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PREFACE: How I Discovered Aotearoa/New Zealand

In 1998 I discovered Aotearoa/New Zealand. Aotearoa is the Maori name for

New Zealand and means “land of the long white cloud.” I realize the continent had gotten

along just fine without my awareness of it for centuries, as it had before Abel Tasman’s

disastrous attempt to re-supply there in the 1600s and before Captain Cook made Europe

aware of it in the 1700s, which started the colonization that eventually followed.

However, in 1998 Aotearoa/New Zealand suddenly loomed in my consciousness because

of a series of events and synchronicities that led to my unsuccessful attempt to move

there in 2001 and culminates, for now, in this research.

I was working on my MA in Consciousness Studies at John F. Kennedy

University just outside of San Francisco in the East Bay, when I was invited to a

gathering of women. It was a lovely gathering full of interesting women and I found

myself deep in conversation with a woman a few years older than I who seemed wise and

grounded, and the fourteen-year-old daughter, half Jewish-American, half Chinese, of the

brilliant leader of the gathering. They were both big fans of the TV show Xena: Warrior

Princess, and were discussing the steps they had taken to ensure that the episode they

were missing, to attend the gathering, would be saved for their viewing when they

returned home later that evening. I had seen little clips of the show and had not given it

much thought because on initial viewing it seemed to be primarily eye candy. Because

both of these people were interesting and complex, I resolved to give the show a closer
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inspection at the next opportunity.

I had been studying shamanism for several years and had read numerous books on

the subject and attended multiple workshops to learn various shamanic techniques.  Since

then my fascination has grown and I have continued to study with shamans from various

parts of the world, including the Amazon, Hawaii, Tibet, and Ireland.

I did not have long to wait for my opportunity to give Xena: Warrior Princess

another viewing and when the show came on I was surprised to find that I had stumbled

into an episode where Xena goes on a shamanic journey into the borders of the land of

the dead. I started to shake uncontrollably and I realized that I had witnessed proof of the

shifting of the collective unconscious just enough for a female hero to finally become

fully realized in film. It was a huge revelation for me and, having grown up with the ever-

diminished Jeanie, as in I Dream of Jeanie, and Samantha from Bewitched, I was

accustomed to seeing fictional women with extraordinary powers being partnered with

men incapable of managing their affairs who possessed none of their partners’

supernatural abilities. Xena: Warrior Princess represented a brand new feminine heroic

archetype and I wanted to know what country was fertile enough for such an

extraordinary shift to occur within its borders: Aotearoa/New Zealand, where the last

Prime Minister was a woman, Helen Clark, who, as Aotearoa/New Zealand’s second

female Prime Minister, served three consecutive terms from 1999 until 2008, and where

women won the right to vote, twenty-seven years before American women, in 1893.

Although the creators of Xena: Warrior Princess were not from Aotearoa/New

Zealand, they chose to film there because of the low cost, great locations and freedom

from incessant interference from Hollywood studio executives. The star of Xena: Warrior
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Princess, Lucy Lawless, was born and raised in Aotearoa/New Zealand and, as a

courageous actor who performed most of her own stunts, she exemplifies many of the

best characteristics found in the Aotearoa/New Zealand cultural blend.

The Aotearoa/New Zealand landscape is as much a star in the Xena: Warrior

Princess series as the actors and I was also drawn to the land itself, as though an older

part of me were familiar with the Aotearoa/New Zealand earth and sea, and I felt

compelled to go there to attempt to understand this sudden fascination and mysterious

connection. I attempted, unsuccessfully, to move to Aotearoa/New Zealand in 2001 but

my attempt was thwarted by the lack of the proper visa and credentials. I returned to the

US where I turned to education as a means to establish the necessary credentials to

explore this phenomenon more fully. I was convinced that Xena: Warrior Princess could

only have developed in Aotearoa/New Zealand, not in England, Europe, or America, and

I initially went to research the culture she sprang out of to understand why. However,

during my first month-long trip to Aotearoa/New Zealand in 2001, I discovered that, in

reality, Maori, the indigenous people of Aotearoa/New Zealand, have the warrior spirit I

was seeking in the fictional Xena, and that warrior spirit is very much alive and well

today. Maori language convention requires that the word “Maori” not use the article

“the,” and this convention has been respected throughout this dissertation.

As I became more aware of Maori beliefs and accomplishments, I began to

admire and respect their culture, so much so, that when I returned to the US I continued

to study the language and culture on my own. When it came time to decide on a research

topic, I knew I had to go back to Aotearoa/New Zealand and find out more about Maori

culture.
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Aotearoa/New Zealand is a blend of very distinctive peoples: a warrior people

who could not be defeated by the colonists, and the colonists who, after a short-lived

victory, have been forced to continuously redefine themselves in relation with Maori,

some of whom were fierce. Aotearoa/New Zealand has become a place unlike any other.

Maori have a tremendous effect on the Aotearoa/New Zealand culture as a whole and

their artworks, myths, customs, and language have permeated those of the Pakeha, or

non-Maori, resulting in a synergistic society in which the whole is truly greater than the

sum of its parts.

Even though she was not a Maori, Xena: Warrior Princess embodies the best of

the blend of Maori and Pakeha New Zealanders: the warrior spirit that Maori have

continued to exhibit in spite of continued attempts to dominate them over the years, and

the Pakeha culture that has continued to evolve creatively in film and to stand at the

forefront of technological innovation. The fact that Maori were able to negotiate the

Waitangi Treaty with the British in 1840, which allowed them the same rights as the

British citizens, speaks volumes about the staying power and ingenuity of this remarkable

group of people. And the fact that Xena: Warrior Princess was filmed in Aotearoa/New

Zealand and starred a New Zealander of Irish descent, speaks volumes about how the

blend of cultures has resulted in a unique environment capable of great depth and

creativity.
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Maori Art Forms

Much of the meaning of Maori culture is embodied within cultural symbols that

are present in Maori wharenui, or meeting houses – literally “large house,” that can be

found throughout Aotearoa/New Zealand. This interdisciplinary study of the themes

present in both the carvings and decorations of the wharenui as well as in contemporary

art, and traditional and contemporary dances of Maori was undertaken to prove that the

content not only reflects Maori cultural identity, it is an active agent in the formation and

perpetuation of both Maori and non-Maori cultural identity in New Zealand.

The fearlessness I have always admired in heroes is exhibited in Maori art and

dance. There is ferocity and a lack of restraint in the dance that is present in the carved

figures, even though both the dancers and carvers must exercise great discipline in their

craft. Maori artisans manage to convey a sense of wild freedom and other-worldly

earthiness that draws me and inspires me to overcome my own limitations and break

through artificial restrictions thus allowing my personal strengths to shine through. If I

am pulled to this because of my own wild spirit, much sublimated in the pursuit of

wisdom, others must surely feel the pull.

A casual conversation about Xena: Warrior Princess inspired me to discover

Aotearoa/New Zealand, but it is Maori and their art and dance that captivated my

imagination and are at the core of this research. The arts are the sacred container of the

deeper aspects of a culture: its myths, stories, legends, history, and beliefs, and it is

through discovering some of the significant themes and symbolism in Maori art and

dance that we may come to a partial understanding of what it is that is so profoundly

alluring about Maori, in particular, and Aotearoa/New Zealand as a whole.
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Maori art forms are replete with symbolism entrenched in Maori cosmogony, as

well as with political issues arising from the relationship of colonizer to colonized. This

interdisciplinary project examined the core symbols, issues and stories present in Maori

traditional and contemporary art and dance to determine the way in which the content

present in these art forms acts as an active agent in the formation and perpetuation of

Maori cultural identity in New Zealand.

A secondary aim of the project was to examine the relationship of Maori to the

greater Aotearoa/New Zealand culture thereby identifying common and contrasting

themes and issues present within both cultures. Aotearoa/New Zealand is unique in that

the indigenous society has equal rights with the British, now New Zealanders, who

colonized them and, through the arts, Maori have gained tremendous ground in becoming
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a vital partner in the ongoing creation of New Zealand’s cultural identity.

One of the central issues that repeatedly appeared in all the art forms analyzed

was the push and pull that exists for Maori struggling to retain a Maori identity and

compete in the non-Maori world. Identity for Aotearoa/New Zealand Maori and Pakeha,

or non-Maori, alike is created in response to, in conflict with, in tandem with, and in spite

of their respective cultures, thus creating yet another aspect of push and pull dynamics in

New Zealand.

Within the context of dance ethnology and visuals arts methodologies several

methods were employed including: archival reviews; in situ examination and visual

analysis of the meaning and value of these Maori art forms; information exchange

sessions, which have been presented individually within the text, with Maori elders,

educators, traditional and contemporary choreographers and performers, traditional and

contemporary visual artists, and other knowledgeable individuals; the identification of

recurrent themes and symbolism, which provide the basis for the synthesis of the

information collected.

The project involved nine years of research prior to a two-month in situ

examination of Maori art, dance and culture.
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Introduction

This study, designed as a comparative analysis, contends that the content present

in Maori traditional and contemporary art and dance, not only reflects the seminal and

fundamental issues of Maori culture, but also is central to the formation and perpetuation

of Maori cultural identity in New Zealand. Supporting this contention, this study is

viewed and conducted through the lenses of dance ethnology and visual art.

Central sociopolitical, racial, and geographic issues, along with key symbols,

stories, and legends rooted in Maori cosmogony, which I will detail in this treatise,

were overwhelmingly present as the central themes of the art forms I studied. These

issues, symbols and stories effectively capture and record the essence of Maori culture in

a non-verbal fashion in the visual art, although written words are occasionally

incorporated into contemporary works. Similarly, the movements and lyrics of the haka

have more recently been recorded in various mediums. Furthermore, I discovered that

these distinct and diverse art forms are an active force in the creation and development of

a cross-cultural identity in New Zealand for Maori and non-Maori alike. I have elected to

use and compare these two art forms in this study as they are both story driven.

Furthermore, there is a push and pull between traditional and contemporary art forms

both within Maori culture and between Maori and Pakeha, or non-Maori, elements of

Aotearoa/New Zealand society as a whole as reflected in these art forms. Push and pull

appears in many guises throughout this dissertation in discussions about cultural identity,
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artistic identity, multiculturalism, and Maori and non-Maori identity. It refers to the idea

that conflict can ensue when multiple influences are involved in the formation of identity.

This push and pull of cultural influences often results in creative dialogues, controversy,

and evolution within the art forms. Maori society came close to extinction in the mid to

late 1800s, and their traditional art forms and the use of their language were all but

prohibited. This brush with extinction propelled Maori to reclaim their cultural identity

and sharpen that identity in relation with and contrast to the greater Aotearoa/New

Zealand society.

There is a great deal of scholarship dealing with Maori culture, with some of the

most prominent authors being Hirini Moko Mead, Dame Anne Salmond, Charles Royal,

Elsdon Best, and Conal McCarthy. Scholarship on Maori art forms and their symbolism

and expression within Maori culture has grown exponentially in recent years as Maori

arts continue to garner international recognition at prestigious venues like Jacob’s Ladder

and the Venice Biennale. Older books on Maori art tended to be small soft-cover books

that had few color photographs, if any, which often used hand-drawn illustrations. Many

of these were written from an anthropological perspective, as with much of Elsdon Best’s

writings. Terrence Barrow, an anthropologist who studied Polynesian culture for decades

and the former curator of the National Museum of New Zealand in Auckland, has written

about Maori art from an ethnological point of view, examining its elements and the

origins of patterns, designs, tools and symbols within a cultural context. Maori statesman

and professor, Hirini Moko Mead, has written many books on Maori culture and has

evaluated the history and geographical variations in styles of Maori carving and weaving.

Art curator and historian, Hamish Keith has written about the evolution of both Maori
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and non-Maori art and the relationship between the two from a cultural and historical

perspective. Historian and author Dame Anne Salmond, who is a Distinguished Professor

of Maori Studies at The University of Auckland, has written numerous books on Maori

culture, three of which were written in consultation with Maori elders. There are a few

recent books on Maori that are larger, elegantly appointed books, which include

numerous beautiful full color reproductions of the works of well-known Maori artists.

One of the best examples is Damien Skinner’s large hardcover book, The Carver and the

Artist: Maori Art in the Twentieth Century, published in 2008. Skinner is a respected

historian and curator and much of his work looks at Maori arts from a cross-cultural

perspective. However, while writing about Maori art has shifted to reflect a more refined

aesthetic, writing about contemporary indigenous dance is often tucked away in one

chapter of a larger work, like Taiawhio II, edited by Huhana Mith and Norman Heke,

predominantly featuring collections of prominent carvers, painters, and weavers. There is

still a great deal more written about traditional Maori dance than contemporary, which

has a much smaller audience. The most important books on haka are those by Wira

Gardiner, Timoti Karetu, and Alan Armstrong, while Jennifer Shennan’s small book, The

Maori Action Song, is a good resource for learning a number of Maori songs and dances.

Important books on indigenous research and indigenous arts are: Exhibiting Maori

A History of Colonial Cultures on Display, Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics and Politics

of Museum Display, The Death of Authentic Primitive Art and Other Tales of Progress,

Ethnic and Tourist Arts: Cultural Expressions of the Fourth World, and Local

Knowledge: Further Essays in Interpretive Anthropology. Patrick Vinton Kirch has

written a number of important books on Pacific Island culture from an anthropological
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perspective.

Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous

Peoples is an essential book for anyone planning to research within an indigenous

community, although she recommends that indigenous researchers are better suited for

the task, and Joan Metge’s small book, Korero Tahi Talking Together, is indispensable

for anyone who wishes to build better relationships and establish open dialogues with

Maori.

This study builds upon preceding historical, anthropological and visual arts

scholarship by examining current dance and art analyses from symbolic, cultural, dance

ethnological, and visual arts perspectives, then giving a cumulative analysis of common

denominators within the content of these two art forms. It differs from the preceding

scholarship in that it is a comparative analysis of content across arts disciplines including

multiple perspectives. Existing scholarship focuses on historical and evolutionary

analysis of either art or dance, without comparing the two forms to find common

denominators within the content. This scholarship is unique in that it specifically

examined common content in both art forms in order to discern ideas, issues, symbols

and cultural identifiers, which underscore Maori cultural identity. This scholarship further

revealed the many layers of complexities that exist within Maori culture and the countless

dynamics in the relationships between Maori and non-Maori New Zealanders,

particularly in the context of the formation of individual and national cultural identity

through the evolution of the content of Maori traditional and contemporary art and dance.

Moreover, this study differs from preceding scholarship in that the information

exchange sessions specifically informed the analysis of the content of Maori traditional



5

and contemporary art and dance and were an integral part of the research process.

Additionally, this study sought out the current and historic leaders in education,

performance, and creative production and asked these experts directly about their work

and how this informs their cultural identities. The transitive values of this scholarship

might include further multi-disciplinary studies in this area, as well as an examination of

how the key content and cultural identifiers in Maori art and dance are presented in and

affect Maori music, politics, sports, religion, and finance/exchange. As a result of this

study several aspects of Maori culture have piqued my interest namely: the cultural

significance of and visual elements included in Maori moko, or tattoo; how early

instruments are incorporated into contemporary music; the history of the female chiefs;

traditional and contemporary poetry and its foundation within an oral culture; regional

variations of contemporary dance; and pursuing a deeper analysis of the cosmogony.

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework for this project has, then, involved looking at the

research of my predecessors in three significant fields: symbolism and cultural meaning,

dance, and visual arts. Furthermore, it required an exploration of Maori art forms and

their expression within Maori culture and Aotearoa/New Zealand culture at large. The

research strove to identify key concepts, issues and controversies and to determine how

these key concepts and issues are manifest in Maori art forms, thus becoming active

agents in the formation and perpetuation of Maori and non-Maori cultural identity.

During the research phase I employed the following tools: information exchange

sessions, the analysis of existing documents and in situ direct observation.

As an interdisciplinary artist, I fervently believe in the value of understanding and
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supporting cross-curricular approaches to the study of the arts. If, as researchers, we are

able to identify key concepts within one of the arts of any specific culture, deeper

understanding and knowledge of those key concepts may become possible through the

identification and analysis of significant symbols and themes also present in other arts

disciplines within that culture, particularly where themes and topics are repeated.

I believe that the importance of the arts to a community’s well being cannot be

overstated. The arts have traditionally been a vehicle to create a sense of identity and

disseminate history within a particular culture and to help young people build self-esteem

and develop co-operation and team building skills. This notion of building identity

through the arts is addressed repeatedly throughout this dissertation.

For many Maori the battle to reclaim historic lands, maintain a culture that was

nearly eradicated, and continue to create a positive and evolving sense of cultural identity

has been at the heart of their struggles. These themes are present in much of the art Maori

have produced historically, and continue to produce.

The arts assisted early Maori in establishing tribal territorial claims, particularly in

the communal carved tribal whare whakairo, or meeting house, by differentiating Maori

from the settlers who carved up parcels of land to live on as individual family units in

typical European style. Maori historically lived communally and this was a completely

different lifestyle from that of the colonists. Today many Maori tribes own communal

lands but, for the most part, have adopted the European style of dwelling, although family

and tribal ties remain extremely strong. When visiting the home of a member of the Ngati

Whatua tribe, I was informed that many of her close relatives either share her home or

live immediately nearby within the same community. This seemed particularly foreign to
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me as I had left my family home at the age of seventeen and during the whole of my life

had rarely been back to visit. In The Penguin History of New Zealand, Michael King

discusses the historic contrast of Maori lifestyle to that of the colonists:

Those few Europeans who visited the Maori were very much aware that they were
glimpsing a world quite different from their own. The disposition of such
settlements, the provision of communal meeting, cooking and eating facilities, the
styles of houses, the materials from which they were built, the nature of the
activities that went on in and around them, the language that was spoken, the kind
of food that was eaten and the manner in which it was prepared – all these
features suggested to Europeans a distinctly Maori way of life and one that
seemed indistinguishable from place to place. (241-2)

The whare whakairo were the heart of these tribal areas and, as will be discussed

later in this dissertation, they became more important as Maori struggled to retain their

tribal lands. Dance, too, was an important form of communication and this dissertation

will examine how any topic, historic or current, could be addressed and expressed

through Maori dance and how this creative manifestation became an important tool in

unifying Maori in protest against the loss of tribal lands and the threat of loss of their

culture. This study, then, looks both at the historic and contemporary use of the visual

arts and dance and their position and role within Aotearoa/New Zealand culture today as

an active agent in the formation and perpetuation of cultural identity.

Delimitations

This study is a conversation between myself, from an artist-as-author point of

view, and Maori and Pakeha leaders, artists, educators and performers. This conversation

was undertaken for the purpose of developing a deeper understanding of Maori art and

culture, discovering the extent to which content, present in Maori traditional and

contemporary art and dance reflects issues fundamental to Maori culture, and its
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importance to the formation and perpetuation of Maori and non-Maori cultural identity.

Furthermore, I hoped to discover effective practices for exchanging information with the

members of an indigenous culture, in an effort to respectfully learn about life from the

perspective of an indigenous culture with sensitivity to historical events and past relations

with non-Maori. Additionally, I hoped to engage in an open exchange of ideas for the

purpose of examining ideas and concepts that resurfaced repeatedly over the course of the

research. However, this study is not an anthropological profile of Maori culture, a study

of the genealogy of any particular tribe, a history of the “koru controversy,” art criticism,

an evaluation of Maori educational practices or a study of gender within Maori culture.

Research Methodology

Within the context of art history and dance ethnology research approaches, this

project has examined form and style through fundamental structuralist methodology.

Additionally, it has analyzed meaning and symbolism of art and dance forms and their

transmission semiotically. To better understand the relationship of Maori dance, design

and symbolism to Maori culture: iconographic assessment was also employed.

