalm the dead.  According to Marie, it is also what is used to 

heal the newborn’s umbilical cord, as her family did with her children.  Sculptors use the 
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heart of the trunk, which is a particularly hard wood, to carve tikis, musical instruments, 

and wooden jewelry.  Wood-carving requires the complete harvest of the tree. 

 Often, the acquisition of sandalwood requires special privileges and social con-

nections.  I frequently asked artists at collectives where they sourced their materials.  I 

met one artist named Kaoriki in … said in Taioha'e that “Moi, j’ai un ami qui travail pour 

le SDR.  Il ne donne pas du bois à quelqu’un d’autre. [I have a friend who works for the 

SDR.  He doesn’t give the wood to anyone else].”  Others unanimously confirmed that it 

is easier to secure sandalwood if you have strong personal, preferably familial, relation-

ships with SDR employees. 

 Sandalwood has been experiencing dramatic consequences as a result of anthro-

pogenic climate change.  In the Marquesas Islands, the rainy and dry seasons have disap-

peared.  As Kaoriki also stated, “it’s rainy all the time; we no longer know what season is 

what.  It all looks the same: hot and sticky and humid.”  Sandalwood needs dry weather 

with bouts of rain to survive.  With the increasing deluge of rain and other extreme 

weather changes, sandalwood has had difficulty adapting.  As a result, sandalwood trees 

have fallen.  In Nuku Hiva, the bay of Taioha‘e is lined with sandalwood trees, planted by 

the residents.  With each visit to the village, a new sandalwood tree had fallen, leaving an 

empty gap in the wide tree-scape.  While this creates new resources for wood carving 

artists in the immediate, the long-term effects will result in a decrease in sandalwood pro-

duction. 

 However, many Marquesans with whom I spoke ultimately want the sandalwood 

to grow and stay put on the islands.  It is possible to view the trees’ depletion as an act of 
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colonial violence.  One day, as we were walking along the bay of Taioha'e, Pierre, a tour 

guide, scoffed at some young French tourists trying to climb one of the sandalwood trees.  

He shouted at them in French to get down.  He then turned to me and said, “See that?  If 

they do that then they will hurt them.  These trees aren’t theirs.  They can’t come here and 

do whatever they like anymore.”   

 Pierre’s message was clear; he felt the need to protect the sandalwood trees not 

just to save a fragile ecosystem and sensitive plant, but also to defy a century of theft and 

supplant colonial notions of ownership.  In some ways sandalwood trees represent the 

Marquesan culture as a whole; if Marquesans like Pierre can protect the trees from out-

siders, then surely they can protect themselves too.  As Pierre mentioned, they, like the 

trees, have suffered tremendous loss and violence.  Together, they can reassert their cul-

tural landscape and the right to exist in and define that landscape. 

 Similarly, populations of rosewood, or mi‘o in Marquesan, have undergone stress 

due to drastic colonial and climatic influences.  However, unlike sandalwood, rosewood 

is protected worldwide under an endangered designation by the United Nations Conven-

tion on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (Barber 

2016).  This international legislation, which took effect on January 2, 2017, requires that 

people exporting any amount of rosewood must apply for an export certificate through 

their government agencies (2016).  While the restrictions do exist and should apply to 

rosewood sales in the Marquesas Islands, I have not personally witnessed these regula-

tions put into effect either on the islands themselves or at any point of entry to or from the 

United States, New Zealand, or Japan (2016).  Marquesan venders with whom I interact-
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ed were not aware of this legislation.  I imagine that this may change in the future as im-

migration practices adhere to legislation. 

 As with the case of sandalwood, rosewood trade historically has been rooted in 

power inequalities in colonial and trade relationships.  Rosewood particularly has a well-

documented history of exploitation by colonial powers in Brazil and Belize, and a similar 

type of over-harvesting and exploitation occurred in the Marquesas Islands (Wainwright 

and Zempel 2017: 37-62).  Rosewood was named for its reddish hue, which, when dried 

and polished, reveals a dark grain, and in the 19th-century, traders harvested rosewood 

for its beautiful color.  Europeans would use rosewood to make furniture and carvings.  

While the rosewood trade in the Marquesas Islands did not reach the level of exploitation 

as, say, that in India or Brazil, Marquesan trees were shipped, along with sandalwood, to 

Europe for use in furniture.   

