Marine Vallée
A LATE NINETEENTH CENTURY

CLUB FROM FATU IVA,
MARQUESAS ISLANDS

EsG, Oz 1987

Visiting Te Fenua Enata / Te Henua Enana (The Marquesas Islands) in 1897-1898,
German ethnographer Karl von den Steinen collected this wooden tu club on the
island of Fatu Iva. Often held in low regard, such late nineteenth century objects
illuminate important formal and cultural evolutions that expand into the present.
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135 cmin length, the club presents a series of characteristic attributes: a carved
rounded head with anthropomorphic features suggested by three protruding knobs in
the form of tiki faces in the place of the eyes and, at the centre of a projecting crossbar,
of the nose. A décor of incised motifs deriving from the tattooing art of patutiki covers
I the whole surface of the head and is elaborated below the crossbar.!
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entiated from ancient clubs of >traditional« style. Even von den Steinen himself, who
discussed uu clubs in his pivotal contribution to the study of Marquesan art and
culture (Steinen 1925-28; 2016), did express some disdain for what he called the
»bastardisation« of their decorative style (Steinen 2016, Vol. lI: 69). This club Oz 1987,
formerly VI 15576 in Berlin, does not appear in his three-volume publication.

Widely collected, the straditional clubs form the largest category of Marquesan
objects found in museums and private collections worldwide (Ilvory 1994: 53). The pref-
erence for these traditional forms in collecting practices has been replicated in cura-
torial ones and remains an enduring tendency: modern du held in institutions are more
rarely to be displayed or highlighted than their >traditionak counterparts (Vallée 2019).

Made of ironwood, those earlier clubs’ darker appearance was obtained by burial
in taro fields. After being removed from the ground, the clubs then had coconut oil applied
to them. Heavy, they would most likely have been specialist equipment restricted to
leading warriors (Hooper 2021: 138). Rather than a close combat weapon, tu signalled
authority and could be used either to complete the killing of a victim wounded by spears
or slingshot, or to project power and execute it under controlled circumstances (ibid.: 137f.).

The earlier clubs all shared an incised face at the top; a ridged plane that runs
through the median point of the eyes; eyes, and a nose suggested by high relief heads;
two decorative bands carved in low relief beneath the nose and crossbar; and another
set of eyes between these two bands (lvory 1990: 186).

None of these >traditionak clubs were to be seen by von den Steinen during his
visit to the islands (cf. Steinen 2016, Vol. 1), as most had already been collected by
Western voyagers. The club Oz 1987 thus illustrates a new style collected and pre-
sented by museums from 1895 onwards, with tattoo designs covering the entire sur-
face of the upper head (Ilvory 1990: 217). As for other types of objects - model canoes,
paddles, and bowls - this decorative tendency was initiated in the southern part of the
2 archipelago and by the tastes of an outside clientele (ibid.) [Fig- 21,2
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Sammlung, in 1939, this club seems to have been one of
the earliest ymodern< au collected, along with another still
in Berlin (VI 15575) today (lvory 1990: 217).

The restrictive labelling of such objects as curios is often
associated with their dismissal. As underlined by Carol S.
Ivory, this tends to devalue the enduring, but changed, sense
of identity and culture these acculturated artforms reflect
(ibid.: 232), and how such artforms embody »a remarkable
story of the survival and adaptation of significant aspects
of an aesthetic system in the face of catastrophic conditions
and nearly complete cultural collapse« (ibid.: 210).

In the face of the major losses produced by the French
annexation of the archipelago in 1842 and the forbidding of
critical cultural practices by both the colonial administration
and Catholic evangelization, as well as associated dramatic
demographic decline due to introduced diseases (lvory 1995:
20; Bailleul 2001), the mere continuous existence of these
clubs is testament to local cultural dynamism in the face of
wider socio-historical changes.

Evolving in shapes and designs, tuu have continued
to be made by Enata/Enana and even more so since the cul-
tural renewal in the 1980-1990s (cf. Ottino-Garanger 2001/02:
193-200; Ivory 1996: 43-46; Schemith 2013: 160f.). Since then
have featured prominently within performative indigenous
curatorial frameworks and events, such as the Matavaa o
te Fenua Enata / Matavaa o te Henua Enana festival. Whether
they resemble traditional, modern, or schematic clubs, they

often accompany dance leaders and performers (Vallée 2019:

279-283).

Uu are still widely produced today for the local art
market and exhibition at Marquesan art fairs in Tahiti twice
ayear, varying in the creativity or fantasy of their décor, as
well as their size. As such, miniatures inspired by the tradi-
tional or modern styles are more numerous. Larger pieces
are produced in less quantity but are still featured in the
stands of almost every sculptor. These larger pieces, often
inspired by traditional clubs, were until recently often over-
sized and heavier than their original counterparts. Current
research and museum consultations by community mem-
bers demonstrate an ongoing interest in making the clubs
closer to heritage objects in size and form. Contemporary
productions also express artists’ creativity, illustrated for
instance in the collections displayed in the city museum
of Ua Huna, an island known for its annual 29" June carving
contest, where tu clubs have been rigorously explored
by local practitioners.

Club (Ux) from the end of
the 19th century. A new style
of decoration is visible (EsG,
0z 1987).



Beyond their originary archipelago, tu clubs stand as a recurring element incorpo-
rated in contemporary Tahitian visual culture and art practices. This can be seen, for
instance, in public representative events such as the gala linked to the Miss Tahiti
beauty pageant, where the clubs have repeatedly been featured in various and some-
times extravagant forms. Presented as decorative attributes to evoke the Marquesan
archipelago, linked or not to the cultural identity of contestants, or as a trophy prize
for the winner, the clubs appear as a cultural marker of the Marquesan cultural

identity and of a wider French Polynesia.

Uu clubs ->traditionak, >modern< or contemporary, therefore encapsulate
relationships, representation, and the negotiation of identity with, within, and beyond
their originary archipelago.
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