In terms of research methodology proper, several methods were employed

including: archival review of documents, film, and photographs of meeting houses, visual

arts and dances; in situ examination and visual analysis of the meaning and value of these

Maori art forms; information exchange sessions, which have been presented individually

within the text, with Maori elders, educators, traditional and contemporary

choreographers and performers, traditional and contemporary visual artists, and other

knowledgeable individuals; the identification of recurrent themes and symbolism, which

provide the basis for the synthesis of the information collected.
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There are different aesthetic standards for the production of art works in Western

culture that might not apply to Maori art forms. Maori have a specific canon for creating

and judging art and it has been one of the goals of this project to better understand that

canon and analyze where it may or may not intersect with non-Maori culture. To unfold

this discussion I have chosen the following chapter by chapter methodological approach.

As stated earlier in this Introduction, this study, designed as a comparative analysis,

contends that the content present in Maori traditional and contemporary art and dance,

not only reflects the seminal and fundamental issues of Maori culture, but is central to the

formation and perpetuation of Maori and non-Maori cultural identity in New Zealand. I

have chosen to examine the content of these two prominent indigenous art forms as a

springboard to forward my argument.

Chapter 1, “Art as a Unifying and Identifying Agent,” describes the context in

which the research took place and lays the groundwork for subsequent analysis. It sets

out in detail, as a result of examining the content of Maori traditional and contemporary

art and dance, how the research determined which issues were of prime importance

within Maori culture. Furthermore, it explains the conditions necessary to establish

relationships that are conducive to a shared information exchange. This chapter also

introduces and presents a cultural and historic background about the conflicts that arose

between Maori and non-Maori because of the colonization process.

The following chapter entitled “Symbols, Meaning and Appropriation,”

establishes the definitions and historic background for meaning and symbolism in

general. It addresses the evolution of cultural relationships based on meaning ascribed to

art and artifacts, particularly in how they are commodified and displayed. It introduces
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the apotropaic aspect of much Maori art and carving that symbolizes the warrior aspect of

the collective culture and addresses how this aspect is animated in Maori haka, and how

artistic identity and cultural identity are interdependent. Furthermore, the chapter

discusses the issue of appropriation and reciprocity, which are subjects that came up

repeatedly in information exchange sessions.

A chapter entitled “The Colonist and the Collector,” follows giving us a historical

background for the colonization of Aotearoa/New Zealand. It argues that the relationship

between the colonist and the colonized has a direct and ongoing effect on the value,

meaning, and evolution of Maori art and dance. The chapter discloses the depth of

suppression and exploitation of Maori and the difficulties Maori faced in reclaiming their

cultural history and wisdom, along with the shift that many Maori are currently

experiencing as they move into the middle and upper classes of the greater New Zealand

culture. This chapter also addresses the fact that the current relationship between Maori

and non-Maori has shifted into a more mutually respectful one, and that Maori art is used

to represent New Zealand culture in the international stage.

Chapter 4, “Kapa Haka,” explicates the historic background of kapa haka, or

Maori performing arts, introduced in Chapter 1. It presents some of the variants of the

mythical origins of haka, or challenge dance, and defines the function of haka within

Maori culture as an expression of Maori identity, as a social activity important for the

reclamation of tribal identity, and as a vehicle for the transmission of Maori culture in

entertainment, competition and protest. Furthermore, the chapter also discusses the

evolution of the cultural significance of haka and its ongoing importance in presenting

New Zealand internationally and with a competitive identity. The chapter goes on to
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discuss the current prevalence of this historic art form, which has replaced battle as a

determinant for tribal prestige and pride. The chapter points out that factual information

and fictional and historical stories are at the center of the Maori kapa haka. Because this

is a historic form, the prescriptions for how it is to be performed are many, with a few

that are clearly defined, as opposed to contemporary dance and art, which challenge

conventional forms and drive their evolution.

Following this is an examination of the central concepts, issues, and stories

expressed in Maori and Pacific Island dance and an analysis of common traits that exist

between Pacific Island cultures. Entitled “Modern Maori and Pacific Island Dance,”

Chapter 5 also discusses the struggle of the contemporary dancers and choreographers

interviewed to remain Maori and yet be able to explore artistic styles beyond the Maori

canon. The pervasiveness of thought provocative works and subject matter, controversial

within the works of these artists, is also addressed. An interview with Mark Harvey is

included, which introduces the problem of the formation of identity for non-Maori and

the question of exactly what it means to be white, which is another aspect of the push and

pull of inter-cultural identity and relationships in Aotearoa/New Zealand.

Chapter 6, “Traditional Maori Art,” establishes the historic context and function

of early Maori art. It discusses many of the central stories present in early Maori carving

and the shift in focus and significance from the canoes to the meeting houses, as the

Maori were forced to establish ownership rights to tribal lands. The chapter explains how

meeting houses also functioned as receptacles of tribal history and reinforced Maori

culture as worth fighting for and viable. The chapter presents the fact that mythic origins

are ascribed to Maori arts. It also identifies the fact that the presentation of these myths as
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facts has sometimes resulted in fictional stories being accepted as fact. The chapter

argues that origin is less important than the way in which a story functions within Maori

culture. Because it is so prominently featured in all of the art forms researched, the

chapter also outlines Maori cosmogony. It then examines the stories present in two

prominent meeting houses as it relates to Maori cosmogony and genealogy. Finally,

chapter 6 analyzes the meaning and importance of some of the most prevalent elements

featured in Maori traditional and contemporary art that help define it as Maori and

differentiate it from the art of other cultures.

Like Chapter 5, Chapter 7, “Contemporary Maori Art,” looks at and analyzes the

work of contemporary Maori artists, demonstrating that the same core concepts, symbols,

conflicts, stories and issues are ubiquitously present in contemporary Maori, and some

non-Maori, art, and function to define Maori as Maori and non-Maori in relation to

Maori. In addition to creating a sense of identity through their art, Maori artists also have

to create art that is compelling, thought provoking, and appealing to larger markets. Like

contemporary choreographers, contemporary Maori visual artists use their medium as a

vehicle to challenge the traditional canon and to create an evolving cultural identity that

incorporates influences and elements from other cultures and styles. The chapter analyzes

the works of many contemporary artists and notes how historic content often appears, in

the original form, and at other times in a new and completely different form, giving it

current relevance. The chapter also addresses controversies that have erupted in New

Zealand regarding the appropriation of Maori symbols, and the roles of gender as

presented in Maori art and among Maori artists.

The final chapter, “Common Denominators, Conflicts and Conclusions,”
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illustrates how the pervasiveness of specific subject matter and content across Maori art

underscores the common denominators found in each of the art forms examined and

identifies their importance and centrality in Maori culture. It also reiterates the challenges

faced by Maori attempting to create a contemporary and individual identity within the

greater New Zealand culture, while struggling to retain a historic sense of Maori identity.

The chapter ends with a summary of my observations and conclusions regarding the

study, along with a few personal remarks relative to the findings.

Two appendices have been included to help the reader in placing the issues in a

broader contemporary context: one dealing with “Funding for the Arts,” and another

dealing with the statistics and facts about “The Current State of Maori Affairs” relative to

population, education, and economic status. Along with these, a Maori Language Key,

and a Maori Glossary have also been included.

The chapters are arranged in a sequence corresponding to the natural flow of

language and ideas reflective of storytelling in Maori culture.

Current writings of prominent scholars and researchers, as well as historic

documents by early anthropologists, scholars, and artists, and the literature review have

been included and integrated into the writing in the relevant sections to support the

readability and flow of this document. What were once presented as accepted knowledge

and widely held views have been contested as newer and more inclusive scholarship has

evolved along with more progressive attitudes towards indigenous cultures, specifically

Maori culture.

The dissertation is organized somewhat chronologically, with historical

information being presented as background prior to discussions about contemporary
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Maori culture. However, wherever appropriate, background information has been

included contiguously in specific discussions of the art forms being examined.
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Chapter 1: Art as a Unifying and Identifying Agent

Information Exchange Partnerships

The purpose and function of this chapter is to introduce the context in which the

research took place and to lay the groundwork for subsequent analysis. As a result of

examining the content of Maori traditional and contemporary art and dance, the chapter

sets out in detail how the research determined which issues were of prime importance

within Maori culture. Furthermore, it explains the conditions necessary to establish

relationships that are conducive to a shared information exchange. This chapter also

introduces and presents a cultural and historic background about the conflicts that arose

between Maori and non-Maori because of the colonization process. The colonization

process had a tremendous effect on the formation of Maori identity historically and

throughout its evolution.

Clifford Geertz, in Local Knowledge: Further Essays in Interpretive

Anthropology, talks about “experience-near” and “experience-distant” models of

research:

An experience-near concept is, roughly, one that someone – a patient, a subject, in
our case an informant – might himself naturally and effortlessly use to define
what he or his fellows see, feel, think, imagine, and so on, and which he would
readily understand when applied by others. An experience-distant concept is one
that specialists of one sort or another – an analyst, an experimenter, an
ethnographer, even a priest or an ideologist – employ to forward their scientific,
philosophical, or practical aims. (57)

In my experience a more accurate contemporary model for the interview process,
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particularly within indigenous populations, would be that of the “experience-shared”

model in which the interview session is referred to as an information exchange session,

and the person being interviewed as the information exchange partner. The presence of

any researcher affects the information exchange partner just as the presence of the

information exchange partner affects the researcher, and both the researcher and her

partner will have insights, opinions, and wisdom related to the subject matter being

examined. In the “experience-shared” model the researcher views the information

exchange partner as an equal in the process of information exchange, rather than as

merely an informant. As was generally the case in my interviews, both people examined

the material under investigation utilizing wisdom gained from their different life

experiences. Therefore, both the researcher and the partner had valuable input to

contribute. In order to further support this process of information exchange, the sessions

and individuals whose work has been examined have been presented individually within

this text.

It was brought to my attention while I was in Aotearoa/New Zealand that people I

did not know were aware of my presence and my research because both had been

discussed with people I had neither spoken with nor met. The fact that both I, and my

research, had been discussed by individuals other than my information exchange partners

clearly indicates that my presence in Aotearoa/New Zealand had an effect, whether

positive or negative, depending on the individual encounter. The effects of my presence

existed outside of the parameters of my research goals yet had to be taken into account

when considering the results of the research.

The first priority of any researcher is to become as clear as possible about his or
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her biases, opinions, and cultural history and to set those down, or verbalize them, in such

a way that information exchange partners will be as fully informed as possible when

entering into an information exchange. It was my experience that the information

exchange partners I interacted with were greatly concerned about who I was, what I

thought, and what I believed. They were also greatly concerned about my agenda, and

when it became clear that my sole purpose in researching Maori indigenous culture and

art was to gain greater understanding because of a personal admiration for both, generally

the conversation shifted from my being questioned to a shared discussion. The sessions I

conducted over the course of my research in Aotearoa/New Zealand were structured as

discussions. I had rejected the idea of a questionnaire early on in the design process after

discussing interview models with my supervisory committee, long before actually

traveling to Aotearoa/New Zealand. I knew intuitively that I did not want to be restricted

by pre-set questions, and that I wanted the freedom to ask questions that arose naturally

out of discussions. I found that my partners were generally resistant to being tape-

recorded and even, on occasion, to my taking notes during our discussions. Therefore, I

abandoned the idea of asking predetermined questions and capturing the responses

verbatim, and replaced it with one that was much more fruitful in which open exchange

became the primary mode of communication.

The “experience-shared” model requires that the researcher be completely frank,

treat the informant with respect, and keep in mind that it is not possible to experience the

world the way in which another individual experiences the world. The closest one can get

to “walking in another’s shoes” is to find experiences within one’s own life that have

similarities to the other’s experiences with the understanding that they are not the same,
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nor can they be recaptured through dialogue.

In writing this document I have chosen to keep the language from becoming

overly complex or impersonal because one issue that I have when reading the research of

many of my scholarly forebears is that the results are often written from the perspective

of a superior being, or a member of a superior culture in language that functions

divisively. While their observations may have merit, in spite of this limitation, the lack of

self-awareness and the lack of seeing the research subjects as equally complex beings

whose worldview will be different, but not inferior, colors the research to the point where

even what appear to be valid observations become suspect. For example, Elsdon Best

wrote copiously on Maori nature, concepts, rituals, and social hierarchy and culture, and

is viewed by many as a preeminent authority on Maori culture. In my opinion, however,

because he was a product of a culture that viewed Maori as primitive, his writing seems

to suggest that the hierarchical imbalance between Maori and the more technologically

advanced colonists would remain the same in perpetuity, if Maori survived. The idea that

Maori would not only master the technology of the colonists in a relatively short period

of time, but also eventually compete with them for resources, jobs and political power,

was not an option to be considered from the early colonist perspective.

Meaning

The central focus of this project has been to identify the core themes found in the

art forms, as well as to garner a deeper understanding of the cultural meaning of the art

forms and their function within Maori culture and the larger context of Aotearoa/New

Zealand society as a whole. Meaning was often found to change across tribal lines,

although there is a fair amount of agreement on the major creation myths.
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In his book, Studies in Iconology: Humanistic Themes in the Art of the

Renaissance, Erwin Panofsky describes iconography as, “that branch of the history of art

which concerns itself with the subject matter or meaning of works of art, as opposed to

their form” (3). In studying the art forms in situ from an iconographic perspective it has

been possible to acquire greater understanding about their meaning and to determine

which themes in the art are also present in the dances, and to discover where these objects

and designs are found today and how they are used in the larger Aotearoa/New Zealand

society in which Maori are situated. In the section entitled: “Intrinsic Meaning or

Content,” Panofsky argues that the creative products of individuals can reveal a great deal

about cultural beliefs and attitudes:

It is apprehended by ascertaining those underlying principles which reveal the
basic attitudes of a nation, a period, a class, a religious or philosophical
persuasion - unconsciously qualified by one personality and condensed into one
work. Needless to say, these principles are manifested by, and therefore throw
light on, both ‘compositional methods’ and iconographical significance. (7)

The creative process often involves a precognitive relationship to content in

which content is not necessarily predetermined consciously but is communicated

intuitively by the artist. The artist draws content issues and images from their

environment and culture and interprets them in ways that are grounded in personal biases

and experience.

Many Maori use strictly prescribed methods along clearly defined gender lines in

the creation of their arts, and artists are generally treated with respect within the culture.

There are also many who challenge the prescribed methods and gender delineations and,

as a result, the arts act as both a vehicle for, and a center of, controversy. While few

Maori artists achieve the status of tohunga, meaning expert or priest, some artists of
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renown claim that title. The status of tohunga is generally achieved by creative artists

who challenge conventional styles and methods.

Maori arts have been experiencing resurgence, particularly in the last several

decades. There has been a great deal of controversy surrounding this resurgence as

creative artists and critics continue to argue about what defines Maori creative art as

Maori. Maori language has been enjoying a similar resurgence to that of Maori arts.

However, Metge warns that while more and more Maori terms are being used by the

general population of Aotearoa/New Zealand, they are not being used in accordance with

their original intent and meaning, “Although Pakeha generally used an increased range of

Maori words, they do so with seriously restricted meanings, missing their full richness

and contextual variation.” She goes on to argue, “Literary and artistic taonga (treasures)

such as the haka [dance] and koru [new shoot on a fern, or loop] are adopted as general

icons with limited understanding of their significance and reapplied in ways that distort

their original meaning and purpose” (3).

While it may not be possible to understand Maori art from an insider’s point of

view, or an emic perspective, there is value to be found in an analytical engagement with

the work from an etic, or outsider’s, anthropological art history and dance ethnographic

perspective. This is particularly valuable if this is done cooperatively with Maori who

have an emic understanding of Maori language and art forms, having grown up with

them.

One of the problems facing etic researchers is the difficulty in learning the

complex social protocols involved in Maori communication conventions. Metge

describes one of the problems of group discussions run monoculturally using only
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Pakeha rules for engagement, while the complex, and sometimes inconsistent, rules for

Maori group discussions are ignored. She explains why this happens:

Ethnocentricity aside, this has happened partly because the tikanga [right way of
doing things] governing discussions on the marae are not codified or available in
packaged form; instead, Maori internalize them in the process of growing up in
Maori communities, learning by doing. Once these tikanga are brought to
consciousness, it is clear that they are rooted in a deep understanding of human
psychology. When applied by skilled practitioners, they are highly effective in
achieving their aims. They are a resource Pakeha have been foolish to neglect. (6)

Because Maori have historically been dealt with unfairly by outsiders there is a

negative precedent that is difficult for researchers to overcome. Metge warns that there is

often great resistance within Maori communities to outsiders coming to analyze and

interpret the culture because of a turbulent history filled with conflict with non-Maori:

Ironically, the increased national recognition and respect accorded Maori and
Maori ways lead to misunderstanding and separation as often as they do to
understanding and cooperation. Compensating for 150 years of domination, many
articulate Maori insist on exclusive rights to practice and control the tikanga (right
ways) inherited from their ancestors. Unwilling to educate Pakeha in Maori ways
themselves, they are nevertheless quick to rebuke them for insensitivity or
mistakes, making no allowance for ignorance, anxiety or learning difficulties. (3)

It was my experience that some Maori were unwilling to interact with me because

I have limited understanding of Maori language, and there were some who were initially

closed but eventually opened up once I had disclosed my background and intentions.

However, most of the Maori with whom I was fortunate enough to have information

exchange sessions were more than generous with both their time and their wisdom. There

are Maori who promote the idea that only Maori should research Maori and it is quite

understandable that they should feel this way. However, there are also many Maori who

see the value in exchanging information in mutually beneficial relationships and who

realize that there is much to be learned from other cultures. This is a complex issue and



22

any researcher coming in to engage with Maori may find it useful to understand that

Maori have every right to refuse to exchange information, and that the choice is theirs

entirely.

Linda Tuhiwai Smith, in the introduction to her book, Decolonizing

Methodologies: Research and Indigenous People, addresses the negative history of

research that understandably affects the research process today. This history needs to act

as a reminder to researchers that the ways in which knowledge is collected, interpreted

and presented must be respectful and culturally sensitive:

From the vantage point of the colonized, a position from which I write, and
choose to privilege, the term research’, is inextricably linked to European
imperialism and colonialism. The word itself, ‘research’, is probably one of the
dirtiest words in the indigenous world’s vocabulary. When mentioned in many
indigenous contexts, it stirs up silence, it conjures up bad memories, it raises a
smile that is knowing and distrustful. It is so powerful that indigenous people
even write poetry about research. The ways in which scientific research is
implicated in the worst excesses of colonialism remains a powerful remembered
history that still offends the deepest sense of our humanity. Just knowing that
someone measured our ‘faculties’ by filling the skulls of our ancestors with millet
seeds and the amount of millet seed to the capacity for mental thought offends our
sense of who and what we are. It galls us that Western researchers can assume to
know all that it is possible to know of us, on the basis of their brief encounters
with some of us. It appalls us that the West can desire, extract and claim
ownership of our ways of knowing, our imagery, the things we create and
produce, and then simultaneously reject the people who created and developed
those ideas and seek to deny them further opportunities to be creators of their own
culture and own nations. It angers us when practices linked to the last century, and
the centuries before that, are still employed to deny the validity of indigenous
peoples’ claim to existence, to land and territories, to the right of self-
determination, to the survival of our languages and forms of cultural knowledge,
to our natural resources and systems for living within our environments. (1)

It has been my personal experience that often those who advocate restrictive ideas

about how others should live, work, or believe are limited by their inability to grow or to

perceive ideas from more than one perspective. Western researchers grow out of a culture
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that endorses a hierarchical model but that model is often highly destructive and

undermines cooperative efforts. We have ample evidence that when one culture seeks to

imprint it’s identity on another but refuses to allow the dominated culture parity the result

is a hegemonic society in which identity is created and perpetuated as a form of protest.