 Rosewood sits at the crux of the complexities of current and past colonial rela-

tionships.  While rosewood does not have the same level of exploitation as sandalwood in 

the Marquesas, rosewood has taken on a particular meaning in the Marquesan church.  As 

I was told by the tour guide Dani, who was giving a tour to a group of German tourists, 

the rosewood is particularly significant because it is seen as a part of the divine; the red 

rose, which the rosewood is named after even in the French language (bois de rose), can 

be considered a symbol of martyrdom.   

 Added to this significance is the material’s scarcity.  Eric, a Nuku Hivan artist and 

carver whom I encountered several times during my visits, provided some carvings for a 

church on his island.  For him, it was important to provide the rarest and most beautiful 
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materials for the worship space, which, he said, is also “la Maison de Dieu [the home of 

God].”  He had specifically chosen redwood to carve a Marquesan cross, and he said,  

“C’est un bois dur et joli; c’est difficile de trouver, mais quand on le trouve, on 
peut faire des belle choses.  C’est comme la religion.  La religion est aussi spécial. 
[It’s a hard and pretty wood.  It’s difficult to find, but when you find it, you can 
make beautiful things.  It’s like religion.  Religion is also special in this way.]” 

 Rosewood is the primary raw material used for church carvings, particularly for 

figures of Jesus and Mary.  The Notre Dame Cathedral in Taioha'e houses the statues of 

Saint Peter and Saint Paul which are carved from rosewood.  It also houses stations of the 

cross carved from mi’o.  The Catholic Church in Taipivai houses a large rosewood carv-

ing of the Virgin Mary holding a baby Jesus, which is carved from the trunk of a single 

tree. 

 

Fig. 14. A large tamanu tree reaching over the Royal Road in Vaitahu, Tahuata. 
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 As discussed in Chapter 1, Tamanu is a third tree that is important for wood carv-

ing in the Marquesas Islands.  The plant is indigenous to the Indian Ocean and Southeast 

Asia.  The tree grows up to 65 feet tall, and it has a particularly distinctive trunk with 

knotted branches (Elevitch 2006: 184-186).  All year, the tree produces clusters of white 

flowers from which a spherical fruit emerges inside of which is a hard, spherical seed 

(184-186).   Before contact with the West, the tamanu was considered sacred and was 

planted near temples, or marae (Linton 1925).  The wood has been used in the past to 

build houses and canoe outriggers (Simmonds 1863: 88).  It also has been used to create 

tiki and mete (vases) (Linton 1925).  The seeds were also dried and carved with motifs 

for necklaces or other jewelry.  Furthermore, the leaves, when macerated, can be used as 

a poison (Elevitch 2006: 184-186).   

 I witnessed the poison in use on the island of Tahuata.  I provided translation as-

sistance on one of many trips from Hiva Oa to Tahuata, and on one of these trips, I wan-

dered the beach alone while the excursion attendees looked at shell necklaces for sale.  I 

saw two men, whom I later learned were brothers, putting something into the water.  It 

was the tamanu leaf, which they used to paralyze a small school of fish in the reef.  They 

then collected the fish for consumption, and I approached them as they brought a haul of 

ten small fish to shore.  I was curious because this use has been made illegal by the 

French authorities due to concerns over overfishing.  I asked them why they used this 

method.  Jean, the older of the two brothers, said that “C’est la vie marquisienne.  Nous 

avons pêché comme ça depuis que je me souviens. [It’s the Marquesas way of life.  We 

have fished like this since I can remember].” 
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 His brother, Jacques, nodded in agreement.  He said,  

“C’est interdit, Mais je pense que c’est mieux pour les poissons.  Its ne sentient 
rient quad on les tue. Les français pourraient apprendre quelque chose des 
pêcheurs marquisiens. Comment peuvent-ils décider comment nous mangeons?  
[It’s prohibited, but I think that it’s better for the fish.  They don’t feel anything 
when we kill them. The French could learn something from Marquesan fisher-
men]” 

 I encountered several more fishermen who admitted to using this fishing method.  

