Michael Reilly, Ancestral Voices From Mangaia – A History Of The Ancient Gods And Chiefs, Polynesian Society, 2009 

In this volume, Michael Reilly sets himself the task of augmenting the existing western histories of Mangaia, Cook Islands (largely the work of the Rev. William Wyatt Gill and Te Rangi Hiroa) with ‘ancestral voices’, drawing on several Mangaian sources and his own field interviews. The two largest known caches of Mangaian language material are those collected in the 19th century by Wyatt Gill and the records of a 1975 oral history project initiated by the then Prime Minister of the Cook Islands, Albert Royle Henry. Reilly has supplemented these with colonial and London Missionary Society (LMS) archives and Cook Islands Land Court records.

Reilly had a number of choices in organising this material – to present the transcribed original documents, with or without translation, or to interpolate and interweave elements of these into Gill’s and Hiroa’s histories, at the same time, pursuing new lines of enquiry and possible new conclusions. He has chosen the latter, concentrating on those parts of Mangaia’s story where his detailed research has borne most fruit.  In the process, he sheds new light and generates new questions, some of which might have been answered by Reilly himself, given the material he presents. On the score of bringing analysis to fruition, Ancestral Voices can be somewhat hit and miss.

In the chapter, ‘A New God’, Reilly records Mangaian conceptions of the London Missionary Society (LMS) church as the tama u’a a Numangatini (‘child of the thigh’ of the Mangaian ariki Numangatini). Reilly interprets this to mean that the Church was regarded as an adopted child, nurtured and fed in the lap of its new Mangaian family, yet overlooks the crucial point that, on Mangaia, an adopted child has no definite rights to, or claims to succession in, land, while of the ariki Numangatini, it is said ‘E tiputa rangi ua to’ou e aku ariki’ [Yours is only a tiputa of the air, o my ariki]. The tiputa ‘poncho’…like the authority of Numangatini did not extend further down to the land and to political authority; this remained with (the warrior chiefs [Aronga Mana])’ (p. 129). Tama u’a is thus a metaphor for the separation of church (LMS) and state (the allocation of land and titles and every-day government, reserved to the leading warriors), of sacred from secular, two elements whose ‘complex dynamic’ (p. 131) has helped define Mangaia’s history. Reilly comes tantalisingly close to realising this as he lays out his evidence:
[Ariki] Numangatini asked …Where are you going to take the [my] Gospel and put it? The answer given was ‘I runga i ta’u tama u’a’ ….The idea is that this child is not to be seated on the ground but on the lap.  (p. 90).
The warriors asked where the new god was to be put. Numangatini said ‘Here’ ‘on his thighs….not on the land’ because Numangatini did not own the land, that was owned by the warriors (p. 89; also pp. 106, 129).

It was only when this relationship (church to land) had been definitely clarified, that the land owning warrior chiefs ‘signalled their decision to permit Christianity to be taught to the people’ (p. 91). Once embedded, the accommodation remained of decisive significance for 19th century Mangaian history, with significant implications for 20th century colonial relations, based as these were on Mangaian understandings that strangers and their projects might be accommodated on the island, provided they made no claim upon the land. 

In his chapter, ‘Being British’ Reilly explores Mangaia’s ‘special relationship with Britain, mediated through figures such as Captain Cook and Queen Victoria’ (p. 73) referring specifically to the Cook’s visit to Mangaia and a mythical meeting between Victoria and the ariki Numangatini, resulting in a ‘personal undertaking’ by the British Queen to protect the Mangaian chiefs. At the same time Reilly notes that public statements of Mangaia’s ‘Britishness’ received particular emphasis ‘whenever [Mangaians] were dissatisfied with the Cook Islands Government’ (p. 69). Again, Reilly tantalises with evidence for an alternative analysis, but opts for a discourse on Cook’s visit and Mangaia’s marginal role in the Sahlins/Obeyesekere debate. In fact, this emphasis on ‘Britishness’ had a lot more to do with conventions established under the British Protectorate ensuring no encroachment on chiefly authority over land. Hiroa (1993; 58 fn 23) reports that, throughout the New Zealand colonial period (1901-65) ‘[Mangaians] did not want to be part of New Zealand and called for a secession and reversion to protectorate status as part of Britain’. Reilly records Angareu of Veitatei speaking during one of the recurrent crises over the legitimacy of New Zealand rule – ‘Mangaia is under the Queen Victoria and part of the British dominions and therefore the land is still in our hands’ (p. 71). Throughout the colonial period, the Mangaian chiefs successfully denied jurisdiction to the colonial Land Court, the administration’s vehicle for undermining ‘traditional’ authority in the Cook Islands. It follows that, just as tama u’a was shorthand for the accommodation of church and state, so ‘Britishness’ was and remains an affirmation of chiefly authority over land and titles recognised under the British Protectorate. This key point is absent in Reilly’s analysis.

‘Land’ as used above and by Reilly in his chapter ‘Land and Power’ requires some qualification. Mangaia comprises drylands and wetlands but it is the productive wetlands that have greatest historical significance. The missionary, colonial and post-colonial periods have seen an extension of the power of the Aronga Mana from wet to drylands, in response to changing economies, but the template of Mangaian society can still be read in the organisation of the island’s taro fields. Reilly acknowledges that a significant role of the chiefs is ‘to maintain the water supply throughout the irrigated taro plots in their tapere…’(p. 164; also pp. 235-36). However, this point is made only in passing and the remainder of his chapter makes no further reference to this defining element of Mangaian power, control over irrigation waters.

These issues aside, Ancestral Voices draws strength from the fact that Reilly incorporates material from a wider range of sources than previous works on Mangaia. The island’s written history largely commenced with the work of the Rev. William Wyatt Gill, missionary to Mangaia from 1852-72. Gill’s main informants were Tereavai, leader of Ngati Vara, vanquished at the last battle on Mangaia, and Mamae, grandson of a leading Ngati Vara warrior. Gill’s work informed Te Rangi Hiroa’s Mangaian Society (1934) which was informed by Aiteina, son of Mamae, and Akeakore, great grandson of Tereavai. Donald Marshall who undertook anthropological work on Mangaia in the 1950s again relied extensively on Ngati Vara sources, at the same time recording Aronga Mana concerns that Hiroa’s work relied too heavily on Ngati Vara informants (Marshall Archives, Rarotonga, Box 1.3). If the dominant Mangaian view remains that the island’s written history owes more to the vanquished than the victors, then perhaps Ancestral Voices provides something of a corrective. It is, I think, not without significance that Reilly’s two main Mangaian assistants were a great-great grandson of the ariki Numangatini and a senior member of the current Aronga Mana. Their collaboration has been well rewarded by Michael Reilly’s exceptional scholarship.
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