On June 11th, 2008, I spoke with Linda Tuhiwai Smith at the University of

Auckland where the Te Tatau Pounamu conference was taking place. Smith spoke about

the research process passionately and advocated a type of knowledge that is not merely

intellectual. During our conversation Smith spoke about the importance of choosing the

topic of dissertation research carefully, particularly when engaging in indigenous study:

Often the topic someone really needs to do resides in their stomach and not in
their head. There is something gnawing deep within them that is a life mission
and it takes them on a journey. They are not always in control of the journey;
sometimes they are, but often they are not. In the academic world research is often
the quickest way from point A to point B and it can be exploitative. Students need
to slow down and not compete. So what if you get to the line fast, there is another
line behind it. The message is really simple because of how we are pumping out
our young students: pause, think about things, remember you are on a journey.
Stop. Think. It is in the pauses where you get insight and can be more conscious
about teaching yourself and taking in something new. Epiphanies do not have to
be random. How we educate ourselves in life is an approach to knowing. Part of it
is in you, it’s not outside; it must be an engagement with yourself. It’s not in the
experts who write books in the library, it’s in your potential and you must
discover it for yourself. You won’t discover it if you run like a mad thing.
Commit to a journey where you don’t know the end or the path, and where none
of the aids you usually have are available. Everything you do matters, construct
your own story; research is a lovely excuse for the journey. For many social
science researchers it’s not the money; they are constantly curious, reflecting,
learning. It is a journey without end. Researchers who commit for life commit
their entire lives. The mission in the end is to have a great life full of rich
experiences.

I agree that there is a component to research that does not reside in the head and

that it is extremely important to honor intuitive knowing. As an artist I have spent many
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years training myself to look at things from multiple perspectives and to shift beyond my

own biases whenever possible. However, we are each a product of our culture and

cultural biases are usually not conscious, they are deeply ingrained in the sub-conscious.

One technique I have used successfully in teaching acting classes is to challenge students,

not to try to become someone else, but to build a bridge of parallel experience that

enables them to see themselves believing as the characters they are portraying believe.

This technique can readily be applied to learning to suspend personal biases in a research

context. The task is to understand the context and relevant experiential factors as well as

possible and then draw conclusions from a perspective that has been shifted by that

understanding.

I asked Smith how I, as a Pakeha researcher, should approach research in such a

way as to honestly reflect Maori culture and this was her response:

There is not one way. The kind of person one is, including how they present
themselves before they speak, is very important. Much has to do with the
genuineness of the individual and the preparation they have done. Just because
someone has read a great deal does not mean they understand because much that
has been written is wrong. The reciprocity principle is very important. It’s pretty
easy to spot people whose interest is voyeuristic, is in the exotic, in the romantic
elements. When you encounter these people it is difficult to steer them.
Researchers often feel they can know something profound in a few minutes. The
journey is quite long and from Maori perspectives there is an expectation that the
person is committed to the journey, not just to doing their research and then
disappearing. From an academic researcher sense, people aren’t always prepared
for the journey. Self-reflection is required and needs to be explicit. People don’t
often think of what the elements of a journey are, or understand the idea of a
journey. If younger students understood this, they might not choose the topics that
they do.

Self-reflection is critical in the research process, particularly when dealing with

another culture. It is impossible to build bridges between cultures unless one is willing to

let go of limiting ideas. In attempting to understand Maori cultural identity I was forced
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again and again to re-evaluate my own cultural identity. I was raised in a culture that has

many factions that argue defensively that their point of view is the only tenable point of

view. Being aware that not all belief systems can be the only true belief system has made

it possible for me to perceive conflicting belief systems as equally valid.

I believe that communication, particularly where disagreement exists, is necessary

for any growth to occur. Metge warns that many Pakeha fail to follow through on desired

study because of a sense of conflict that exists between Maori and Pakeha, “Pakeha with

good understanding of Maori language and culture often hold back from pursuing their

interest out of respect and sympathy for what Maori have suffered, while many who

would like to learn are put off by fear of rebuff” (3). While there are those within the

Maori community who do ‘rebuff’ attempts from outsiders to study their culture, the

same could be said about any group and researchers could encounter individuals who

would be unwilling to share their views without leaving their own block, much less their

own country.

To a large extent this methodology proved fruitful in the information exchange

process for two primary reasons: first, initial contacts were made well in advance of my

research trip to Aotearoa/New Zealand and those contacts made it possible to gain entry

into a number of Maori gatherings; and second, the approach to information exchange

partners was made with an attempt at tikanga. On June 10th, 2008, at the Maori

conference, Te Tatau Pounamu, I spoke with Whatarangi Winiata, a well-respected Maori

academic who helped found the Maori Party. Winiata informed me that tikanga means

“the right way of doing things.” For me, the “right way of doing things” requires a

sincere sense of respect. Those rare instances where the exchange process broke down
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and failed were a result of inadequate preparation and communication of goals; there

were two out of thirty-four sessions that did not result in a mutually satisfying exchange

of information.

In one instance I was in the middle of a session when my information exchange

partner invited someone else into the interview and made brief introductions. I had spent

a great deal of time building a foundation with the first person but did not start over when

the second person arrived. I had been asking culturally sensitive questions and continued

to do so. I quickly learned that it was inappropriate to discuss culturally sensitive issues

with someone before a relationship of trust and mutual exchange was fully established.

In the second instance I encountered an individual who was unwilling to discuss

culturally sensitive issues with an outsider, in spite of my having been referred by a

prominent Maori leader. I later confirmed that this experience was not unique. I spoke

with a Pakeha researcher who challenged me with the question, “Why would you want to

study a group of people who don’t want you there?” I was forced to re-evaluate my own

agenda and motivations repeatedly. I consulted with other Pakeha researchers who

reinforced the idea that being introduced into and establishing positive relationships

within the Maori community are essential to the success of the interview process.

However, it is equally important to respect the right of those who do not wish to

participate in an information exchange.

For me, the “right way of doing things” requires a sincere sense of respect. Metge

defines the rules for tikanga:

 […] grounded in basic Maori values, laying particular emphasis on respect for
the spiritual dimension (expressed in karakia and the observance of tapu),
ancestral connections (expressed in whakapapa and whanaungatanga), attachment
to the land (whenua), generosity (aroha), and care for others (manaaki ki te



27

tangata), peace (rangimarie), and unity (kotahitanga). (9)

As Metge encouraged, so it has been my goal to behave in accordance with Maori

principles by focusing on respect for Maori spirituality, honoring Maori respect for

ancestral connections, understanding the historic attachment and deep relationship of

Maori to the land, striving to act with generosity and concern for those I interacted with,

and seeking peace and unity in my relationships throughout this project. It was only in

those instances when I failed to do so that the interview process was not successful.

I was fortunate to have established an early email affiliation with Hinerangi Kara,

Maori Liaison Librarian at Waikato University who was very helpful with my initial

research in suggesting resources and checking my work for accuracy. Kara suggested that

I read Anne Salmond, noted author on Maori culture, Professor of Maori Studies and

Anthropology, and Pro Vice-Chancellor at the University of Auckland. I contacted

Salmond who offered numerous suggestions for my research and introduced me to Ann

Sullivan, Head of the Maori Studies Department at The University of Auckland. Ann

Sullivan was kind enough to grant me an official non-academic affiliation with The

University of Auckland, which enabled me to schedule information exchange sessions

under the auspices of The University of Auckland. Sullivan also made it possible for me

to attend the Maori conference taking place at The University of Auckland upon my

arrival in Aotearoa/New Zealand. I also established an early email correspondence with

Wira Gardiner, respected Maori businessman and author of one of the leading books on

haka. He, in turn, introduced me to kapa haka expert Matiu Tahi of Te Matatini, who was

to be my guide at the kapa haka competitions in Wellington during Matariki, the

celebration of the Maori New Year. Kapa haka is a performing art that includes dance
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and a vocal component, whether chanting or singing.

Indigenous Houses –The Whare Whakairo

The highly decorated whare whakairo, carved meeting houses, of Maori in

Aotearoa/New Zealand represent the ancestry of Maori iwi/hapu, tribe or subtribe, to

which they belong came up repeatedly in conversations. The meeting houses were

referred to by many different names in these conversations, including, wharenui, or large

house; whare tipuna, or ancestral house; whare runanga, or meeting house. The

introduction of metal tools by the colonists into the Neolithic Maori culture had a definite

effect on Maori carving. In fact, Terence Barrow, in An Illustrated Guide to Maori Art,

argues that after the introduction of metal tools, Maori carving deteriorated in quality

rather than improving:

The bad design of much modern work is in part due to the artists’ use of tools
which can force a material into shapes that are contrary to its natural qualities.
The traditional Maori did not work that way. After the mid-nineteenth century
when Maori carvers acquired a variety of European metal tools, they lost their
special sensitivity to materials that had been possessed by their forebears.
Consequently, their artistic standards deteriorated. However, it is unjust to
compare the craftsmanship of the Stone Age Maori with that of the post-Pakeha
Maori. The changes in tools, religion, social conditions, and community attitudes
that occurred are just too great. (24)

The tools implemented by Maori craftspeople have continued to evolve and when

I went to see the wharenui built by Cliff Whiting at Te Papa Tongarewa, or the National

Museum in Wellington, I was surprised when a docent informed me that it was built

primarily out of particleboard. My own reaction was a sense of sadness, and I felt that

somehow this was a portent that the days of expert craftsmanship are waning. On the

other hand I respect any artist who challenges the conventional canon and approaches an

old form from a new perspective.
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Maori quickly incorporated the tools and techniques the colonists introduced into

Aotearoa/New Zealand. In The Big Picture, Hamish Keith informs us that there is a

common misconception about Maori pieces held in museums, which he refers to as “their

great centerpieces, the carved meeting houses,” as being “almost exclusively the work of

hunter gatherers or primitive farmers.” However, he goes on to explain that:

The majority of these great works of art in the museum collections are in fact
post-contact – the work of landowners in suits, who carved and painted with tools
purchased at the local store and whose work was increasingly inspired, among
other things, by the political pressures of a colonizing society on the ownership of
Maori land and the need of Maori to assert Maori identity and difference. (49-50)

It is clear that Maori rapidly incorporated the technologies of the colonists and,

that post-contact their art forms were dramatically affected by the influx of new cultural

influences. As the art changed, so did the cultural identity as Maori shifted from a

Neolithic society into one that used metal tools.

The wharenui have great cultural significance in Maori culture. I observed that

much like Greek temples and medieval cathedrals, the marae, or space in front of Maori

wharenui, is an active space in which significant meetings, ceremonies, and rituals take

place. The inside of the wharenui is also used for meetings, classes and ceremonies. The

marae is where dances, funerals and meetings are held, discussions take place, and

important decisions are made for the iwi/hapu. The term “marae” often refers to all of the

buildings adjacent to and including the whare whakairo, or carved meeting house, on

communal tribal property, and can also refer to Maori concepts, myths, stories, and

history. The magazine published by the Maori Affairs Department from 1952 until 1976,

Te Ao Hou: The New World, presented the Maori community with pertinent cultural

information and described itself as “a marae on paper, where all questions of interest to
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the Maori can be discussed” (teaohou.nattlib.govt.nz).

The marae is much more than buildings or land, it is both a symbolic

representation of community and tribal identity, as well as a physical place where Maori

can gather to share in their customs and reinforce their culture. It is described on the New

Zealand in History website as: “The Marae, sacred open meeting area, generally situated

in front of the "whare runanga", communal meeting house, is the area of greatest mana,

the place of greatest spirituality; the place that heightens people's dignity, and the place in

which Maori customs are given ultimate expression” (history-nz.org).

Whare whakairo often represent the body, mind, and spirit of important ancestors,

or the history of a particular tribe, and house symbols and myths that are central to Maori

culture.

This project required the in situ study of two whare whakairo that are

representative of the movement of Maori culture from rural to urban settings in

Aotearoa/New Zealand. The project involved examining, comparing, and contrasting

from aesthetic, cultural, and symbolic perspectives, the stories central to the visual arts

and dances, the carvings of the exterior panels and figures, or amo, koruru, tekoteko, and

of the interior panels, or poupou, and rafters, or kowhaiwhai, that are painted with

repetitive traditional designs, all of which are replete with Maori symbolism. Carving is

supposedly the exclusive domain of Maori men, and the gender roles for ritual and

artistic activities are strictly prescribed, though on numerous occasions I did find the

work of women carvers.

When visitors come to the marae, or meeting grounds, it is always an older

respected woman who will do the karanga, or the greeting that allows visitors onto the
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meeting grounds. While Maori women usually do not perform the same actions as the

men in haka they were very much a part of every performance that I viewed while in

New Zealand. In her article: “What Do Feminists Want? A Reply to Pieter van der

Toorn,” Ruth A. Solie “… insists on an ethical and political commitment that takes

human beings at least as seriously as works of art” (Solie 400). Taking human beings

“seriously” requires taking their culture seriously and looking below the surface to

discover how it functions. Within Maori culture, what appears on the surface as a

patriarchal society proved to be, if not matriarchal, at least a culture in which the division

of roles gives women many opportunities to be leaders within their communities, which

is an area I would like to investigate further.

The whakapapa, or genealogies, as represented in the carvings and wharenui

decorations, and the protocols for visiting any of the over one thousand marae of

Aotearoa/New Zealand, differ from marae to marae and are complex and require

sensitivity and study to understand. Maori take their protocols very seriously and go to

great lengths to ensure that future generations will continue to uphold these ancient

traditions.

Maori wharenui continue to act as important and vibrant social and political

centers today, for example, Turangawaewae Marae in Ngaruawahia, which is in the

Waikato province, held the coronation of Maori Queen, Dame Atairangi Kaahu, when

she succeeded her father:

Her coronation took place at her father’s funeral. King Koroki’s body was lying in
state at Turangawaewae and the 48 visiting chiefs decided that his daughter would
succeed him. She asked if she could take her mother’s name – Te Atairangi
Kaahu – and they agreed. Buddy says he still recalls the powerful hymns and
Maori chants visitors and hosts sang when delegations came to pay respect to the
former king. When the decision was made to make the dead king’s daughter
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paramount chief, she was inducted with prayers and blessings. The bible placed
on her head during the ceremony was the same used to crown the first Maori king
in 1858. (methodist.org.nz)

The funeral of Kaahu, known as Te Ata, was also held at Turangawaewae on

August 16, 2006, and was attended by former Prime Minister Helen Clark and a large

crowd of Maori and non-Maori mourners. According to an Associated Press report:

Te Ata was the sixth Maori sovereign, a direct descendant of a royal line that
began in 1858 when the Maori responded to Britain's colonization of
Aotearoa/New Zealand by choosing a monarch of their own. The role carries only
ceremonial powers but is hugely respected by most Maori. (msnbc.com)

Turangawaewae is a large, beautiful and elaborately carved whare whakairo and

stands as a symbol for Maori people of their re-emergent political power within

Aotearoa/New Zealand. Another historic whare whakairo is Tokanganui-a-noho Marae,

which has a tumultuous past involving more than one relocation. These are just two of the

many Maori wharenui that represent different tribes, socioeconomic groups, geographic

areas, and their vastly different histories.

This study focused primarily on the examination of the whare whakairo at The

University of Auckland and Victoria University of Wellington, both of which exhibit the

shift of Maori culture from rural to urban in that they are pan-tribal and are intended to be

a home away from home for Maori from any tribe. The whare whakairo are a physical

representation of Maori history and cultural identity that have played an important role in

the resurgence of Maori political, economic, cultural, and artistic strength in

Aotearoa/New Zealand.

Traditional and Contemporary Indigenous Dance

The Maori haka, or challenge, or posture dance, has been made internationally
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famous by the New Zealand rugby team, the All Blacks. For many visitors to

Aotearoa/New Zealand the All Blacks’ haka: Ka Mate, Ka Mate!, and, more recently,

Kapa O Pango, may be the only Maori dances they encounter, and according to the All

Blacks website, “For most non-Maori New Zealanders today their knowledge of Haka is

perhaps limited to that most performed of Haka called, Ka Mate, Ka Mate!. Inia

Maxwell, haka expert, is quoted on the All Blacks official website as saying that Ka Mate

translates to “Am I going to die?” According to Maxwell, the chant for the dance refers to

the story of a Maori warrior, Te Rauparaha, escaping from certain death by hiding under

Chief Te Wharerangi’s wife, Te Rangikoaea, in a pit filled with kumara, or sweet

potatoes (allblacks.com). I encountered the story of Te Rauparaha numerous times in my

reading and conversations, often with subtle variations.

Imitations of Ka Mate, Ka Mate! can be seen all over the world, with newer

versions incorporating contemporary changes in costume and movement styles,

sometimes due to ignorance of the language and culture on the part of the imitators.

Contemporary dance does not generally incorporate Ka Mate, Ka Mate, instead choosing

to focus on contemporary issues.  Contemporary Maori art and dance also combine

traditional elements from Maori culture with those of world culture. For some this is a

necessary evolution, for others the inclusion of elements from other cultures threatens to

weaken Maori unity. This conflict is one of the strongest examples of the push and pull

dynamic in Maori culture.

According to Ann Hutchinson Guest in her article “In Question: The Body,” the

study of dance has evolved from its earliest superficial observations to very specific ones

that detail dance sequences in ballet and contemporary dance. While this is a Western
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perspective, one could argue that Maori dance has always been extremely precise in its

movement vocabulary and that dance study is only now catching up with dance that has

existed in complex forms for hundreds of years. What remains a parallel of Maori dance

to forms observed in early dance scholarship is a characteristic that Hutchinson describes,

“Early books on dance concentrate on manners, deportment of the body as a whole, and

on specific description of footwork” (65). I observed similar postures and stances

repeatedly in the many dances I watched, but while certain movements were often

repeated, they would be included in dances with extremely different subject matter. This

suggests that there are general meanings for Maori movement vocabulary rather than

strictly specific meanings.

Dance has often been associated historically with elite audiences, and Maori

dance has the same cultural component. For example, when ceremonies are held on

Maori ceremonial grounds, and in national competitions that carry great prestige, dancers

are judged for their abilities to perform with precision and commitment.

The term “contemporary,” as it relates to dance scholarship, must be a culturally

inclusive one because dance is being created and performed world-wide in present-day

society. We now have the means to appreciate and explore the various contributions that

different cultures are making to contemporary dance, and further, to explore how these

different dance forms intersect and influence one another.

Dance scholarship is a relatively recent discipline that has been developing

steadily since 1960 when Gertrude Prokosch Kurath wrote her oft-quoted seminal article,

“Panorama of Dance Ethnology,” which presents the study of dance from an

anthropological perspective. Kurath saw connections between cultural context and
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movement meaning and investigated those primarily with various Native American tribes

from North America. According to Kurath, “Ethnology deals with a great variety of

kinetic activities, many of them expressive, rhythmical, and esthetically pleasing” (234).

In order to understand the parameters for how Maori dance is judged as “esthetically

pleasing,” it is necessary to communicate directly with those most knowledgeable and

qualified to make those judgments and to ask what types of movements, manners,

deportments, and choreography qualify as superior, and how they are differentiated from

those that are considered as inferior. Clearly the standards for balletic movements do not

apply to modern dance, and in a similar fashion, the Western canon does not apply to

Maori standards.