Jean, Jacques, and their fellow fishermen were openly defiant of the prohibition of the 

tamanu seed to collect food.  To them, laws preventing this use were absurd; they were an 

arbitrary obstruction imposed by a foreign power unfamiliar with their cultural practices.   

 As a result of the prohibition, Tamanu seed oil is now mostly used for medicinal 

properties.  It is used to treat skin conditions, including burns, acne, herpes, and stretch 

marks.  For the many Marquesans who do not regularly have access to institutionalized 

healthcare, these uses are important means of managing health issues.  Anna, a mother 

living on Hiva Oa, had four children, and with each pregnancy, she used tamanu seed oil 

to prevent stretch marks.  Her sisters-in-law had also done this during their pregnancies.    

 Similar to the other trees that have been exploited by colonists and tradesmen, the 

tamanu tree did not escape the attention of outsiders coming to the island.  As colonizers 

were finding more permanent footing in the Marquesas Islands, they immediately began 

to write about the potential benefits of tamanu.  One such author, P. L. Simmonds, wrote 

an article discussing the benefits and potential commercial properties of tamanu oils 

(Simmonds 1863).  Tamanu trees, ultimately, were also not immune to exploitation by 

missionaries and European traders. 
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 When visiting Fatu Hiva, I had the opportunity to interview barkcloth artists on 

the island.  I spent most of my time between Omoa and Hana Vave, two towns of under 

500 people each.  The villages are connected by a single road that stretched along the 

western side of the island (a road encircling the island, as in the case with all of the Mar-

quesas Islands, is impossible to construct due to its rocky topography).  Once, I hiked to 

Uia, also a town with a rich barkcloth-making tradition, but this road is often inaccessible 

during the rainy season and takes a considerable amount of time and effort to traverse.  

Barkcloth artists live in both Omoa and Hana Vave.  They produce barkcloth often in 

their spare time as a second or third career.  When the supply ship (the Toporo), or the 

tourist ship (the Aranui), come to visit, sailors, captains, and tourists buy pieces directly 

from the artists themselves.  Though barkcloth can be created with other resources, all of 

the barkcloth that I encountered on Fatu Hiva was made from the same kind of tree: the 

paper mulberry. 

 This industry is, for now, easily sustained because paper mulberry is a fast-grow-

ing plant.  While it is designated a deciduous tree by biologists, it resembles more closely 

a large shrub and reaches, at maximum, fifty inches in height in the wild.  Notably, the 

tree adapts to many different climate types, and it grows rapidly, easily filling clearings.  

As a result, the paper mulberry is sometimes used in reforestation projects in the South 

Pacific and Southeast Asia.  In some regions of the world, namely Pakistan, Argentina, 

and Uganda, paper mulberry is considered a weed or even an invasive species.  (Morgan 

and Overheat 2013 [2004]) 
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 Unlike the previous species of trees discussed in this chapter, paper mulberry is 

one of the trees that, according to recent studies, is not experiencing negative effects as a 

result of anthropogenic climate change (Morgan and Overheat 2013); in fact, because 

more sensitive trees are dying, like sandalwood and rosewood, paper mulberry has grown 

profusely throughout the islands, particularly Fatu Hiva.  Botanists and ecologists have 

argued that paper mulberry could provide one solution to the problems of climate change 

(Morgan and Overheat 2013; Mosquera-Losada et al. 2017).  The leaves function as nu-

tritious feed for farm animals, and the tree offers shade and protection against heat and 

drought (Mosquera-Losada et al. 2017).  The fruit, while small and perishable, is consid-

ered delicious and good for human consumption (2017).  

 Every part of the readily available tree has some use in Marquesan material cul-

ture today, and many artists I interviewed do try to use most of it with each harvest.  For 

example, the roots have been used to make ropes and wood to make furniture.  To make 

barkcloth, the entire paper mulberry must be harvested.  From the tree, the inner bark is 

stripped and dried for several days.  Afterward, it is pounded together with water using 

pounders, or i’e, to produce a paste.  These pastes dry over several days in strips, and 

these are then felted together over three days of pounding on a hardwood board with an 

ironwood beater.  The pounding creates a soft, pliable cloth that is then decorated with 

designs indicative of the artist and the region.  Inks used to paint the barkcloth are now 

largely store-bought, mass-produced, and Western-made.  The processes of painting the 