In her article, “Dance Ethnology and the Anthropology of Dance,” Adrienne

Kaeppler evaluates “indigenous researchers who work on the dance traditions of their

own cultures as well as the dance traditions of others …” and asserts, “What these

researchers have in common is that they feel that dance is not transparent, giving up its

secrets to the uninitiated, but that it must be seen as an integral part of a total way of life”

(116). In order to understand the “total way of life,” it is necessary to evaluate how Maori

dance fits into the culture in daily life, ritual, ceremony, celebration, performance, and

within the unique context of the world of rugby. For example, when viewing the All

Blacks video, one sees the image of the other team standing with their arms on each

others’ shoulders as they watch the All Blacks perform their haka. I imagined this image

to be the physical embodiment of the tukutuku panel weaving design, kaokao,

symbolizing the warrior whose strength comes from unity; the woven image is supposed

to represent the interlocking armpits of many warriors.  I was struck by the similarity to
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the kaokao design and viewed it as an abstracted image of a human behavior that exists in

many cultures. However, this design can be interpreted in many ways depending on the

context.

Kaeppler goes on to say that her own work, comparing the dances of Polynesia

and Broadway, “raised questions about how poetic and movement idioms are conveyed

and understood in performance, thereby emphasizing the necessity of understanding the

total culture in order to understand specific performances” (117). One only has to see the

differences between a haka performed on the rugby field preceding a sports contest, and a

haka performed on the marae as part of a ceremony to understand that the same dance

has a very different meaning depending on the venue. When haka are performed for an

audience of thousands, often made up of not only non-Maori, but often non-New

Zealanders, it is quite different from haka performed on a marae for local tribal members,

many of whom would most likely know most haka being performed.  On the rugby field

haka are performed in the sporting uniform of the All Blacks team; on the marae they are

usually performed in traditional costume.

As Kaeppler asserts, “Dance is a multi-faceted phenomenon that includes, in

addition to what we see and hear, the ‘invisible’ underlying system, the processes that

produce both the system and the product, and the socio-political context” (117). While it

would be interesting to see where Maori dances share ‘invisible underlying system(s)’

movement meanings with other cultures, the primary focus of this research has been to

discover how Maori culture and the meaning embedded in the carving and the art

intersect and inform one another while acting as active agents in the formation and

perpetuation of Maori and non-Maori cultural identity.
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Maori haka are an important vehicle for the dissemination of Maori culture. They

function as a social adhesive, bonding Maori through the shared experiences of learning,

practicing, and performing haka together. They take place at important social functions

and serve to reinforce emotional bonds through kinesthetic experience. They are created

then learned by a group who agree that they have value and should be preserved.

Kaeppler describes dance in terms of these socially agreed upon constructs:

Structured movement systems are systems of knowledge – the products of action
and interaction as well as processes through which action and interaction take
place – and are usually part of a larger activity or activity system. These systems
of knowledge are socially and culturally constructed – created by, known, and
agreed upon by a group of people and primarily preserved in memory. (117)

Maori haka have evolved since the colonists landed, but they function in very

much the same fashion today as they originally did: to express, communicate, protest, and

teach. Haka epitomize vehicles for the creation and perpetuation of cultural identity

because they are used not only to express individual concerns, but concerns that are

shared by Maori in general.

Because it is an abstract form of kinesthetic communication and expression, dance

ethnologists are challenged by the ephemeral and capricious nature of meaning conveyed

by dance. Dance ethnology is a relatively recent discipline, which has been becoming

more and more complex and accepted within academia as a serious form of scholarship.

In his 1985 book, Society and the Dance, Paul Spencer describes this central problem

facing dance ethnologists:

Dance provides a spectacle in most societies and an obvious topic for
anthropological curiosity, yet curiously it remains largely unresearched. It has an
elusive quality, which adepts and those who have known it all their lives find
easier to demonstrate than to explain in so many words. It has to speak for itself,
and although far from uninviting towards the visiting anthropologist, its hidden
code remains hidden, and research remains in an impasse. (1)



38

Dance is a body-based art form and words are insufficient for accurately capturing

its essence. While defining dance is unquestionably an activity many scholars continue to

engage in, it remains not unlike putting a saddle on a pig then expecting it to carry you

like a horse; both are four-legged animals found on a farm, but they have very different

functions in the world, and words remain one form of communication and expression,

while dance is a kinesthetic form of communication and expression in which words

seldom play a part.

So why study dance if it is not easily translatable into words? Dance offers keys

into human belief systems that transcend language. When one evaluates the centrality of

dance within Maori culture one is given insight into the culture that relate to the depth of

the communal spirit, the intensity of belief in the importance of political issues, and the

commitment of Maori to act on their beliefs. Peter Brinson asks why we should study

dance in the epilogue to Society and the Dance, edited by Paul Spencer:

What lessons are there, here, then of particular significance for dancers and dance
studies? First, the indication that dance is an important and rewarding study in its
own right, that human society cannot properly be understood without reference to
the sociology of human movement within which dance is constitutive and
constituting. As Raymond Williams remarks of language, it is constitutive
because it is biologically based [. . .] and constituting because it arises and
changes out of the practical consciousness of human beings historically and
socially. (212)

Writing about art offers the opportunity to share insights, analyses and

conclusions about the production processes, learning processes, even audience and

presenter relationships.  Writing about dance presents the challenge of interpreting

movement into words and to view behavioral aspects of a culture that words would be

inadequate to convey; this analysis becomes more comprehensible when core ideas,



39

stories and concepts being communicated through movement are examined. However,

language can never adequately capture the experiential aspects for performers and

audiences. Brinson goes on eloquently to define dance:

Dance is not something plucked out of the air, nor dreamed from nothing by
choreographers. It is a translation of practical consciousness, starting from what
is, from what exists. All this teaches us to look more critically at our own dance in
our own society, using similar criteria and safeguards. In this process we need to
acquire inevitably a wider perspective of culture and of the nature of knowledge
and its transmission. (212)

Movement conveys meaning and that meaning is culturally defined and carries

tacit agreement. Spoken words have more power when accompanied by movements, or

gestures, as can be attested to by the oratorical styles of many of the world’s most

powerful speakers and leaders. Spencer relates a story about great Maori orators as told

by Anne Salmond in her 1975 article “Mana Makes the Man: a Look at Maori Oratory

and Politics:”

Anne Salmond describes how any great Maori orator captured his audience by
striding towards the opposite party, chanting his greeting, gesticulating with a
walking stick, and then abruptly spun on is heel to walk back in thoughtful
silence. Then he would return with the next few sentences, stressing each point
with a stylized gesture, making terrific faces, tongue out and eyes rolling. As the
tempo of his speech increased, he moved faster, and stamped his feet so that dust
rose. One orator actually took off his shoes to move with greater effect, stamping
his feet in a staccato dance at moments of greatest excitement. (12)

Movement adds emotional conviction to speech. Many of the world’s greatest

orators have studied the relationship between movement and speech and worked to

incorporate specific movements that would elicit the strongest emotional response from

their audiences. For Maori, the pukana, or rolling the eyes, and the whetero, or protruding

the tongue, have special significance, and that a Maori orator would include these

gestures in his speech making indicates their cultural pervasiveness and importance. It
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would be inappropriate for a non-Maori to include these gestures in their speech making

because they would not have cultural authenticity.

Finding the meaning of symbols, gestures, images and other creative expressions

within a culture can be problematic, particularly in Maori culture where there was an

interruption through the intercession of the colonists which eradicated much of the

general knowledge about Maori arts, language and ideas. For the over-eager tourist or

even researcher, easy answers often prove too tempting to resist, as illustrated by this

story from Te Ara: The Encyclopedia of New Zealand:

The statement is commonly made, especially to tourists, that every cut in a piece of
Maori carving has a meaning. Indeed, a gifted member of the Arawa tribe
obligingly communicated to the well-known journalist, Ettie Rout, every detail of
the lore of his ancestors about carving, and the result may be studied in the book
Maori Symbolism. The perpetrator of this clever and successful hoax on a too
credulous Pakeha must have had many a chuckle in the years that followed. Very
little is known of the meaning of carving. Probably much of it was purely
decorative. The number of carvers of the nineteenth century who had been taught
by pre-European experts makes it highly probable that most of the teachers'
knowledge was passed on to the pupils. It is not a convincing argument that the
knowledge was too sacred to be handed on, as much information about equally
sacred matters was revealed even to Europeans in the early days of the European
settlement. It is a reasonable conclusion, therefore, that either the amount of
symbolism in carving has been greatly exaggerated or that it had been lost by the
time the Europeans came to New Zealand. (1)

While it may be tempting to believe that Maori artistic forms have specific

meanings, it is more likely that they have general associative meanings that fit within the

context of the idea/s being presented.

However, by examining Maori culture and art forms we can gain significant

understanding about the relationship between identity and the arts, how story dictates art

forms, how art can be used consciously to unify a people or reproduced without

permission or clear understanding of the context that created it as a unique expression.
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We also come to see how the relationship between Maori and Pakeha has contributed to

the evolution of Maori art forms, sometimes with conflict, but more often with each

group being influenced by the other. It is interesting to note that much of the art that is

used today to identify Aotearoa/New Zealand to the rest of the world originated in Maori

culture.
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Chapter 2: Symbols, Meaning, and Appropriation

Art is not a mirror held up to reality, but a hammer with which to shape it.
—Bertolt Brecht

The general definitions and historic background for meaning and symbolism in

Maori art and dance are laid out in this chapter, while also addressing the evolution of

cultural relationships based on meaning ascribed to art and artifacts, particularly in how

they are commodified and displayed. Introduced in this chapter is the apotropaic aspect of

much Maori art and carving that symbolizes the warrior aspect of the collective culture

and addresses how this aspect is animated in Maori haka, and how artistic identity and

cultural identity are interdependent. Furthermore, the chapter discusses the issue of

appropriation and reciprocity, which are subjects that came up repeatedly in information

exchange sessions. Creative artists whose ideas have been appropriated may feel

compelled to fight for their rights to intellectual and artistic properties, thus inculcating

that which has been appropriated more deeply within the cultural identity.  Therefore,

appropriation can result in a stronger connection to that which has been appropriated.

Humans require abstraction. We need abstract ideas, images, and symbols in order

to navigate through life. We also seek meaning in our endeavors, perhaps to act as

reassurance that the world we live in is not chaotic and meaningless. We create meaning

through our ideas and art forms, and we reinforce this meaning by agreeing culturally on

the significance of our art forms. Unto themselves, symbols have no meaning except

those that are assigned to them, but each symbol and its meaning will inevitably be
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interpreted differently by each individual, culture and era.  We use language, which is

entirely abstract, to communicate our ideas and needs on a momentary basis. Any work,

other than that immediately related to our physical needs, is abstract, and art is perhaps

the most abstract of all forms of work. We need art to define ourselves as individuals and

culturally.  In Man’s Search For Meaning Viktor Frankl states that:

Man’s search for meaning is a primary force in his life and not a “secondary
rationalization” of instinctual drives. This meaning is unique and specific in that it
must and can be fulfilled by him alone; only then does it achieve a significance
that will satisfy his own will to meaning. (154)

How does the basic human need to either find or create meaning in existence,

either explicitly or tacitly, manifest itself within a culture? If artists agree on a cultural

canon of symbols, the interaction with those agreed upon symbols may of itself create

meaning in the life of the artist, and by extension offer and reflect cultural identity to

members of the society in which those symbols reside. Cultural symbols and mores give

man a sense of belonging and understanding in a world that is complex and where

understanding of the deeper questions is elusive at best. Albert C. Moore addresses this

question of identity in his book, Arts in the Religions of the Pacific: Symbols of Life:

The concept of identity refers to a sense of belonging which any individual may
experience as a member of a family, a tribal group, a religion and other
communities. It relates the person to the social or cultural group; there is both a
sense of being recognized as somebody in oneself and a sense of loyalty to the
group. In the case of religion, identity is socialized by being part of a given order
of things, along with the ritual, myth and emotional commitment by which the
religion continues to support the member’s identity. In the arts we find similar
effects, as examples make clear from the Pacific Arts Association 1984
symposium on ‘Art and Identity in Oceania’. Among the questions raised was the
political issue of ‘ownership’ of arts by local Pacific cultures as against outsiders
seeking to comment on what was part of local identity.  But the use of art as a
political tool is only one aspect of identity, since there can be an unselfconscious
traditional expression of it in art and also a more conscious reflection on changing
values and lifestyles. (Moore 11)
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In many ways the most profound art is that which engages in a dialogue with the

deeper questions about why we are here and the meaning of life. Humans have always

sought to be connected to something greater than mere human existence and have

repeatedly defined themselves through their religious convictions. Religion has offered

many people a sense that the world has meaning and order. Albert C. Moore speaks about

the function of symbols in the process of religion:

‘Religion points to and mediates the realm of the sacred by a system of symbols
which become ‘magic doorways’ to the mysterious beyond; even the plainest
symbols ‘are magic portals into the other world where the truth of one’s religion
is visible, felt and far overshadows the inconsistent ordinary.’ (Ellwood 100)
Religious rituals are like a drama involving actors and audience who are carried
away in a story that stirs the emotions. (10)

The arts are able to evoke strong emotional responses and these emotional

responses deepen personal convictions. What an audience, participant or observer

experiences reinforces their cultural identity through elicited agreements that may be

emotional rather than intellectual. Feeling is often a stronger motivator than reason, and

faith, which is purely abstract, relies on a form of knowing that either belies or transcends

reason, depending on your point of view. David Fontana informs us that, “Symbols and

profound expressions of human nature occur in all cultures at all times.” And further,

“Human communication depends largely on signs in the form of written or spoken words,

images or gestures. These symbols are conscious and explicit representations of reality –

of objects, actions and concepts in the world around us” (9). Gestures, songs or chants,

and visual symbolic images are capable of greater abstraction of concepts than spoken or

written words because they are themselves more abstract forms of conveying

information. Because of their abstract nature, these forms can convey a closer
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approximation of ineffable experiences and ideas.  The arts come closest to explaining,

though through abstraction, the most mysterious phenomena. Fontana argues that

symbols access wisdom that is otherwise unavailable, “But there is another aspect of

symbolism that is equally important though less explicit: the side that relates to our inner

psychological and spiritual world. Within this inner world, a symbol can represent some

deep intuitive wisdom that eludes direct expression” (ibid). Art evokes a visceral

response that goes beyond mere intellectualization to the heart of the human experience

because it draws on wisdom residing in the “inner world” that is both subconscious and

preconscious.

What happens when a deeply respected abstract form of expression of the inner,

spiritual, or cultural world of one culture is viewed by members of another culture who

have no parallel form of expression? Some of the literature introducing tourists to the

Maori haka, possibly for the first time, instructs the audience not to laugh. It must have

happened enough times so that those responsible for the program notes felt justified in

publishing the warning. Who is laughing and what are they laughing at? Why does the

sight of Maori men and women, dressed in traditional garb, performing traditional dance

make people laugh? Is it simply because it is different, or are they laughing because the

dance seems out of place in their contemporary world? Do they laugh nervously,

imagining that the actual threat that once accompanied the posture dances had not been

removed and that the dance still holds life and death in the balance? Is it cultural guilt

carried by the ancestors of the colonizers? The ancient dance holds great meaning for

Maori, even today, but to expect people from other cultures who have no knowledge of

the central role haka has played in Maori culture to treat it with the same respect in the
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tourist attraction that it would more naturally receive on the marae seems naïve,

particularly when it is competing for tourist attention with hang-gliding and souvenir

shopping. Obviously those who laugh are insensitive and culturally ignorant, but how can

one culture communicate to another the value of something when it seems so completely

foreign? The venue in which an art form is presented has a definite effect on how it is

perceived.

Through continuous discussion with Maori intellectuals and artists it became

apparent that they felt a kinship with other colonized peoples.  Art is a direct expression

of the core values and stories of a culture. Those societies that became extinct, as a result

of colonization, which left behind examples of art and music seem somehow easier to

understand than those who left only written explanations of how music or movement was

performed, or what the predominant techniques were used in the production of art. At a

recent conference in Williamsburg, Virginia, Assistant Chief Warren Cook of the

Pamunkey tribe said, "If the women hadn't crafted their pottery, no one would have

known that we were here." The pottery carried with it cultural, anthropological and

geographical information that could easily have been lost. According to an article entitled

“Pamunkey Pottery: Documenting the Past,”

Today, the Pamunkey pottery tradition survives despite the trauma of a changing
culture. In the last 60 years, the Pamunkey tradition has undergone three radical
changes. When the Pottery School was proposed by Van Ot and encouraged by
Chief Paul Miles in 1932, the Pamunkey pottery tradition was in grave danger of
extinction. Although the school brought change, it insured the survival of the
craft. Over the years, its products have become traditional in their own right.
Then, after nearly 50 years of following the dictates of the school, these energetic
potters made a totally unexpected shift toward a revival of their aboriginal craft.
The results again are dramatic and often well worth the attention of collectors of
Native American arts and crafts. (baylink.org)
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The Pamunkey tribe voluntarily changed its aesthetics and processes in order to

sell pottery pieces when outsiders came in and encouraged them to open a pottery school.

According to the article, when the kiln was added, a new problem arose, “The pottery that

emerged from the kiln was of a uniform color” (ibid). The Pamunkey pieces produced in

the kiln no longer had the interesting variations in color produced by firing them in open

fires:

The solution to this problem was paint, and the potters began to apply color to
their bisque ware. In the words of Mrs. Daisy Bradby: "We found out the pottery
would sell better in color. People like color. Especially tourists like color."
(baylink.org)

Just as Maori artists changed their style, when metal tools were introduced by the

colonists, the Pamunkey potters changed their style to accommodate new technology and

the tastes of the market. The article further informs us that the Pamunkey artists

developed new ways to present tribal stories through pictographs, which were first

introduced into their culture by “the first teacher sent to the reservation to assist with their

efforts [in setting up a pottery school] ” (baylink.org), William Ross. While the

pictographs were not originally part of the Pamunkey cultural tradition, they were quickly

assimilated into the pottery and used there to retell Pamunkey stories and history.

Similarly, painting was not originally part of Maori tradition but, as Hirini Moko Mead

informs us in Te Toi Whakairo: The Art of Maori Carving, “the adoption of painted

scenes as part of meeting house decorations” (104), was a feature that some tribes added

post-colonial contact.

Early artists may have carried the responsibilities as the record keepers of their

cultures, but they were also the interpreters of dreams, imagination, and the ineffable
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world as defined by each age. Maori artists portrayed historic figures in carvings, and,

post-colonial contact, in paintings. Maori carvings of humans were, and still are,

abstracted forms whose visual power dwells in the abstractions that allow the imagination

to interpret the forms on an emotional, rather than a strictly intellectual, level.

Expressionism and Colonialism

Photography became an art form that many artists were able to explore with the

production of a portable camera in the mid-1800s allowing painters and sculptors, who

might theretofore have worked in the classical mimetic tradition, new creative freedom.

Once Western artists were freed from the job of visual historian, they veered away from

representational images, sought new ways to express themselves and many created new

forms of art, often drawing upon older traditions with a completely different cultural

aesthetic.

Many of those newly created expressions were inspired by so-called “primitive”

art, for example, Picasso’s Les Mademoiselles D’Avignon, which incorporates abstracted

African masks into the beginnings of his cubist technique. By giving two of the women

distorted, mask-like faces, the women in the painting become something more than

abstractions of the prostitutes represented; they become representative of a fierce, desire-

driven, unconscious existence. According to Patricia Leighton, Picasso was not only

looking for new forms of art, but along with some of his contemporaries, he was

protesting the treatment of Africans by French and Belgian colonialists:

The ‘dark continent’ captured the imaginations of artists and writers working in
an anarchist vein as a result of scandals and fiery debates over French colonial
policy in Africa that took place in 1905-6 and the resulting outcry of anticolonial
opposition from anarchists and socialists. (610)
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Leighton further describes the brutal attacks by the French colonialists on the

Africans they had conquered, occasionally as entertainment, as evidenced by the Bernard

Naudin 1905 cartoon, La Fête du 14 Juillet à Brazzaville in which a native explodes “as a

sort of human firecracker” (617). The argument for the continuation of the French

colonization had to do with the fact that stories of African cruelty abounded and the

French attempted to portray themselves as having a “civilizing” influence. “Travelers

who ventured into the interior earlier in the nineteenth century had frequently returned

with sensational and fanciful tales of human sacrifice, cannibalism, despotism, and

anarchy that were made much of in the French press” (612). The irony of the central

argument in favor of colonization as a civilizing force is that the colonizers often acted no

better than those they were supposedly teaching to become civilized, in fact, their

behavior was routinely less civilized, with scores of broken treaties, land grabs, and

unfair business transactions occurring wherever one society has conquered another.

Maori had a similar reputation for brutality and were described as not only fierce

fighters, but also cannibals, slave owners, and were portrayed in the most primitive light

possible in the early journals of colonialists who came in contact with them.  As with any

stereotype, there may have been some truth to this description but it does not hold true for

all Maori. The French used the African customs of barbarity to justify colonization,

though they themselves perpetrated extremely violent acts on those they subjugated.

Maori were similarly portrayed as barbarians by the British and, in fact, nearly aided the

British in conquering their own people because of the ongoing wars they fought with

neighboring iwi. If not for the establishment of a Maori King by a group who came to be

called the Kingites, Maori might never have become unified in their resistance or been
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offered The Treaty of Waitangi, which gave them the rights of citizenship. The first

Maori King, Potatau Te Wherowhero, was appointed in Haurua 1857, and, as Tuhuatahi

Tui Adams and Paul Meredith write in their article, “The Maori King Movement,” this

was done to inhibit further land sales: “Concerned about growing European settlement

and the increasing demand for land, Ngati Maniapoto supported the establishment of a

Maori king who would oppose any further sale of land” (teara.govt.nz). The Maori were

dominated and nearly eradicated by the colonists and out of necessity changed their

society to include the existence of a king because he could act as a unifying symbol for

the equality of the Maori with the British, thus changing their cultural identity to one

which included the existence of a king.

Much Maori art and dance present Maori as warriors. Courage and ferocity are

generally prized in the warriors of most cultures and despised when found in another

culture; this brings up the question of when aggressiveness is appropriate and necessary

and when it is uncalled for and brutal. At a cocktail party I attended before going to

Aotearoa/New Zealand, a well-educated European-American woman commented that

Maori were “too aggressive,” to which I replied that had they been less aggressive they

would probably be extinct. Which brings up the question of how aggressive is too

aggressive. Aggression, like competition, is an important part of most cultures, and when

directed in productive directions can be extremely important to the welfare of any group.

It is only when aggression and competition are unfocused, or directed in destructive ways

that they become problematic. Aggression becomes positive forward action when applied

to issues and can, in certain contexts, be viewed synonymously with an indomitable

spirit. It is this indomitable spirit and an unwillingness to back down from challenges that
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I see present in much of the Maori art and dance that I examined.

Appropriation and Reciprocity

“Appropriation” is a topic that arose in many of my discussions, often with a

negative connotation, relating to how the colonists absorbed aspects of Maori culture

without cultural sensitivity. The issue is about creative expressions that have been copied,

not about the specific meanings assigned to various symbols and movements used in

Maori art and dance. In ballet, the plié and pas de bourrée are specific movements, and

may be defined as “bending of the knees,” and “step of the drunken lady,” respectively,

but they are not linked to specific or transcendent meanings within a piece of

choreography. To attempt to attribute specific cultural meanings to elements of the visual

and movement vocabulary Maori canons would be naïve as there is not a one to one

correlation between symbols, movement and meaning. For example, while the pukana, or

rolling of the eyes, and whetero, or protrusion of the tongue, and other pervasive

movements have been ascribed various meanings, the meaning may vary from individual

to individual, tribe to tribe, and dance to dance.

Maori art symbols are equally obscure, just as symbols within the Western art

canon have elusive and capricious meanings and are often altered to depict or delineate

the intention of the artist. For example, the tiki symbol may represent the first man, a

human form, or, according to Margaret Orbell in A Concise Encyclopedia of Maori Myth

and Legend, Tane’s penis (178). One example of how elusive Maori symbolic meaning

can be in the visual arts, particularly if not recorded, comes from Roger Neich in his book

Carved Histories: Rotorua Ngati Tarawhai Woodcarving, in which he wrote:

As the head of the Government Tourist department in Rotorua, T.E. Donne was
one of the most influential patrons of Rotorua carving in the early twentieth
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century, being ultimately responsible for planning the model Maori pa at
Whakarewarewa, among several other projects. When the famous Te Kaha
carvings were discovered and taken to a dealer’s shop in Auckland, Donne
(Scrapbook, 1907) wrote, ‘I took many old Maori chieftains and tohungas into
Spencer’s shop, Auckland, to inspect these carvings but they could not afford any
clue as to the meaning of the pictures portrayed by the carvings – they were as a
sealed book.’ Later in his popular book on Maori, Donne (1927: 161) variously
described different pare designs as representing a mother and children awaiting
the return of their father, a female looking astonished as evil spirits whispered
gossip into her ears, and another of three ‘bold’ women with upraised arms as
perhaps representing the happy wives of the home-comer. Donne added: ‘The
writers in general on Maori matters look for some mystic symbolic meaning in
these carved representations; maybe they are right but I think that some of them
do bear a human and homely interpretation.’ (140-1)

One aspect of both Maori movement vocabulary and visual symbols, which does

add meaning within the context of the Maori canon, is the aspect of pervasiveness. These

symbols and movements have meaning because of their repetitive use and because the

culture has accepted them as part of the canon. While they have come to represent and

define Maori culture, their own definitions are more indefinable and changeable.

In a discussion on July 12th, 2008 with Maori choreographer Charles Koroneho

about the difference between “appropriation” and “influence,” he summed up one of the

biggest obstacles to a proactive philosophy for dealing with the continuous cultural

changes that are occurring on a global scale. He said, “To take with one hand and to

protect with the other is a victim’s position.” In a January 2nd, 2009 email exchange he

added this further clarification, saying it was a “statement contextualizing a post colonial

survival mechanism, and contradiction, experienced by Maori in the wake of the cultural

renaissance of the 1970s, the ‘Maori, by Maori, for Maori’ mentality.” He added that this

is “A provocative and paradoxical situation that I deal with on a daily basis, it is an

obstacle to building relationships and cultural exchange.”
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Koroneho seems to be driven by a desire for Maori to be able to stand shoulder to

shoulder with the best artists on the world stage, not as representatives of a primitive

culture, but as a vital, dynamic culture that is participating on the forefront in the

collective evolution of culture and the arts. In my opinion, this is a healthy perspective

that can facilitate great creativity.

The questions then arises, if a culture incorporates the best technologies, artistic

styles, and innovations from other cultures into itself, how can it then complain when the

best things that it can contribute to global culture are picked up and shared by others?

Rock and roll, automobiles, spirals, hip-hop, penicillin, movies, airplanes, reggae,

computers, Modernism, cell phones, musical instruments like the guitar and drums; all of

these have migrated around the world and many cultures have incorporated them into

everyday use.  Many of us take these for granted because they were already here when

we were growing up.

So what is the right way for one culture to approach the gifts of another culture?

As artists, it seems clear that simply copying the art of someone else is plagiarism; it is

artistic theft. But how much influence from outside sources should artists allow into their

work and how far away should that influence originate? Is it better to keep to one’s

cultural canon or to respond to whatever one finds authentically inspirational whether it

came from down the block or the other side of the world? Perhaps a good rule of thumb

would be to respond to that which inspires one, and, while acknowledging the creative

debt, create something new from a personal interaction with the inspiration. In other

words, as long as an artist does not merely copy the work of others, regardless of where

they originate, but rather creates from personal experience, using original ideas and
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expression, she can allow herself to inspire and be inspired by others.  It is only when an

artist attempts a wholesale adoption of the ideas of another culture without crediting them

as an influence, and without respect for the context out of which they sprang, that this

becomes plagiarism.

I saw many examples of non-Maori selling Maori art in open markets and little

shops. The hei-tiki, a figure often carved out of greenstone and worn on a pendant

representing a human figure, is a popular commodity with tourists. So many people who

are looking for an easy way to make money without having to develop an individual idea

sell copies. One fellow of Indian and French descent, whom I met at the Aotea open-air

market in Auckland, was selling hei-tiki paintings and t-shirts. I spoke with him briefly

and he informed me that he was doing it “to raise consciousness,” for “spiritual reasons,

because hei-tiki is a representation of ‘first man,’ and that his is a message of unity.” I

must admit that his explanation seemed to be the thinnest of justifications for what

appeared to be outright artistic plagiarism. Some Maori I spoke with about this issue

admitted they deliberately ignore the problem, while others find it deeply offensive.

One of the reasons why The Beatles were, and to some extent still are, one of the

leading forces in popular music worldwide, is because throughout their long careers, they

continued to evolve and challenge their own ideas. Wassily Kandinsky is another perfect

example of someone who evolved throughout his life. He started out painting in the style

that was prevalent when he was first learning, and later developed a unique style, which

led to the introduction of pure abstraction into painting. Life is change, and because art is

an expression of life, it must change. This is not to say that work that comes out of

traditional ideas and techniques is valueless, but it does mean that if an artist just keeps
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producing the same image over and over they are a copyist and cease to be engaged in the

production of art.  Such art becomes pure commodity, devoid of the self-reflective

process involved in the immediate interaction with the environment in which it is created.

In his article, “The Production of Native Art and Craft Objects in Contemporary

New Zealand Society,” Sidney M. Mead, whose Maori name is Hirini Moko Mead,

described the different categories of art that sprang from Maori culture and how they

have come to be produced by Maori and Pakeha. About “tourist art” he wrote:

Included in the category of tourist art are the mass-produced objects that fill the
shelves of gift shops in the towns, cities, shipping terminals, and airports. Such
objects are produced by both Maori and Pakeha producers, but the bulk of the
material is made by Pakeha “primitive artists.” Wood carvings are small,
generally sparsely decorated, and crudely carved. To a trained eye, the objects are
obviously out of character compared with genuine artifacts – that is, they do not
look like Maori carving. Nevertheless, tourists buy them as mementos of their
visit because they are cheap and easy to carry. There is considerable activity in
tourist art directly linked with the increasing tourist trade of the country. Maori
producers have no control over production and a very few have distributional
rights. As mentioned already, control is largely in the hands of Pakeha producers
and entrepreneurs. The modern tourist thus has provided a powerful economic
incentive that encourages many Pakeha craftsmen to turn to Maori art. (296-7)

Economic incentives most probably are behind most appropriations and acts of

artistic plagiarism.

Another central issue in relationships between cultures, particularly in countries

that have been colonized, is the idea of appropriation without reciprocity. Even if we do

not always understand the core ideas of a culture, when one culture takes away images

and ideas from another without giving anything in return, that is appropriation.

The appropriation of the haka is just one example of an international

phenomenon. One has only to do a web search using the term ‘haka’ to find teams either

performing the Maori Ka Mate or some other haka with videos posted on YouTube.com.
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Currently there are videos posted from Brigham Young University in Boston; the Trinity

Trojans of Euless, Texas; and the Warriors of the University of Hawaii. France and

Australia offer up a series of parodies and the French have a number of versions of the

Fraka, while the Scottish challengers have a video showing them lifting their kilts in

response to an All Blacks haka. Often the teams pronounce the words incorrectly and

leave off word endings in the YouTube videos showing teams from outside of New

Zealand performing Ka Mate, almost as though the haka had been learned from watching

video performances of the All Blacks rather than learning from an expert or consulting

one of the many written texts and online video instructions available today.

Ka Mate is so important in Maori culture that it was included in a Waitangi

settlement. Charles Koroneho sent me a copy of this February 11, 2009, article on the

Channel 3 News website, “The Ka Mate haka, used by the All Blacks, was included in

$300 million Treaty of Waitangi settlements signed today.”  The article goes on to

explain that: “A special provision was made in the settlement with Ngati Toa for the Ka

Mate haka – which was written by their famous chief Te Rauparaha” (3news.co.nz).  The

article further recounts that the provision provides that the “authorship and significance”

of the haka would be recorded. The “authorship and significance” or intellectual property

rights for Ka Mate have profound meaning in Maori culture, so much so that a legal

battle was waged over its origin within Maori culture. This is a clear indicator of the

value and the power of the arts to create and perpetuate cultural identity.

Appropriation sometimes results in increased sales of an art product and the

profits may go to those who copy the art or they may go to the originator of the product

being appropriated. Copies can boost the popularity of an object or art product, in which
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case both the originator and the copyist may profit. Michael Jackson’s Thriller has been

performed in a prison in the Philippines and blatantly plagiarized by an Indian pop star,

and Jackson’s record sales are boosted by these copies. Tunak Tunak Tun, written and

performed by the Indian pop artist, Daler Mehndi, is a global phenomenon, largely

because of the Internet and viral video, but fans from all over the world who post copies

of bad renditions of the song have vastly improved Mehndi’s career.

Maori artists produce identifiable images because they sell. Maori art is sold by

Maori and non-Maori, and both profit from the increased popularity. However, imitation

Maori jewelry is often mass-produced from jade found outside the country and is sold

somewhat cheaper than jewelry that is hand-carved using time-consuming methods from

the limited supply of pounamu, or jade, found in Aotearoa/New Zealand. Tourists will

often purchase the less expensive imitation Maori jewelry simply because of the lower

price and cultural ignorance.

Also, while there is a designation, Toi Iho, which Maori artists can register for

and receive a license that certifies authenticity, not all Maori artists can afford the

certification fee.

Colonized cultures have long seen their art forms appropriated without reciprocity

by dominating cultures. Gauguin was known to have used a Maori bowl in a still life and

Picasso used African masks, sculptures and statues as models for works. Picasso never

went to Africa, never learned about the meaning behind his great collection of African

statues and masks from those who had the most complete knowledge – the actual creators

of the work. In short, he never offered any kind of respectful or direct personal exchange

with those from whom he culled his most powerful and provocative ideas. While they
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surely benefited indirectly from the upsurge of interest in African art, this was not

Picasso’s focus. In an interview on ABC Radio national, Marilyn Martin argued that, “He

understood African art at so many different levels. He had no book knowledge but he

understood the metaphysical aspect, the power aspect, the power that African art has in

African society” (1).

He may have responded to the power in the work but his was an uninformed

response. While his work changed the course of art history throughout the world, I cannot

help but wonder what might have happened if Picasso had shown the same respect he

received for his art, for the core stories, symbols, cosmogony, myths, rituals, and culture

of the people who created the works by which he was so incredibly inspired. Originally

he copied the works, but eventually transformed them into new works that blended the

powerful and mysterious elements of the African art with the technical strengths he had

developed over his lifetime. Picasso never knew the names of the individual artists whose

work inspired him, he never sought them out to exchange ideas or commiserate about the

challenges artists face. What would have happened if Picasso had gone into the homes of

the artists whose work catapulted his career into the history books? If he had conversed

with them as equals, how much deeper his work might have been.

In my opinion, understanding reciprocity requires not only human contact, but a

willingness to be challenged in one’s thoughts and beliefs. Reading about Maori culture

gave me a foundation of knowledge but traveling to Aotearoa/New Zealand and taking

part in conversations, participating in a dance class, observing a kapa haka class, and

other social activities, gave me insights that would have been impossible had I not made

the trip.
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Matthew Harding is a young man who has been traveling the world for a number

of years being filmed doing a very simple dance. Harding’s videos have been

downloaded many millions of times. When he started out, he filmed anywhere he could,

often without asking. In fact, he mentioned getting kicked out of a place in Tokyo before

he could finish filming. When he traveled on subsequent tours, he contacted people

beforehand and was met with a warmer reception often by a great many local people who

knew he was coming and wanted to share the experience.

He tells the story in a video on his website of one of his favorite experiences that

took place when he visited Rwanda during Hope Week, on the 12th anniversary of the

1994 massacres. He started dancing, as he had in every other place he had visited around

the world, and almost immediately kids started dancing with him and eventually “every

kid in town” was dancing with him. Even though he did not speak the local language he

managed to build a bridge to the children because celebratory movement is a meaningful

activity in many cultures, and Rwanda was no exception.  He took digital pictures of the

children that morning, went back to his hotel and printed out copies then returned later

that day to give the photos to the children he had photographed and because of this, he

was invited into the homes of the locals and introduced to the elders.

(wherethehellismatt.com)

In the first scenario, Harding imposed his dance on the cultural landscapes to

which he traveled. In the second, he involved the local inhabitants in his dance and the

relationship changed from one of imposition to one of cooperation, which I believe is an

important and necessary shift.
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Masks, Intimidation and Healthy Tension

Man is least himself when he talks in his own person.
Give him a mask and he will tell you the truth. —Oscar Wilde

Maori carved figures resemble masks and have a shared function: they embody

archetypal and super-human characteristics. The apotropaic images of many traditional

Maori carvings embody a fierce quality while helping to define and reflect back to Maori

society its core values and commitment to reclaiming their cultural identity. This

abstracted form of aggression functions to inspire strength, courage, and resolve; it does

not generally inspire actual aggression.

Some early Maori are reputed to have prized aggression and fighting ability, as,

for some, tribal warfare was a regular part of Maori life. Still others maintained more

peaceful communities. According to Michael King, in his The Penguin History of New

Zealand:

So long as Maori possessed only hand-to-hand weapons and lacked large
quantities of portable food, warfare was probably not endemic. It usually took
place in the summer months, and often resulted in the deaths of no more than a
handful of combatants (there were exceptions, such as the prolonged campaign of
the Marutuahu federation of Tainui tribes for mana whenua over parts of the
Coromandel Peninsula, and the Hingakaka or ‘fall of parrots’ battle between
Waikato-Manipoto and the west coast tribes of Tainui in the 1800s, in which
thousands of men are said to have fought). Nor were all Maori forever at war with
all other Maori. When James Cook encountered New Zealanders for the first time
in the eighteenth century, he observed that some of them, at Anaura Bay on the
East Coast of the North Island, for example, lived in ‘profound peace’, without
fortifications of any kind; at other places, such as the eastern Bay of Plenty, he
found the population clustered in fortified pa apparently in a state of constant
readiness for war. (83)

As with communities in the West, there may be Maori communities where

aggression is more likely to occur, and those where the general attitude is a peaceful one

and it is dangerous to stereotype an entire culture. King goes on to explain that, while
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Cook assumed that Maori living near the fortified pa were ready for war, he suggests that

they actually ‘sought to discourage attack and wanted to make conflict less likely, not

more so” (84).

While Maori have had to struggle to maintain and continue to define their society,

it would appear that they have survived, evolved and are flourishing, in spite of, or

perhaps in reaction to, the efforts of the colonists to defeat them and garner control over

Aotearoa/New Zealand. In Man’s Search for Meaning, Viktor Frankl argues that, “mental

health is based on a certain degree of tension, the tension between what one has already

achieved and what one still ought to accomplish, or the gap between what one is and

what one should become” (165-166). The figures of Maori carvings are abstracted and

often fierce looking, they are filled with tension, and with the warning to those who may

not belong to Maori society that these figures belong to a people who will not be easily

defeated. Aggression is definitely one aspect of Maori art, but its function is more often

symbolic rather than literal.