barkcloth largely depend on the artist, the size of the barkcloth, and the intricacy of the 

design; the painting can range from several days to several weeks.  (Kooijman 1976) 
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 In the case of high-quality pieces, barkcloth is an incredibly time-intensive prod-

uct.  Pieces of higher craftsmanship and artistry have a pliable, textile-like texture with 

fine painting and many designs.  The quickly produced pieces found in the Marché Mu-

nicipal on the island of Tahiti feel stiff and wooden to the touch and have designs that are 

quickly drawn with sharpie markers.  Most often, these quickly produced pieces are not 

from Fatu Hiva, where master artists create designs with family-owned templates.  It is 

difficult to find Fatu Hiva barkcloth on Tahiti unless at high-end galleries that collect the 

art directly from the artists themselves. 

 Trees used for barkcloth, or tapa in Tahitian and kahu in Marquesan, on the island 

of Fatu Hiva are cultivated from the wild.  Very few people grow their paper mulberry 

intentionally on their property; instead, people use paper mulberry found in the wild on 

public hunting lands or give paper mulberry when it is cleared from a property or con-

struction site.  Permission is always asked before a tree is harvested from private land, 

however that is not often needed; paper mulberry is so profuse that it is easily found.  The 

process of production requires intense human labor and, depending on the size of the 

piece, often several full trees.  While officials and artists could not provide an exact fig-

ure on the amount of kahu produced each year, a conservative estimate based on my in-

terviews with artists and gallery owners is about 30 high-quality pieces per year. 

 Trees generally have a slower response to climate change.  Overall, researchers 

have found that warmer temperatures have ultimately slowed tree growth (Chobrak 

2016).  Furthermore, not enough research has been done to suggest that the tamanu, 

rosewood, or the sandalwood tree populations are actively shrinking due to climate 
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change, particularly in the Marquesas Island area.  There have not been any comprehen-

sive ecological studies on the islands, and there are no official records kept on the chang-

ing fauna of the island.  To understand this issue, I have had to primarily rely on inter-

views. 

 Despite these restrictions for all three preferred types of wood, artists prefer to use 

the wood from the islands; for them, this solidifies the connection between the art and the 

island, contributing to the object’s authenticity.  I met one artist on the island of Fatu Hiva 

named Henri, who worked out of a small, open-air studio attached to his residence.  He 

had been working for ten years as an artist, learning from his grandfather.  For him, 

woodcarving was a connection to his cultural and familial roots.  Henri said, “L’art n’est 

pas vraiment marquisien à moins qu’il utilise des parties de l’île elle-même. [The art isn’t 

truly Marquesan unless it uses parts of the island itself.]”      

 Trees are integral to the creation of a Marquesan place and space in the Marque-

sas Islands.  The art made with local resources is, ultimately, representative of the islands 

themselves.  Tourists, eager to consume the island, seek an ever-increasing number of 

products made from these resources.  Although no official numbers exist, I estimate, 

based on my interviews with artists, that there has been roughly a 150% increase in the 

production of pieces made with local resources due to these demands.  This sharp in-

crease has led some artists to feel pressure to source more raw materials to produce art at 

a faster rate. 
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Fig. 15. The beginning of the hike through Hakaui Valley. Symes. 2017. 

III. Tourist Services and Climate Change: La Pluie et Les Cascades 

 Tourists want art made with local, natural resources partly because the tourist 

economy in the Marquesas relies on the romanticism surrounding its natural landscape.  

Similar to the tourist campaigns of Tahiti and the Society Islands (Kahn 2010; Kahn 

2011), the tourism campaign, partially funded by the government, boasts of “looming 

cliffs” and “black sand beaches” (Tahiti Tourisme 2017).  Some of the most important 

activities listed on the site are scuba diving and visiting the islands’ many waterfalls.  

Western tourists are drawn to the region to follow in the footsteps of Gauguin, Brel, and 
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Melville, whose artistic pieces also touted the ecological beauty of the islands.  They 

want to see what they romantically described in their songs, paintings, and books about 

the islands: seemingly pristine paradises with exotic plants and animals as well as breath-

taking views.  Climate change disrupts these romanticized visions, and simultaneously, 

tourism contributes to these disruptions.  