For art to be powerful it must contain tension that affects the viewer and arouses

his emotions. Just as in life, we can fall into Frankl’s “existential vacuum” (176), it is

also possible for art to become conceptual to the point of mere intellectual gymnastics, in

which case the audience shrinks down to those who enjoy intellectualism for its own

sake, or it may be abstracted to the point where it loses its ability to capture the essence

of a state of being that man experiences but often cannot articulate. Maori figures are

abstracted and powerful because they visually express a state of being that is extreme,

and which is one that is prized within Maori culture. Being emotionally inspired is a

much stronger state than being blasé or depressed and the creative arts can often lift us
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out of those negative states. Frankl discussed the “[ . . . ] detrimental influence of that

feeling of which so many patients complain today, namely, the feeling of the total and

ultimate meaninglessness of their lives” (167). Copyist/reproductive art may reinforce a

static cultural identity but is meaningless in the evolutionary sense because it does not

challenge the status quo or move art and culture forward.

Artists are compelled to use their medium to fill the void and Picasso, and many

others at the turn of the last century, turned to the “primitive” arts to assist them in this

task because of the purity of the expression, pure in the sense that the intention and the

technique were immediately perceptible. The intention of the carved figures of the whare

whakairo is to act as a warning and to represent either the ancestor of the tribe, or the

history of the tribe, or sub-tribe to which it belongs.  These figures embody extreme

aggression, to the point of abstraction, and this aggression is also present in the haka,

rituals, and other images of Maori art today. In traditional and contemporary haka,

pukana and whetero all signal a complete abandonment of fear and a total commitment to

ferocity. This is an abstracted form of aggression and functions to sublimate actual

aggression into positive, socially acceptable forms of interaction, such as dance, and art.

It is difficult to understand subtle characteristics, and humans are always seeking

clues to our basic, more complex nature. When art abstracts a human characteristic, but

renders it in such a way as to be immediately understandable, it functions as an

interpretation of human drives, questions, and ideas that words could never come close to

achieving.

One of the challenges an artist faces when attempting to create art that

successfully interprets aspects of human nature is that he must be simultaneously analytic
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and free. In Creativity and Reason in Cognitive Development James Kaufman and John

Baer suggest that, “To be an accomplished creative individual, one needs to have

appropriate knowledge and well-developed critical thinking skills, and yet one also needs

to retain a naïve, spontaneous, and perhaps even childlike imagination” (2). Artists within

Maori culture have consistently presented the concepts of bravery and aggression as

prized characteristics, and have combined appropriate cultural knowledge, technology

and craftsmanship with the spontaneity of what appear childlike but are actually complex

renderings. This appears to be an accepted and popular form of rendering as it is present

in many of the wharenui throughout Aotearoa/New Zealand.

Artists often define themselves through their work, and just as anyone in any

other career may have specific knowledge requirements, artists must know what will be

culturally acceptable, and how far they can veer from traditionally accepted forms of

creative expression. Maori culture is confronted with the additional challenge of fighting

to retain a separate, but equal identity within the greater Aotearoa/New Zealand society;

for many this challenge has led to both a stricter adherence to traditional forms and less

willingness to evolve new art forms. What is interesting to note is that Aotearoa/New

Zealand is often visually represented internationally by Maori images and symbols. In

fact, the first art I saw upon arriving in the international terminal in Auckland was a

Maori waharoa, or gateway, covered with apotropaic figures.

While the artist endeavors to define himself through his work, he also must define

himself in relation to the society in which he creates. Susan Rostan discusses this in her

article published in Creativity and Reason: “A Young Artist’s Story:”

Freeman suggests that artistic identity – the individual’s conception of what it
means to be an artist – plays a significant part in the ability to carry out work.
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Through interviews with adult artists, Freeman finds that images and myths
influence the construction of artistic identity by bolstering a sense of self as a
person and an artist. (257)

This leads to the question of how artists within a minority culture are affected by

the necessity to create a strong cultural identity. Maori artists struggle to evolve as artists,

and face restrictions in their artistic expression created by the realities of economics. In

other words, like artists worldwide, there are Maori artists who create art they know will

sell, and others who are driven to create as their imagination dictates.

Contemporary Maori artists, affected by the push and pull of multi-cultural and

economic forces, continue to interpret the central symbols of Maori culture within their

art works today. They do so within a climate that both discourages, out of fear of the loss

of Maori culture, and encourages, out of the necessity to progress and compete in an

increasingly global market, artistic evolution. When the first group of Maori

contemporary artists had an early exhibition there were those from the traditional camp

who were outraged that the work of Maori artists did not look like Maori art. Artworks

that do not conform to the accepted cultural canon may undermine the goal of

perpetuating a static cultural identity, but within a healthy culture there is room for

evolution and new forms can function to perpetuate an ever-changing cultural identity. In

his article in Te Ata: Maori Art from the East Coast, New Zealand, Chris Bryant relates

the story of Pine Taiapa’s initial aversion and eventual conversion to at least tolerate

early Maori Modern art:

The early work of these fledgling Maori artists was heavily critiqued by the
traditionalists, who held on to the Maori art dogma outlined by Ngata and others.
Prior to the opening of an exhibition by Para Matchitt and other Maori artists,
Pine Taiapa expressed anger and disappointment that the works of painting and
sculpture displayed little of a customary Maori aesthetic. But in his opening
address to the exhibition he was more conciliatory: ‘I came here to shout these
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fellas down. But I’ve had a think about it. The world of art is so big there’s room
in it for everyone.’ (22)

I believe it is the dynamics, dialogues and interactions between individuals and

cultures that create the most interesting art, and just as Darwin discovered in humans,

there is a danger of infirmity if too much inbreeding occurs; in order for a species to

remain vital and healthy it must cross breed. So it is with the health of the art world, and

fortunately, as Taiapa reminds us, “there’s room in it for everyone.”
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Chapter 3: The Colonist and the Collector

Historical background of the colonization of Aotearoa/New Zealand is presented

in this chapter. It argues that the relationship between the colonist and the colonized has a

direct and ongoing effect on the value, meaning, and evolution of Maori art and dance, as

well as the formation and perpetuation of Maori and non-Maori cultural identity. The

chapter discloses the depth of suppression and exploitation of Maori and the difficulties

Maori faced in reclaiming their cultural history and wisdom, along with the shift that

many Maori are currently experiencing as they move into the middle and upper classes of

the greater New Zealand culture. Also addressed in this chapter is the fact that the current

relationship between Maori and non-Maori has shifted into a more mutually respectful

one, and that Maori art is used to represent New Zealand culture in the international

stage.

It is necessary to take a look at the way in which the existence of traditional forms

of Maori art were challenged by the colonization process and how they have been

reclaimed. In order to do that, it is essential to examine the relationship between

colonizers and those they colonize, as well as at the early practices of collectors and

museums, and how those practices affected the way in which Maori art was shown to and

perceived by the outside world, and how that view has changed in the last century. In a

balanced relationship, or during fair trade, both parties often come away feeling like they

gave a little more than they got. However, when one looks at the history of how countries
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have been colonized there has often been an attitude of entitlement that the colonizers

went in with that allowed them to justify barbarous actions taken against the native

populations. Had these acts been perpetrated within their own communities they would

have resulted in the perpetrators being jailed or executed.

Otautahi/Christchurch

Christchurch, Otautahi in Maori, is the largest South Island city located in the

Canterbury plains of Aotearoa/New Zealand and was a planned colony from the start.

During a two-hour historical walking tour I entered the massive cathedral that dominates

Cathedral Square in the center of town. My retired-educator tour guide, Patricia, whose

mother arrived in Christchurch in 1900, spoke about the histories of the founding men

responsible for the establishment of Christchurch in the mid 1800s: Edward Gibbon

Wakefield, who was the son of a real estate agent, and John Robert Godley, whose father

was a landlord. Six years after the death of his young heiress wife, Wakefield was

imprisoned for three years for kidnapping and marrying a fifteen-year-old heiress, though

the marriage was annulled. The Dictionary of New Zealand Biography website gives this

account:

[. . .] Wakefield, in 1826, abducted a 15-year-old schoolgirl, Ellen Turner, the
daughter of William Turner, a rich Macclesfield manufacturer and county sheriff.
Wakefield wanted the girl as his wife so that her father would be obliged to help
him enter political life. The girl, whom Wakefield had never met, was first lured
away from school by a false message saying her mother was dangerously ill. She
was subsequently deceived by Wakefield into marrying him, with the story that
her father had desperate money troubles and that the marriage was the only means
of solving them. Edward Gibbon Wakefield and Ellen Turner were said to have
married at Gretna Green, Scotland, on 8 March 1826. Having fled the country
after the ceremony, Wakefield was apprehended in Calais by agents of the frantic
parents. In August he, along with his fellow conspirators, his brother William, his
step-mother, and a servant, Édouard Thévenot, were indicted at the Lancaster
assizes. Their trial in March 1827 caused a public sensation. Only the brothers,
however, were sentenced. On 14 May each received a three year prison term. A
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special act of Parliament annulled the marriage, which had not been
consummated. (bnzb.govt.nz)

My guide informed me that Wakefield’s interest in real estate began in prison, and

The Dictionary of New Zealand Biography website gives this account:

Edward Gibbon Wakefield's public disgrace was the turning point in his life.
While in prison at Newgate he read the classical economists, the utilitarians, and
on social questions for the first time. From these sources he drew the material for
his instantly acclaimed theory on colonisation, published anonymously in
installments, 'Letters from Sydney', in the Morning Chronicle between August
and October 1829, and as a book, A letter from Sydney, appearing at the end of
1829. While he was still in prison, the Spectator in April 1830 published his 'Cure
and prevention of pauperism, by means of systematic colonisation', and he wrote
two tracts on crime and punishment which were published after his release.
Although sympathetic biographers say these works were acts of a genuinely
remorseful man rediscovering his Quaker background (Elizabeth Fry was a
cousin), Wakefield showed no signs of a spiritual conversion and remained a
nominal Anglican. It is more likely that he had semi-consciously assimilated his
father's language of ideas and developed it to allow him to regain respectability
and win important and influential friends once he was released. (bnzb.govt.nz)

Wakefield’s partner in the development of Christchurch was John Robert Godley,

of whom there is a statue in the square that was erected by the townspeople in 1867.

Godley brought in the nobility and worked for eventual self-governing by the colonists.

The partnership between Godley and Wakefield was based on a mutual interest in

colonizing Aotearoa/New Zealand, as described on The Dictionary of New Zealand

Biography website:

The Canterbury Association, set up in early 1848, reflected Godley's ecclesiastical
and political influence and was the most eminent colonisation society ever
formed. This was important to Godley who, like Wakefield, distinguished sharply
between colonisation and mere emigration. Canterbury was to have settlers of
wealth and position as well as assisted migrants, a balance of the sexes, and
churches and schools from the outset. It was to plant overseas a society which
would carry on the values of an England increasingly threatened by
industrialisation and revolution at home. (bnzb.govt.nz)

While Wakefield was an avid expansionist, he was against the extermination of
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the natives in the countries being colonized by what he termed “superior” races and

referred to the practice as “evil” because he felt that the “helpless native” would benefit

from his “contact with a superior race” (Wakefield 66/143). Wakefield was very much a

product of his time and was living in accordance with the prevailing expansionist ideas

best summed up by this quote from John Stuart Mill that opens the book of semi-fictional

letters exchanged between himself, “The Colonist,” and “The (anonymous) Statesman,”

A View of the Art of Colonization, With Present Reference to the British Empire; In

Letters Between a Statesman and a Colonist, originally published in 1849:  “There need

be no hesitation in affirming, that Colonization, in the present state of the world, is the

very best affair of business, in which the capital of an old and wealthy country can

possibly engage” (Title Page).

The Cathedral of the Holy Trinity, commonly referred to as Christ Church, though

it is spelled slightly differently than the city of Christchurch, dominates the central square

in the heart of Christchurch. Outside Christ Church is a statue of a barefoot Maori

clutching a cloak tightly around him with his face turned away from the massive

cathedral that dwarfs him. This image is extremely poignant because it captures the

power imbalance and cultural isolation of the early Maori who must have struggled to

come to terms with the encroaching colonists. At the time of the colonization, Maori were

a Neolithic society so the metal tools brought by the colonists greatly advanced their

abilities and were very much prized as trade items.

Emigration Fields

In the July 2008 exhibit presented by the Canterbury Museum in Christchurch,

this quote from Patrick Matthew’s book, Emigration Fields, which was published in 1839
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was displayed:  “A nation which, by the establishment of social order and the advanced

arts of life, increases in population beyond the means of a full subsistence within its own

territory, has a right to extend itself over the uncultivated regions of the earth”

(Canterbury Museum). This captures the essence of the attitude of entitlement that was

held by the early colonizers. In the minds of many, not only was it right to “extend itself

over the uncultivated regions” (ibid), it made no difference if those regions were already

populated, particularly by societies that were less advanced technologically at the time.

The idea, apparently generally accepted by early colonists, was that a more advanced

society had the right to take possession of the lands of a less advanced society, by and

large by any means necessary and, for all intents and purposes, eliminate the local

culture.

Some of the advertisements that were run in England during the early-mid 1800s

to attract the lower classes to immigrate to Aotearoa/New Zealand made it look like they

would be traveling to a much easier life where they could improve their social status.

Today there is still an egalitarian attitude that pervades Aotearoa/New Zealand and a

sense of casual business etiquette, be it with Maori or Pakeha; people refer to one another

by first name whether they are a shop employee or the Prime Minister. The guide related

that the attitude was epitomized by the commonly used phrase, “Jack is as good as his

master,” but said that she had seen a change in attitude over her lifetime and that there

was a more class-oriented attitude emerging.

Many of the colonists who moved to Aotearoa/New Zealand were fleeing from

desperate circumstances and carried with them the cultural imperative to civilize the less

crowded but more primitive land. The Canterbury exhibit displayed cartoon caricatures of
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the overcrowded London of the early 1800s that depicted the high levels of crime and

disease caused by overcrowding in the limited land they had available. Patrick Matthew,

who was a farmer by trade, had this to say in Emigration Fields:

Emigration to fruitful new lands, where our superabundant capital and population
would be employed to the greatest advantage and most rapidly enlarged, by which
our paupers would be transformed into rich customers (our greatest evil turned to
our greatest good), is in policy and humanity alike our interest and our duty, as
being the clear and direct road to prosperity. (Canterbury Museum)

The colonists who emigrated from England brought with them their culture,

literature, art, dance, and an attitude of superiority that colored how they dealt with the

indigenous Maori. Some colonists had a sincere desire to “civilize” Maori by supplanting

Maori culture with their own, not realizing that they were precipitating the loss of

complex and highly evolved art forms, oral traditions, legends, and a fully developed

cosmogony. Other colonists used the power imbalance to take advantage of them in

business. However, Maori were not to be underestimated; they learned quickly, adapted

to the new tools and rifles immediately and were extremely sharp as traders.

Exhibiting Maori

At the beginning of the Maori-Pakeha relationship, Maori art forms were viewed

as less important, often as curios rather than as equally evolved expressions of creativity

and culture. In his book, Exhibiting Maori: A History of Colonial Cultures of Display,

Conal McCarthy explains how Maori items were displayed in the Colonial Museum in

Wellington in the mid-1800s:

Early exhibits grouped Maori objects with geology, flora and fauna in a ‘New
Zealand Collection,’ which was generally displayed in the main hall. In the
floorplan, ‘Maori implements’ were placed in a table case with ‘moa bones,’ and
‘Maori mats’ placed on a wall with birds, fossils, wood, wool and other
‘anatomical preparations’. Annual reports referred to them as part of the ‘natural
history’ collections in the 1860s, and only used the tern ‘ethnology’ consistently
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from the late 1870s, without making any distinction between foreign and Maori
acquisitions. (21-22)

One of the functions of creative art forms is to constitute cultural identity. The

way in which it is displayed determines the monetary and cultural value that those

displaying and valuating the articles wish to communicate. As Shelly Errington asserts in

her book, The Death of Authentic Primitive Art and Other Tales of Progress:

The notion of art- transcendentally and ahistorically- has been a powerful one in
the West since the Renaissance; and the phenomena that accompany it, support it,
help constitute it – art collecting, the art market, its display in museums and other
public sites- have had tremendous effects, at least since the eighteenth century, on
how objects are accumulated, looted, preserved, circulated, displayed, and their
meanings imagined. The ways the objects are imagined in material displays and
history books reflect as well as produce the ways the people who made them are
imagined in dominant discourses. (xix)

Initially, attempts were made by the colonists to convince Maori to give up their

own cultural practices in order to assimilate into the larger culture of Aotearoa/New

Zealand. These attempts were made by various people for different reasons; for some,

there was awareness that allowing Maori to continue with their cultural rituals, customs,

and art forms could lead to political unrest because the creative arts have historically been

a powerful force for revolution as they demand self scrutiny and honest communication

in order to be powerful, and is often the vehicle for the communication of cultural norms

and an instigator for cultural change. For others, perhaps more well intentioned but less

well informed, there was a naïve belief that Maori truly would be better off if they

became more fully assimilated into the dominant culture and replaced their art forms with

those of the colonists.

Art and dance function within Maori culture to create and perpetuate Maori

identity. By suppressing Maori participation in the creative arts, the dominant society
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worked to eliminate the clear cultural identity that Maori possessed because without a

clear sense of identity, it is difficult to define a cause worth fighting for or a sense of

purpose. Errington explains how the meaning of artifacts is created through discourse:

My position is that artifacts themselves are mute and meaningless. Their
meanings are created by the categories they fall into and the social practices that
produce and reproduce those categories. To put it more dramatically: Discourses
create objects. A “discourse” is not just a way of talking about things. Discourses
materialize and narrativize categories by creating institutions and using media that
illustrate, support, confirm, and naturalize their dominant ideas. Objects may
physically preexist those discourses and their institutions, and they may persist
beyond them; but, appropriated by new institutions, their meanings are remade
and they are transformed into new kinds of objects. The notion of “discourse” also
includes the notion of power. The “power” may include the power and positioning
of individual speakers, but more commonly it is the power of the categorizations
of knowledge and the material practices that perpetuate them and re-create them.
(4)

Because the colonists came from a society that devalued the culture of the

indigenous people of the lands they colonized, it was the norm to treat early Maori art

forms as less valuable than those created by the dominant group. It would have been

highly unlikely to see the art forms of Maori on proud display in the homes of the

colonists, as that would have reflected a form of agreement that did not exist.

Early Maori culture prized aggression and battle was an ever-present activity

among some iwi, or tribes. Terrence Barrow describes the reflection of this war-like

attitude found in some of the early Maori art forms:

The artistic products of Classic Maori art reflect social attitudes and economic
developments in a most dramatic way. Classic Maori art is clearly an expression
of a war-oriented society. Its warrior chiefs were glorified above all others in the
community, and they were supplied with the best goods. To die in battle was the
greatest glory, while the greatest shame was to be taken prisoner then made a
slave. Death was considered far preferable to that degrading fate. (14-15)

One can only surmise that for the British colonists, this exaggerated display of
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aggression, particularly in a new country where the indigenous people were highly skilled

at warfare, would have been unsettling, but rather than attempt to understand the

complexities of the indigenous society, efforts were focused on its assimilation or

extermination. As my mentor, Marian Landers, used to say, “If you’ve done somebody

wrong, you have to make them wrong.” It is a fact of the colonization process that the

colonists have historically viewed themselves as superior to and more civilized than the

“primitive” people they colonized.