Fig. 16. A view from the fishing boat on the way to Vaipō Falls.  This photo represents a 
calm day at sea, but there were still large, rolling waves. 2018. 

 The romance of these islands is rooted in its ruggedness, both its inaccessibility 

and its natural beauty.  Excursions on these islands are not simple endeavors and are not 

for the luxury-seeker; for example, due to poor island infrastructure, excursions involve 

hours of rocky travel in uncomfortable vehicles.  Roads on the islands are either paved in 

bumpy concrete or not paved at all.  They are jagged, winding, and steep, making them 

difficult to navigate without the assistance of four-wheel drive, a manual transmission, 
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and heavy-duty tires.  Equipment is expensive, and the pick-up trucks often only with-

stand five years before needing to be replaced.  Trucks are often borrowed to run the ex-

cursions, and to make a profit, every seat must be filled, including the infamous middle 

seat.  Similarly, some areas popular with tourists require boat travel where roads do not 

extend.  Because the islands do not have the shelter of a coral reef, large waves make boat 

travel deeply uncomfortable as soon as the boat exits a sheltered bay.  I, myself, got sea-

sick over the side of the ship three times on three separate voyages.  Even simply getting 

to the island requires some discomfort.  For instance, I was a passenger on a Twin Otter 

plane between islands, which, while attempting to land, nearly missed the runway three 

times. 

Fig. 17. Tourists on a tiny fishing boat in Hiva Oa.  Everyone experienced seasickness on 
this excursion. 2018. 



 of 114 137
 Tourists to the Marquesas Islands do not seek the high standards of comfort that 

are available in nearby Tahiti or Bora Bora; instead, tourists search for a sense of discov-

ery and adventure, akin to the islands’ early explorers whom many of the tourists ad-

mired.  These, by comparison, adventurous tourists endure this discomfort to seek some 

form of reward, and for them, it is natural beauty.   In speaking with tourists, they were 

all looking for the spectacular, something which they could not see at home.  Several 

tourists described the awe-inspiring nature as having the “Jurassic Park effect,” citing the 

film featuring the scenery of the Hawaiian Islands.  They wanted untouched land with 

unparalleled beauty.  However, this romantic vision of what the tourists had imagined 

they would find on the islands often contrasted with what the islands are in reality, and, 

oftentimes, these mismatched expectations were the result of anthropogenic climate 

change. 

Fig. 18. The thin sliver of Vaipō Waterfall appears through the vegetation after the first 
two miles of hiking. 2018. 
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 This disconnect was most palpable on excursions to visit the natural features of 

the islands.  Though many excursions experienced problems due to a changing climate, 

particularly those involving whale and dolphin watching, fishing, and snorkeling, my 

most poignant experiences were with three separate tour groups to Vaipō Waterfall.  Per-

haps one of the most popular sites to visit, Vaipō Waterfalls is the highest waterfall in all 

of French Polynesia and is located on Nuku Hiva, not too far from Taioha‘e.  Two of the 

excursions I attended occurred during the rainy season, during the Southern Hemisphere’s 

winter, and the final excursion happened during the summer.  During the winter season, 

the monsoon rains are expected to arrive in the afternoon and continue for an hour or two, 

cooling down the island.  The summer season, on the other hand, is painfully dry.  In re-

cent years, however, these rains have been unpredictable, sometimes shifting to a summer 

month or disappearing altogether.  Due to changes in the seasons, each time I visited, the 

waterfall was a mere trickle.   

 On all three of these occasions, I was with tourist groups, mostly from France.  

The trip to Vaipō begins with an hour boat ride from Taioha‘e Bay.  If one is prone to sea-

sickness, this is a difficult voyage; there are no reefs to protect the small boat from the 

enormous, open-sea waves.  Even on a “calm” day, six-foot waves are not uncommon.  