Finely crafted objects within early Maori society rarely belonged to anyone but

the upper echelon of the iwi. Terence Barrow describes the social significance and

function of early Maori art forms within its hierarchical society in his book, An

Illustrated Guide to Maori Art:

The chiefly classes, both ariki [high chief] and rangatira [chief], commanded the
best craftworkers and their products. They were often skilled craftworkers in their
own right. Maori art was aimed primarily at serving the needs of chiefly persons.
The finest cloaks, ornaments, weapons, decorated houses, and household
paraphernalia helped give dignity to the life and appearance of highborn
individuals. The masses of commoners possessed few fine objects that we
categorize as “art.” (17)

The arrival of the colonists in Aotearoa/New Zealand changed how art functioned

within Maori society and, as was often the case in other colonized cultures, what was

once created solely for utilitarian and ritualistic purposes and imbued with great spiritual

power, was often re-created for sale to a culture that neither valued nor understood the

culture from which the art forms originally sprang. For Maori, knowledge was divine and

the arts were highly respected within their culture:

It was believed that all knowledge was of divine origin, a gift from the great god
Tane, who gave mankind three baskets of knowledge – Nga Kete-o-te-Wananga.
These baskets contained accounts of creation, instructions on magic (both black
and white), and similar information. The individual crafts, themselves, were each
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of supernatural origin, being secured either from the heavens or from the
underworld. (17)

When Maori knowledge was devalued by the dominating colonist society much of

it, such as tribal lore, language and carving skills, was lost. In some cases, Maori became

convinced that assimilation was the best way to survive. One organization that grew out

of the earlier Kotahitanga movement in the 1890s, the Young Maori Party, was greatly

influenced in this direction by the Te Aute College headmaster, Reverend John Thornton.

According to Michael King, in his The Penguin History of New Zealand:

Members had come under the commanding influence of the school’s headmaster,
the Revd John Thornton, who believed that ‘when a weaker nation lives side by
side with a stronger one, the weaker, poorer and more ignorant one will die out if
it does not emulate the stronger’. This was the ideal he imprinted on his Maori
pupils: if the Maori were to survive, they would have to adopt the features of
Western nations that had made the latter pre-eminent throughout the world and in
particular dominant over indigenous peoples. (330)

On the other hand the Maori leader, Apirana Ngata was working tirelessly to

recapture and promote Maori culture, even publishing volumes of waiata, or songs, he

collected in his travels throughout Aotearoa/New Zealand so that they would not be lost.

What seems clear from this vantage point is that the mythopoetic forms of wisdom are

extremely important to healthy cultures and individual psyches. But there is still a great

deal of misunderstanding about the meaning of art to members of the culture out of which

it springs and the very different significance it has to members of other cultures.

Money and the Arts

Money changes relationships and when artists change or limit their artistic

expression in order to sell pieces, they can become locked in a cycle of imitation. The

fact that the haka Ka Mate, Ka Mate! is frequently performed by various groups, and that
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hei tiki, manaia, spiral, and koru images are pervasive throughout Aotearoa/New Zealand

supports this idea. Maori artists are required to supply the public with what they prefer,

and that is generally that with which they are familiar. Tourists purchase those items that

seem to represent Maori culture. Those artists who wish to create new forms may lose the

supportive network of meaning established by stories that are repeated from location to

location along tourist routes in Aotearoa/New Zealand. This pervasiveness and the

repetition of images, symbols and movement vocabulary function as an agent for the

perpetuation of Maori cultural identity.

As I traveled throughout the country, I saw the same images, symbols, and dances

repeatedly, which were promoting an exoticized image of Maori, quite unlike actual

contemporary Maori lifestyles. In the collection of essays, Cultural Studies in Aotearoa

New Zealand: Identity, Space and Place, edited by Claudia Bell and Steve Matthewman,

in his article, “The Dilemma of Souvenirs,” Briar O’Connor writes:

Tourism promotion materials advertising New Zealand usually contain images of
Maori in traditional costume, typically doing a haka, a poi dance, or paddling a
waka. Most New Zealanders quickly recognize these images as
misrepresentations. While cultural performances are offered as ‘authentic New
Zealand experiences’, these tend to be available on the tourist route only. Tourist
brochures and other materials aimed at overseas tourists promise indigenous
people as a tourist attraction. Tourist promotion imagery implies that Maori
performers are an everyday occurrence throughout the country. Discussions with
non-New Zealanders in the 1980s (while I was living overseas) revealed that
some foreigners were surprised to discover that Maori do not routinely dress in
piupiu. This misunderstanding can be attributed to the anthropological use of the
‘ethnographic present’ that has routinely portrayed indigenous people’s history as
synchronic: static and without change since first contact. Tourism exploits images
of traditional cultural performance to promote its destinations’ exotic ‘Otherness’.
The tourist seeking a culturally unique experience might hope to find this through
observation of and contact with local indigenous peoples. They might also wish to
buy craftworks by Maori, mementoes unique to this country and these people, to
symbolize their visit to New Zealand. (161-2)
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The distinction between fine art and mass produced art is readily apparent in the

Maori art world. Sally Price addresses this issue in her book Primitive Art in Civilized

Places:

Although some commentators have proposed that a monetary incentive
disqualifies an object of native manufacture for inclusion in the category of
“authentic primitive art,” producing art for money is not really the problem. As
Edmund Carpenter pointed out, “A recent book on Inuit souvenirs reminds us that
Michelangelo worked for money without loss of integrity. Yet he never mass-
produced debased Christian altar pieces, suitably modified to meet Arab taste, to
peddle on the wharfs of Venice (1983).” I would suggest that paying artists for
their labor and their talent is one thing when it occurs within a well-defined
cultural setting in which both the creator and the owner-to-be share basic
assumptions about the nature of the transaction. (78)

How then is meaning to be understood in the production of art? If money can alter

the way art is produced and affect the level of evolutionary creativity within a culture

how are we to determine what art means? What art means in any given society is

dependent upon its function, and often its function is affected by its relationship to

money. We delve into the realm of abstraction and manifest what we find in physical

form, moving from inspiration to realization, to commerce. We surround ourselves with

abstractions and reinforce identity by purchasing, utilizing, and exhibiting symbols that

are links to our culture, or to a culture we admire and wish to emulate. Through the acts

of buying, selling, and exhibiting these forms, we delineate and perpetuate cultural

identity. Clifford Geertz wrote about the relationship of inspiration, realization, and

commerce to the function of cultural meaning of art in his book, Local Knowledge:

To be of effective use in the study of art, semiotics must move beyond the
consideration of signs as a means of communication, code to be deciphered, to a
consideration of them as modes of thought, idiom to be interpreted. It is not a new
cryptography that we need, especially when it consists of replacing one cipher by
another less intelligible, but a new diagnostics, a science that can determine the
meaning of things for the life that surrounds them. It will have, of course, to be
trained on signification, not pathology, and treat with ideas, not the symptoms.
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But by connecting incised statues, pigmented sago palms, frescoed walls, and
chanted verse to jungle clearing, totem rites, commercial inference, or street
argument, it can perhaps begin at last to locate in the tenor of their setting the
sources of their spell. (120)

If we look at the source culture for meaning we often find that, at one point, the

originating culture may have had a very clear ritual, religious or social need for particular

art forms to be produced. The uses of these items determined how they were produced

and how often. But we must also look at how the source cultures are affected by the

commodification of its arts by the outside world and how this relationship changes the

way in which art is produced. In The Death of Authentic Primitive Art and Other Tales of

Progress, Shelly Errington writes:

By the end of the 20th century, I have claimed, the supply of the kinds of artifacts
that could qualify as “authentic primitive art” was dwindling (“they’re not making
it anymore”). The supply of ritual artifacts (that is, the kinds of artifacts most
likely to have become authentic primitive art) was exhausted because the kinds of
societies that produced authentic primitive art continue to be absorbed at an
exponential rate into the global economic system.  The peoples who formally
were the sources of authentic primitive art are now making artifacts for the
market-artifacts still sold as “authentic,” but on different grounds. Of course,
since the beginning of the European economic expansion into the rest of the
world, people on the economic peripheries have turned to the production of
artifacts for the market for economic survival when their skills and products
suited the market of their times. But there is a difference under the regime of
economic globalization. Authentic primitive art in the older, Rockefeller-Wing
mode of high primitive art is over because the kinds of peoples who produced it
have stopped being “tribal” and have become modern-day peasants or a new type
of proletariat. (268)

One can purchase relatively inexpensive mass-produced Maori art and jewelry

made from non-local materials and imported into Aotearoa/New Zealand, often from

China. One can also purchase relatively inexpensive mass-produced art and jewelry that

is Maori made. Another option is to purchase items from galleries throughout

Aotearoa/New Zealand, where the gallery acts as a middle-person and takes a fee.
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Additionally, one can purchase directly from Maori artists, although consumers will often

have to pay a higher premium for objects hand-crafted by Maori from local pounamu, or

jade. Such is the case in other parts of the world, and as Errington asserts: “Some lucky

few [indigenous people] make high ethnic art, sell it for good prices, and obtain a good

portion of the proceeds. Others make objects classed as tourist art or folk art, usually for

much less money, and often through a middleperson” (269). 

Contemporary Maori are often found established within the ranks of the middle

class in Aotearoa/New Zealand and their continued gains in political influence, and large

monetary and land settlements through the Waitangi Tribunal have positively affected the

ability of many Maori to live comfortably. While many Maori artists are well-respected

members of the community, there is ideational conflict over the limitations enforced on

Maori artists by the tourist dollars that come looking for traditional art. Traditionally

Maori carvings were reserved for the chiefly classes but today anyone with the funds can

purchase what once would have been owned only by a chief. How does this relationship

to money change the meaning of these objects? How much misunderstanding exists

between those who create art objects, those who purchase them and those who put them

on display? In his article “Exhibiting Intention: Some Preconditions of the Visual Display

of Culturally Purposeful Objects,” Michael Baxandall argues that:

[. . .] the objects or artifacts least likely to cause misunderstanding between the
viewer and maker are objects intended for exhibition. I mean that objects that are
designed to be looked at for their visual interest are those that can be properly
displayed and examined for their visual interest. A viewer looking at an artifact
that is not designed for looking at but that is exhibited as culturally interesting,
culturally telling, or indicative of cultural or technical level is hard put not to be a
voyeur, intrusive and often embarrassed. (39)

Seeing private objects from another culture is not unlike accidentally entering a
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bathroom you thought was empty, only to find it occupied by someone with his or her

pants down. The embarrassment comes from the inappropriateness of the encounter,

accidental or otherwise.

Where Maori artifacts were once curios, they are now an important part of the

greater Aotearoa/New Zealand cultural identity. Some Maori arts are specifically tourist

oriented, while others retain some of their original meaning, specifically those that are

based in tradition that continue to be used in traditional fashion. For example, a mere, or

short club, usually made out of pounamu, or greenstone, which would be extremely

expensive to purchase, is often used in traditional Maori ceremonies. It is not likely that

many tourists would pay thousands of dollars for a mere. However, it is highly likely that

a mere used in a traditional ceremony would be passed down, and that its history would

be an important part of its value. Whereas, I saw small inexpensive hei-tiki, manaia,

spirals, koru, and other Maori symbols in nearly every souvenir shop, museum shop, and

gallery that I visited while in Aotearoa/New Zealand. There are also souvenir items that

are designed specifically with the tourist in mind. For example, I saw Russian

matryoshka dolls, commonly referred to as “nesting dolls,” Raggedy Ann and Andy

dolls, and somewhat generic porcelain dolls, all with Maori features, in many of the

shops I visited.

Ethnic artists worldwide are caught in a challenging situation whereby creativity

is often limited by economic incentives to their ethnic canon and those artists who would

incorporate non-indigenous elements often find it difficult to sell their art.  In his article,

“Ethnic and Tourist Arts Revisited,” Nelson H. H. Graburn addresses this issue:

The continuing separation of the art circuits for Native arts and mainstream,
mainly Euro-American, arts poses a growing problem for non-Western arts
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because, through art school training or other forms of exposure, many Native
artists are using techniques and genres characteristic not of their traditional worlds
but of the metropolitan World Art System. In consequence, the content of their
work may not be instantly recognizable as “ethnic,” a situation probably
aggravated by the appropriation of so many ethnic motifs by non-Native artists. In
order to compete and to avoid rejection by world markets, Native artists have to
signal their ethnicity through a variety of formal and symbolic devices. The work
of artists with names that are clearly Native in origin is readily identified as
“ethnic.” Those without such names may emphasize their tribal affiliation instead.
Others present traditional content or use motifs and color schemes that
cognoscenti know to be Native. Other signaling devices include titles that evoke
Native identity and written statements within the work that testify to a Native
point of view. Inclusions of recognizably non-Native content, motifs, color
schemes, names, and titles may draw criticism or rejection by the market. (348)

While an artist may struggle to discover an authentic “voice,” within the context

of the world art market that exploration is sometimes restricted because of economic

realities – works that stray too far from what is considered ethnic have to compete with

Western art and there is often little support for artists who attempt to bridge the gap

between ethnic and non-ethnic arts. Graburn writes about the pressure to stay within the

ethnic canon that many “ethnic” artists face: “These parameters indicate how ethnic

artists everywhere in the world continue to be subjected to immense pressures to create

only those arts (and crafts) that cater to the image desired by the mainstream art market”

(348).

This collision of art, collector’s desires and finance has led to hoaxes being

perpetrated by artists and traders on often-obsessive collectors and researchers. An

infamous hoax was perpetrated in Aotearoa/New Zealand on journalist Ettie Rout when a

Maori informant gave her copious amounts of inaccurate information about the meaning

of Maori symbols, attributing very specific meanings to symbols that, in fact, had no

known meaning, or the meaning is abstract or changeable. Her spurious book, Maori
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Symbolism, may have been viewed by some desperate researchers as an authoritative

source of information but those with inside information realized that she had been duped.

This situation is not uncommon among colonized societies who are being

pressured to produce “authentic” artifacts or creative works that may fit the requirements

of the purchasers but often do not accurately represent the artistic canon of the artists.

Another such story of deception is recounted in the article “In Pursuit of the Ceremonial:

The Laboratory of Anthropology’s ‘Master Collection’ of Zuni Pottery” written by Karen

Lucic and Bruce Bernstein, published in the Journal of the Southwest. It relates an

incident where Zuni pots were mass produced and sold as ceremonial specimens in

response to the pressure put on the tribe to relinquish their sacred vessels used in

ceremony. Lucic and Bernstein point out that buyer and seller often have very different

understandings of what the objects represent:

The incident well illustrates the pitfalls that can result from ethnological traffic in
sacred objects, as well as the multiple meanings that objects receive from their
cultures of origin, which may be quite different from those assigned by scholars
and museums. Institutional collecting ventures often disrupt and violate the
Native communities where the material originated. At the same time, the
purchasers of such specimens-sometimes blinded by an overwhelming desire to
acquire rare items invested with Native American spirituality-are vulnerable to
manipulation and deceit. Signs of ceremonialism can be manufactured, and what
passes for tradition is often invented. (77)

One ironic aspect is that collectors spent thousands of dollars on the mass-

produced pots because of their so-called sacredness but the article argues that Zuni

sacredness is related to use and vanishes once an object is returned to domestic use:

[. . .] the entire relationship of Native American artifacts to concepts of the sacred
is currently being re-examined. Recently, Anglo collectors have spent as much as
$35,000 to purchase Zuni cornmeal bowls because of their ceremonial
associations. But according to Ladd, there is in fact no such thing as a ‘sacred
Zuni pot,’ only household pieces that may be used in ceremonies and then
returned to their domestic context (ibid.)
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This brings up the question of how true value can ever be determined, and

whether or not art from another culture may have added value because of an imagined

understanding that comes from limited exposure to a culture, its arts and ideas.

Maori have made great inroads into making more money from the production of

Maori art objects, but Maori art and Maori-inspired art continue to be produced by both

Maori and Pakeha craftspeople. However, even in 1976 Maori were moving into the

galleries and shops hitherto reserved for Pakeha exhibitors, and as Mead wrote in Ethnic

and Tourist Arts: Cultural Expressions from the Fourth World:

The significant point to consider, however, is that Maori artists have chosen to
compete openly with Pakeha artists in the galleries of the dominant society. Their
entry has been smooth, welcomed, and largely successful. Their success parallels
the success of other Maori individuals who have entered into the activities and
vocations of the dominant society and bears witness to the national desire for
racial equality in all spheres of New Zealand activity. (1976: 297)

 There is a great difference between tourist arts and those traditional arts that are

still the sole domain of Maori. Artists who work on the construction and carved

decoration for whare whakairo usually have strong tribal ties and are well-respected

artists within the Maori community. Mead wrote that the most important of the traditional

arts was, and still is, the carved meeting house:

By far the most important item in this category is the decorated meetinghouse, the
focal building in a Maori marae (village). In a fully decorated house, the fine arts
of the Maori are concentrated in three-dimensional and relief wood-carving, in
painted patterns on the rafters, the panel boards, and often on the gable, and in
decorative reed-work locally known as tukutuku.  These arts are combined in a
grand composition that is the pride of the local tribe. The amount and quality of
declaration and the size of the structure depend upon the resources of the owning
group. Meetinghouses are financed chiefly by the owning group, aided by
subsidies paid by the government and gifts of money brought by visiting tribes.
Apart from the financial contribution of the government, the entire project of
house construction, decoration, and ceremonial opening is conducted by the
Maori themselves. (1976: 287-8)
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Mead was largely responsible for the construction of Te Herenga Waka, the pan-

tribal carved meetinghouse on the Victoria University campus in Wellington. Te Herenga

Waka functions as a traditional wharenui, or large house, used for housing guests and as

a center for meetings and social gatherings, and it also takes on the university function of

being a place of learning and study, just as the Tane-Nui-A-Rangi wharenui is on the

University of Auckland campus.

Mead commented on the fact that Maori art is no longer the “sole preserve of

Maori artists and craftsmen” and discussed some of the changes taking place within

Aotearoa/New Zealand culture during the late 70s that have continued until today:

The New Zealand population as a whole is gradually taking over more and more
of a cultural heritage of the Maori in its quest to construct a distinctive national
image. It is no surprise, then, to find Pakeha beauty queens donning Maori
costume when they go overseas, or university students carrying their books in
Maori baskets, or government officials wearing Maori cloaks. The application of
Maori rock art to postage stamps, ashtrays, and linen tea towels, and of rafter
patterns to ceramics and interior decorations is now a common phenomenon.
Everywhere, New Zealanders seem to be “Maori-fying” the artifacts they
produce. (1976: 297)

It is possible that the Maori-fication of Aotearoa/New Zealand is mutually beneficial in

that as Maori art and icons are absorbed into the cultural identity of Aotearoa/New

Zealand and as their image as a group continues to improve, Maori are able to move into

better positions in the greater New Zealand society. This positive change has occurred

primarily through the financial success and contemporary view of Maori creative arts as

fine arts instead of as primitive curios.

In his book Exhibiting Maori: A History of Colonial Cultures of Display, Conal

McCarthy examines the changes in the ways in which Maori and their art forms have
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been exhibited over the last two centuries and “ [ . . .] shows how the meaning of Maori

things in New Zealand museums has been transformed at different times, shifting from

curio, to specimen, to artifact, to various forms of art, to taonga” (1). Early photos of the

Dominion Museum in Auckland show Maori art objects located centrally and the

museum currently houses quite an impressive collection of Maori taonga (treasures)

including a full-scale wharenui and shows are regularly presented of Maori dance and

story by a small troupe of professional Maori performers.

As the Maori-Pakeha relationship has evolved and changed over time to become

one of more mutual respect, the art forms of the Maori have become more valued within

the culture, not just as equal to those of the Pakeha, but in many cases, as icons of New

Zealand identity that represent the country to the world. As this relationship evolves, so

does the cultural identity of both Maori and non-Maori in Aotearoa/New Zealand.



86

Chapter 4: Kapa Haka

E oaa too hau he wini raro
He hoomai aroha
Kia tangi atu au i konei
He aroha ki te iwi.