The guide then drops you at a beach.  From the looks of it, one may think that this is the 

untouched beach Melville maroons himself on in his work Typee, but it is filled with no-

no flies.  
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 The hike to the waterfalls is 6 miles on a difficult, rocky trail through Hakaui Val-

ley.  The trail runs uphill through the valley which retains heat and humidity.  There are 

four river-crossings, each more difficult than the next; the first, hikers must go through 

the muddy bottom of the river which has razor-sharp shells that can break off and get 

stuck in the skin of the feet.  As I experienced first-hand, they can only be removed with 

the help of a set of sharpened tweezers and the beam of an iPhone light.  The crossings 

further up the trail are deeper, and the water is home to many eels that bite if someone’s 

foot should mistake their body for a rock.  All the while, tourists must be increasingly 

quiet as the valley walls close in on them; laughter, one kicked rock, or a sudden snap of 

a tree branch can disturb the birds of paradise circling above, which can, in turn, cause 

the mountain goats to run in panic, releasing an avalanche of rocks down the sharp 

slopes.  All of this combines to create a dramatic aura of adventure which is only en-

hanced by the final stream-crossing where one must carefully balance on a live hibiscus 

tree that has naturally grown over the width of the stream.   

 The first glimpse of the falls comes through a clearing in the canopy.  One can see 

the conical, volcanic mountains that line the valley as well as the caves in these moun-

tains that house the white coffins of ancient Marquesans.  However, the falls themselves, 

on two out of three visits, were only visible with the help of binoculars.  The hope of a 

more impressive, closer view propels tourists further up the path, but there is a chance 

that they will be disappointed; the last time I arrived at the base of the falls, the water was 

barely visible against the smooth rocks.  
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 Upon arrival on my first visit, I remember one middle-aged French couple saying 

to me in English, “This is it?  We hiked this far for a tiny drip?”  They were vocal about 

their disappointment that there was very little water at what was supposed to be the most 

spectacular waterfall in all of French Polynesia.  Some tourists felt that they had been 

duped; while the hike and the tour were both interesting, the tour failed to deliver its 

promised waterfall, and for XPF 7,000 per person, approximately USD 70, they felt that 

it was a steep price to pay for a day outing with an underwhelming result. 

Fig. 19. At the base of Vaipō Waterfall.  One can barely discern the water against the 
rocks. 2018. 
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 Brian, one of the tour guides on two of my three trips, was particularly perturbed 

by some of the tourists’ unimpressed reactions.  He once said after arriving back in port at 

Taiohae,  

 “Les cascades sont décevantes maintenant; Je ne sais pas quand je peux 
amener des touristes pour qu’ils se sentent impressionnés. Chaque jour est 
différent et la saison des pluies ne tient plus. Je dois amener les touristes 
au pied des chutes pour qu'ils sentent que la randonnée en valait la peine. 
[The falls are disappointing now; I don’t know when I can bring tourists 
for them to feel impressed.  Every day is different, and the rainy season no 
longer delivers.  I have to bring the tourists to the base of the falls (which 
is no longer permitted due to the hazard of falling rocks) for them to feel 
that the hike was worth the effort.]” 

 Similar problems plague other excursions on the Marquesas Islands, including the 

site of Vaiee-Nui Falls in Fatu Hiva and the waterfalls on Hiva Oa; unexpected torrential 

rains destroy roads, trees fall, and the arrival of bird populations become unpredictable.  

Rose Corser, an American anthropologist and museologist who runs a small museum in 

Taioha‘e, told me about one El Niño year that caused a tremendous amount of devasta-

tion to the island’s infrastructure.  During this last El Niño in 1997 and 1998, rainfalls 

reached 110 inches, washing out the dirt roads, destroying homes, and felling trees (Mar-

tinez, Ganachaud, Lefevre, and Maamaatuaiahutapu 2009).  The infrastructure on the is-

lands was not fully repaired until concrete roads were poured over ten years, reaching 

completion in 2010 according to my host, Jacques.  While the roads were out of commis-

sion, some families were isolated for months until vegetation could be cleared so that 

horse riders could pass through. 
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 The lack of infrastructure inhibited the tourist industry; tourists could not be easi-

ly transported from the airport to the pensions in Taioha‘e, which, at the time, was a har-

rowing multi-hour journey on steep, dirt roads.  The rains prevented the daily expeditions 

from traveling, and the airport saw frequent delays or cancelation of flights to other is-

lands.  Some pensions and the one hotel on the island experienced damage as a result of 

the heavy rains.  Unfortunately, there is very little documentation of the extent of the 

damage; research has been done on the environmental effects of the phenomenon, but 

little consideration has been given to the human effects. 

IV. Conclusions: Environmental Violence and Material culture  

 Ultimately, both artists and tourists prefer the resources that are unique to the is-

lands themselves.  This provides a direct, even tangible connection to the people and cul-

ture that created that object.  Even more for the tourists, the natural beauty and locally 

sourced products reinforce their romanticizations about the island.  The art and the natur-

al resources that the art comes from are special and almost sacred.  The Marquesans with 

whom I spoke see these art pieces as extensions of themselves as well as sources of eco-

nomic success.  For Marquesans, who endured more than a century of forced over-ex-

ploitation of their natural resources by European traders, there is added importance in 

protecting the flora and fauna on the island and having control over how and why they 

are used.  

 Furthermore, the use of plants is not simply about control; it is about a connection 

with the past and the social practices of the past. On Fatu Hiva, one barkcloth artist, 
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Vaïana, took me to harvest trees with her once outside of Hana Vave.  She lived on a large 

piece of land, and at the back, behind her house in the woods, were several small paper 

mulberry trees.  While pulling up several paper mulberry plants, she showed me the sig-

nificance of other trees.  Pointing to a breadfruit tree, she said in English,  

“You see that tree over there?  Have you eaten some breadfruit?  They serve it 
with chèvre au lait de coco.  It is very nutritious, and they [meaning her ancestors] 
used to use it a lot before the missionaries came.  When a woman gave birth, they 
would plant a young breadfruit tree over her placenta.  The tree would always 
give food for the baby to eat.  We are trying to do this more today.  Many of us 
still plant the breadfruit when a baby is born.”   

 She went on to say that concurrent with the Marquesan independence movement, 

more Marquesans were seeking to reinstate old, pre-missionary practices that had nearly 

been eradicated.  This included reimagining and re-choreographing sacred dances but 

also using plants and local natural resources intentionally as a way to reclaim and remake 

Marquesan cultural practices in the present day. 

 Plants are integral to Marquesan identity.  They are not just a means of economic 

success; they materialize kinship and social status.  Using local plants has become a way 

for many Marquesans with whom I spoke to assert their connection with their landscape, 

by ascribing social meaning to the act of planting, cultivating, and harvesting.  Plants dic-

tate what Marquesans can and cannot sell.  Plants also communicate to Marquesans the 

well-being of their community and cultural identity in the face of colonialism.  Plantings 

can demonstrate the size of a family.  Plants also provide resources for economic growth.  

Through plants and raw materials, Marquesans assert control of their culture and land-
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scape.  And like Marquesans, the plants have suffered many of the effects of colonialism 

and violence. 

 However, there is a sharp underside to this desire for and assertion of control; the 

Marquesan economy is still at the behest of the economic power of European and Ameri-

can tourists and French regulation.  The demand for tourist goods has steadily increased 

over the past 50 years, which has resulted in a greater need for island resources; Western 

tourists are contributing to the destruction of the environment.  This demand results in the 

harvesting of more trees for this particular purpose.  Scientists largely agree that planting 

more trees may prolong the effects of climate change (IPCC 2013; Cook Islands Renew-

able Electricity Chart 2011).  Trees function to reduce the level of carbon dioxide in the 

atmosphere and contributing to efforts to halt or reverse climate change.   

 With an increase in production, more trees are being harvested, which may, ulti-

mately, hurt climate change prevention. In the immediate, however, it appears that artists 

have more raw materials with which to work; trees that are “interdit” are felled by storms 

and changes in the climate, and other plants have died, leaving more room for paper mul-

berry to grow.  However, officials have not, as far as my research can tell, considered the 

sustainability of the current situation; as tree populations continue to diminish and sea 

levels rise, scientists agree that flora populations will suffer immense loss (IPCC 2013; 

Cook Islands Renewable Energy Chart 2011). 

 Before I packed up my things on my last night on the island of Nuku Hiva, I went 

to see the view at Comptroller Bay one last time.  My friend, Véro, and I wound the truck 

up the airport road, over the cliff of Mount Muake, and into the valley below.  We turned 
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a right at the fork until we stopped just above Taipivai, where Herman Melville once 

landed and mistakenly called the village “Typee.”  The bay is a large inlet where three 

bays meet.  As one tour guide told me, sometimes you can even see melon-head whales 

frolicking in the bay’s deep center.  Véro pointed at a tree to tell me that it was sandal-

wood.  “Sandalwood,” she said in English, “is our future in the Marquesas.  We have to 

be careful to protect it and to protect ourselves.”  Indeed, the careful use of natural re-

sources is intrinsically tied with the future direction of Marquesans, both economically 

and socially, but Marquesans are legally unable to fully exert control over their landscape 

and its resources. 

 While Marquesans do not speak about anthropogenic climate change in the same 

terms as Western scientists, most Marquesans do discuss abrupt changes in rainy seasons 

and crop production. Rather than a scientific or meteorological disaster, many Marque-

sans view climate change through religious lenses, and whether they are Mormon, 

Catholic, or Protestant, climate crises, such as droughts or El Niños, are often discussed 

in terms of God and God's will.  Due to limited fieldwork and the inaccessibility of most 

religious spaces in the Marquesas Islands, I was not able to fully grasp the complexity of 

the coding of anthropogenic climate change.  I hope to understand these nuances with 

further research. 

 Marquesans, their culture, and their environment are experiencing ecological vio-

lence at the hands of outsiders.  France takes a paternalistic stance, enacting legislation 

under the thinly veiled guise of knowing the islands’ ecology better than Marquesans 

themselves.  France and international regulations against the harvest of rosewood and 
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sandalwood trees give the ultimate legal authority to France, and Marquesans are penal-

ized for making these decisions for themselves.  Further, increased tourism takes an im-

measurable toll on the environment, only exacerbating the effects of global climate 

change.  While the desire to control their environment is integral to cultural revitalization, 

Marquesans are unable to wrest complete control from overarching sociopolitical powers, 

who limit the use of their islands’ resources. 

 Garver’s definition of covert institutional violence (1968: 819) is violence that is 

not easily discernible by those involved.  France and UNESCO use laws and regulations 

to limit Marquesan culture without overtly determining how cultural practices should 

manifest; instead, the regulations focus on the islands’ ecological resources, which the 

government does not trust the Marquesans to regulate themselves.  Marquesans are limit-

ed in how and when to use parts of their island by these laws.  Tourism dictates how mon-

ey is distributed and how these ecological resources are used on the islands.  Each of 

these limiting factors maintains an accepted status quo; that is to say, French legislation is 

accepted, and any resistance against this legislation would result in a fine or jail time, 

both of which would be a socially accepted punishment.  Likewise, tourism is a socially 

accepted norm in Marquesan society; it provides economic resources and local jobs, but it 

contributes to the destruction of the very thing that attracts tourists.  At the same time, to 

reject tourism means to entirely live without the largest economic resource on the islands. 

 In the case of the Marquesas Islands, Garver’s definition is not specific enough to 

understand the ecological impact of covert institutional violence.   Garver does not dis-

tinguish between the types of institutions that uphold violence, nor does he make a dis-
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tinction between the different outcomes of this violence.  The islands have two separate 

institutions enacting this kind of violence on Marquesans: the political/legal system and 

the social impact of tourism.  Combined, these two institutions inflict a unique kind of 

violence on Marquesans that limits their ability to determine the use and manifestation of 

their local resources.  Moreover, it indirectly informs and imposes limits on how Marque-

sans creatively and culturally express themselves. 

 The term “ecological violence” more specifically refers to how limits imposed on 

ecology can inhibit the independence, growth, and continuation of a cultural group.  The 

Marquesas Islands offer a particular kind of situation; the islands are among the most 

vulnerable to ecological change, and yet, Marquesans cannot easily take meaningful ac-

tion to alleviate the situation.  As the planet begins to warm and Western countries hold 

legislative and economic power, these realities will continue to present great difficulty to 

indigenous populations.  For example, we can already see populations suffering due to 

climate change in low-lying islands like Kiribati (Robertson and Rubow 2013: 62; 

Robertson 2015: 93-109) and Tuvalu (Aalbersberg 1991; Lazarus 2016).  As island popu-

lations face drastic changes to their environment and their culture, we need to understand 

how and why their courses of action are limited while simultaneously investigating how 

covert ecological violence has contributed to their ecological crises. 
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