Gently blows the wind from the North
Bringing loving memories
Which causes me here to weep
Tis sorrow for the tribe.

Ngaa Mooteatea No. 71
(Hirini Moko Mead)

This chapter explicates the historic background of kapa haka, or Maori

performing arts, introduced in the previous chapter. It presents some of the variants of the

mythical origins of haka, or challenge dances, and defines the function of haka within

Maori culture as an expression of Maori identity, as a social activity important for the

reclamation of tribal identity, and as a vehicle for the transmission of Maori culture in

entertainment, competition and protest. Furthermore, the chapter also discusses the

evolution of the cultural significance of haka and its ongoing importance in presenting

New Zealand internationally and with a competitive identity. The chapter goes on to

discuss the current prevalence of this historic art form, which has replaced battle as a

determinant for tribal prestige and pride. The chapter points out that fact and the fictional

and historical story are at the center of the Maori kapa haka. Because this is a historic

form, the prescriptions for how it is to be performed are many, and a few are clearly

defined, as opposed to contemporary dance and art, which challenge conventional forms
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and drive their evolution. However, even those few conventions in kapa haka that are

clearly defined have vastly different interpretations depending on the context.

There are two basic genres of traditional Maori haka: ceremonial and competitive.

Ceremonial haka tend to be traditional, while competitive haka may include more

contemporary artistic choices. However, both genres are subject to interpretation

depending on the tribe, the occasion, the participants, and the whim of the

choreographer/s. Even within traditional forms, haka are often created spontaneously to

match a situation, event, or personal expression. On the whole haka are symbolic and

presentational rather than representational, although representational elements are

included on occasion. While we may yearn for finite categorizations because of a need to

imagine that the world we live in is organized and controllable, haka, like most

phenomena, are consistently protean.

I was privileged to observe a number of Maori traditional and contemporary haka

while in Aotearoa/New Zealand. Several motifs recurred in many of the haka that I

observed. These include body posture, movement vocabulary, changing the stage picture,

call and response, and singing and chanting in harmony and unison. The most prevalent

stance for the men was with feet shoulder-width apart, head and spine erect, and knees

bent. Two movements that appeared in numerous haka were the men slapping their chests

while holding their arms parallel to the ground, or slapping their thighs rhythmically,

both of these were performed with one foot, usually the right one, stamping the ground in

time with the slapping.

Often the women would start behind the men and all would sing quite loudly and

with great enthusiasm. I observed many of the same movements repeated in various
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combinations in many different haka. According to Jennifer Shennan in The Maori

Action Song, “The attention of the audience, however, is drawn to the extensive

vocabulary of arm and hand movements – the ringa – which express ideas, events, and

emotions in the song texts. The earliest action songs used only a very limited number of

ringa with much repetition” (62). Of gestures utilized in the older dance form, the patere,

or genealogical haka, Shennan says, “These patere gestures are not pictorial in nature;

they do not interpret specific images in the text in any literal way” (63). According to

Shennan, new movements have been created and, like their predecessors, they do not

have a one to one correlation of meaning restricted to any single idea, but reappear in

different combinations to present a general idea or emotion. The specific information that

is conveyed is transmitted more directly by the lyrics.

As well as these transposed gestures, new ringa in the same style have been
devised, in time they become indistinguishable from much older sources. Some of
these innovated gestures depict activities such as paddling or hauling up a canoe,
or using a weapon such as Taiaha or mere, but the ringa are still used in a
symbolic context from an association of ideas, and not to portray a narrative or
drama. For example, the gesture indicating paddling a canoe would be used to
indicate unity in the efforts of a group of people, rather than to tell the story of a
particular canoe voyage; using a weapon may be an image employed to suggest
fighting a cause, rather than engaging in actual physical combat. (Shennan 64-5)

There are different types of haka performed by the different tribes, and there are

some that are familiar to all Maori. According to Timoti Karetu, in Haka! The Dance of a

Noble People, peruperu, whakatu waewae, and tutu ngarahu are all armed war dances

performed by men and, “the outstanding feature of the peruperu is the high leap off the

ground with the legs folded under” (37). He also describes the ngeri, manawa wera, and

pokeka as haka with no set movements. Of the ngeri he says, “Most of the best-known

haka of the Maori repertoire are, in fact ngeri, which are performed, in most instances,



89

without weapons” (41). Two other described by Karetu are the haka powhiri, which is a

welcoming haka, and the haka kaioraora, which is used “expressly for the venting of

hatred” (47).

The venue and the purpose of the event will determine which haka are performed.

Ceremonial haka are taken quite seriously and are performed at funerals and other

important social functions, generally with men dressed in a short version of the traditional

costume of the piupiu, or flax skirt, and women dressed in a longer version. Often a male,

or female, leader will wear a korowai, or cloak decorated with feathers. Competitive haka

incorporates more contemporary renderings of Maori movement and costume. At the

competitions in Wellington I observed many different costume variations, some of which

appeared very traditional, while others were more extravagant and colorful. Both the

ceremonial and competitive haka I observed employed makeup to decorate the male

bodies with temporary moko, or tattoos, and the young women with the traditional female

tattoo, moko kauae, on their chins, although permanent tattoos were also quite prevalent.

Maori art and dance are extensively filled with characters and concepts from

Maori cosmogony and legend; even the story of how Maori arts came into existence is

imaginative and grounded in ancestral lore. According to Timoti Karetu, “The first kapa

haka (haka troupe) of Maoridom is said to be the women of Tinirau whose principal

function was to find and destroy Kae who had slain and eaten Tutunui, the tame whale of

Tinirau” (15). In a culture in which fish were considered ancestors and natural elements

were believed to be beings, this was tantamount to murder. The women who went on the

mission to find Kae were charged with making him laugh so that they could identify him

by a broken tooth, then capture him and return him to Tinirau who wanted vengeance for
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the killing and eating of his beloved whale, Tutunui. The leader of the expedition of

strong women and goddesses was Hineteiwaiwa. According to the Te Papa Tongarewa,

National Museum of New Zealand online learning resources:

Hineteiwaiwa is the principal goddess of Te Whare Pora – The House of
Weaving. In some iwi (tribes) she is said to be the daughter of Taane and Hine
Rauamoa. She is known to the peoples of Polynesia as well as to Maori.
Hineteiwaiwa represents the arts pursued by women. Along with this, she is a
guardian over childbirth. In the past, all female children were dedicated to her.
Hineteiwaiwa also began the important office of ruahine where a woman takes a
critical role in the ceremonies lifting the tapu (sacred restriction) from newly-
built houses. She is the head of the aho tapairu, an aristocratic female line of
descent. Sometimes this goddess is referred to as Hina, the female personification
of the moon. (tepapa.govt.nz)

That Hineteiwaiwa is considered both an ancestor and a Goddess among Maori

culture is not contradictory, where it might be in another culture. Her representation of

the female arts carries with it an initiation that resembles the meditation process of

samurai training themselves for complete readiness and awareness in battle, or whirling

dervish who dance into a trance as a form of prayer:

Te Whare Pora has been described as a ‘state of being’ as well as a place.
Weavers who were initiated into this house had their levels of consciousness
raised to be in a state of optimum readiness to receive knowledge. This was
achieved through karakia (prayers) and initiation ceremonies. It was believed that
the karakia endowed the student with a receptive mind and retentive memory.
They would become possessed with quick understanding and a thirst for deeper
knowledge. Initiated weavers became dedicated to the pursuit of a complete
knowledge of weaving, including the spiritual concepts. Very few weavers today
experience this initiation ceremony. The practice was discouraged by
missionaries, who considered it anti-Christian. (tepapa.govt.nz)

The haka has functioned in a similar fashion to alter the state of the consciousness of the

performers. Once it put them in a state of readiness for war, whereas today they merely

perform with an intense level of expression.

It would be strategic to weaken an opposing force by undermining the rituals and
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cultural practices that enabled them to excel in battle and to be strongly connected as a

group and the colonists discouraged traditional Maori practices. In The Carver and the

Artist: Maori Art in the Twentieth Century, Damien Skinner discusses the fact that many

people viewed the Maori as a dying race:

Ngata began his career at a time in which ideas such as ‘the continuing
individuality of the Maori people’ went against prevailing cultural views. At the
end of the nineteenth century Maori were at a low ebb – population numbers had
fallen dramatically and social conditions were dire. Government policy was
assimilationist, still drawing on the model set up by Governor Grey in the 1850s.
Culturally, the discourse was similar. David Colquhoun writes, for example, that
the Polynesian Society, the leading body of anthropologists studying Maori and
Pacific society at the turn of the century, ‘shared the underlying imperial
assumption of the time, that little could, or should, be done to stop the
disappearance of traditional Polynesian ways’. Evidence of indigenous cultural
adaptation to colonisation was considered degenerate, and in no way as
acceptable a subject of study as the ancient past. Colquhoun concludes, ‘To these
Pakeha, Polynesian culture and traditions could only be preserved in their books
and museums’. (21)

  During our discussion, Linda Tuhiwai Smith summarized the oppression of

Maori by the colonists more forcefully, “Living for hundreds of years with others

actively trying to exterminate you, your values change.” Whatarangi Winiata reminded

me in our session that, “It is important to understand what is driving Maori – surviving

as a people in the global cultural mosaic.” It has been a long and difficult road for Maori

to reclaim their language, culture and arts, including haka, and it is gratifying to see

Maori art forms succeed at home and within the “global cultural mosaic.”

The All Blacks

Many people first learn about Maori haka from watching the All Blacks, New

Zealand’s outstanding rugby team, who regularly perform a haka prior to each game.

This practice has engendered various responses, from the many fans who leap to their
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feet in front of the TV to do the haka along with the All Blacks, to opposing teams who

have endeavored to have the haka banned. While Maori have not always been well

represented on the All Blacks, the team was regularly performing the most famous haka,

Ka Mate. What is interesting is that this Maori tradition has finally been brought to the

world stage after many years by a team comprised of Maori and non-Maori New

Zealanders working in concert. Maxwell calls the All Blacks of today a “melting pot of

various cultures,” but the team’s turbulent history includes a national boycott when, at

one point, the South Africa Springboks toured New Zealand and insisted those players

who were Pacific Islanders not be allowed to play because of South African separatist

apartheid views. According to Ruth Hill in an article in the New Zealand Herald, the tour

took place anyway resulting in massive protests and police violence against passive

protestors and members of a group called H.A.R.T., or “Halt All Racist Tours,” which

was formed as a result of the racist controversy. Then Prime Minister, Rob Muldoon,

supported the 1981 tour in spite of massive resistance throughout the country. “When

police in visored helmets and swinging batons, ran on to the field at Hamilton's Rugby

Park, something came unstuck in New Zealand's self-image as an open, tolerant society”

(nzherald.co.nz).

According to The Rugby Museum website, in an article entitled “The Haka,”

many teams that did not include Pacific Islanders or black Africans performed haka, or

war dances. In fact, the all-white 1928 Springboks performed a “Zulu War Dance,” which

“All Blacks vice-captain that year Mark Nicholls remembers  “[…] as not much of a

success” (rugbymuseum.co.nz).

The haka continues to hold a central position in Maori culture and earlier All
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Blacks teams performed it with a lot of energy but without nearly as much intensity and

precision, as can be seen in a video on allblacks.com, “History Behind the All Blacks

Haka.” There has been a resurgence of commitment within the All Blacks organization to

performing the haka with tikanga, or the correct way of doing things, and the team has

been working with Maori experts Inia Maxwell and Derek Lardelli to insure the haka is

presented properly.

Very often when we see dance or view images it is easy to miss the deeper

meanings intended by the artist or performers because we do not generally prepare

ourselves by striving to unify body, mind, and spirit before going to the performance or

to the gallery or museum. Were viewers and audience members to enter a performance

space in a unified frame of mind, our viewing experience would most probably be

“deeper and truer.” Maxwell, who has a background in drama, visual, and performing

arts, has worked with the team to ensure that the haka are performed correctly, with

precision, and with the proper intention or attitude.

Derek Lardelli, who revised the haka Kapa O Pango from a much older version,

teaches at the Taiawhiti Polytechnic’s School of Maori Art and has had a distinguished

career as a teacher, writer, and Maori moko tohunga, or expert tattoo artist. Tattoo is a

significant part of Maori culture. One only has to view the All Blacks’ video featuring the

Maori policeman from Rotorua with the full-face tattoo, a style that was once prevalent

among Maori iwi as a sign of great prestige, to see the powerful effect the traditional

complete face tattoo can have on others. In an interesting side note, tribal chiefs

occasionally had the faces of taurekareka, or slaves, ornately tattooed so that their heads

could be cut off, preserved in traditional Maori fashion, and then sold to one of the
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numerous tradesmen who resold the heads abroad as shocking souvenirs. Christina

Thompson, editor of The Harvard Review, goes into great detail about Maori cannibalism

in her book, Come on Shore and We Will Kill and Eat You All: A New Zealand Story.

She explains that the European penchant for the preserved and tattooed heads of Maori

completely changed how Maori traded these items, which are considered quite sacred.

Lardelli differentiates between peruperu, Maori dances that use weapons and

Kapa O Pango, which is a haka taparahi, or ceremonial dance without weapons.  Lardelli

asserts that Kapa O Pango is intended to build the teams’ “spiritual, physical, and

intellectual capacity prior to doing something important.” This abstraction of the unity of

“body, mind, and spirit” is also present in the idea that the whare whakairo represents the

“body, mind, and spirit” of the ancestor of the tribe to which it belongs. There is a great

deal of controversy surrounding Kapa O Pango because at the end of the haka the

performers draw their thumb from under one ear, across the throat, to end with their

thumb under their other ear, which is a move that has been forbidden in the NFL and

NBA because it looks like a threat to slit the opponent’s throat. Lardelli has defended the

move claiming it represents unifying one’s energies.

The All Blacks have a different origin story for haka from that of Karetu, in

which the dance was developed as a diversionary tactic to capture an enemy in order to

exact revenge for the murder of a whale. This per the All Blacks official website:

According to Maori ethos, Tama-nui-to-ra, the Sun God, had two wives, Hine-
raumati, the Summer maid, and Hine takurua, the Winter maid. The child born to
him and Hine-raumati was Tane-rore, who is credited with the origin of the dance.
Tane-rore is the trembling of the air as seen on the hot days of summer, and
represented by the quivering of the hands in the dance. (allblacks.com)

Tane-rore is both a god and a natural force, a concept that is unique to nature-based
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pantheistic origin myths and quite foreign to non-nature based religions. While both

versions have haka originate from a divine source, this version is much more abstract and

poetic.

There appear to be many definitions for the term haka and some refer to it as a

dance performed only by men, others as a challenge, or war dance, but the All Blacks

website defines haka this way:

Haka is the generic name for all Maori dance. Today, haka is defined as that part
of the Maori dance repertoire where the men are to the fore with the women
lending vocal support in the rear. Most haka seen today are haka taparahi, haka
without weapons. More than any aspect of Maori culture, this complex dance is
an expression of the passion, vigour and identity of the race. Haka is not merely a
pastime of the Maori but was also a custom of high social importance in the
welcoming and entertainment of visitors. Tribal reputation rose and fell on their
ability to perform the haka (Hamana Mahuika). Haka reflected the concerns and
issues of the time, of defiance and protest, of factual occurrences and events at
any given time. (allblacks.com)

In many ways the All Blacks have become the ambassadors for haka

internationally, and it is excellent that they take this responsibility seriously and treat the

art form and the culture from which it springs with respect. Throughout Maori history

haka have been written and performed for seemingly any occasion, and they continue to

be used to entertain, to educate, to protest, to embarrass, to praise, to mourn and to

celebrate depending on the situation.

Elsdon Best was born in 1856 and died in 1931. He was a controversial figure who

catalogued Maori legends, beliefs, and rituals from the point of view of a member of a

colonizing culture, not in an effort to help Maori reclaim their tribal wisdom, but because

they were on the verge of extinction. There is scant scholarship available about early

Maori culture and arts practices because Maori society was originally an oral one. Many
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researchers rely on Best for their information about early Maori society because he wrote

copiously on the subject and there simply are no extant records written by early Maori.

While I disagree with Best’s biases and cultural attitude of superiority, I include

him here because museums and scholars cite him as a reputable source, and because he

offers historical background that would otherwise be unavailable. Best’s version of the

origins of haka corresponds with that of the All Blacks:

As to the origin of the haka, we have to delve into the past as it is recorded in Maori
folk-lore. Here we find that one Hine-raumati (the Summer Maid), wife of the Sun,
had issue [gave birth to] one Tane-rore, whose dancing can be seen during the
summer months in the quivering appearance of heated air. Hence that phenomenon
is known as the haka of Tane-rore. Another version gives Parearohi as the name of
the summer dancer. (1952: 146)

At times it is difficult to read Best’s writing because an attitude of prejudice is so

apparent; at other times, when he is merely relating what he has seen and heard, his

writing is often eloquent and profound. According to Jeffrey Paparoa Holman, in his

article “Elsdon Best: Elegist in Search of a Poetic:”

Last year the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa brought back into print
after a 20-year lapse eleven titles by their former official ethnographer, Elsdon Best
(1856-1931). It is difficult to think of another New Zealand writer of his period
who today might be accorded such a vote of confidence. Eleven scholarly non-
fiction titles devoted to traditional Maori culture, written before 1930. [ . . .] The
significant irony here is that Best, like any writer, has been unable to control the
post-mortem uses of his output. Today, the kaupapa Maori movement sprung from
the cultural renaissance of the 1970s has reappropriated those parts of Best’s
writing that fit with their guiding philosophy: ‘by Maori, for Maori and (often) in
Maori’.  (Smith 1998) While many of the movement’s leading lights, from Maori
Marsden in the early 1970s to Pita Sharples today, would undoubtedly find the
racialised underpinnings of Best’s cultural hierarchies distasteful, his influence is
ubiquitous in their fields of study simply because he is the prime literary recorder of
traditional Maori society. That he got certain things wrong, that many of his views
are now passé, that he appropriated Maori knowledge to further his own career: all
of this is up for debate and further study, but Best as an ancestor figure in the field,
and in New Zealand literature in general, needs taking seriously. (38-39)
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It is ironic that Te Papa Tongarewa, commonly referred to as Te Papa, a museum

that has so many strong Maori exhibits and learning resources, would use Best as an

expert, but Elsdon Best was recommended repeatedly as a source to be investigated.

While his impressive collection of writings is fascinating and informative, the assumption

of superiority that underscores much of his scholarship damages some of his credibility.

Holman addresses the contradiction between Best’s fine collection of information and his

superior attitude:

The theoretical models of late 19th century anthropology – principally, socio-
cultural evolutionism – are long since discredited, but Best made good with what
was at his disposal. While the concept of a progressive hierarchy of ‘savage-
barbarian-civilised’ is distasteful today, in his time it made perfect sense to
believe that primitive societies were being replaced as part of the upward
evolutionary march of humanity, and that anthropologists had a duty to salvage
what they could of such dying cultures for posterity. The fact that the colonising
cultures were instrumental in such disappearances was, to them, incidental. (42-
43)

Had Elsdon Best and his contemporaries involved in the colonization and

anthropological study of Maori been aware that their descendants would be forced to

evaluate, justify, and re-evaluate the accepted mode of thought from which they operated,

they might have treated Maori more equitably. It was as though they assumed, at that

time, that because Maori did not have some of the skills the colonizers had developed and

collected, they never would. Perhaps the colonizers did not consider the fact that once a

group of people learns how to make and use tools, or absorb any new technology, they

will eventually become competitive with those tools and skills.

Best was a product of his culture and not someone overly concerned with the

rights of the indigenous people he reported on. Nonetheless, the information he collected

was detailed and succinct:
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Of all forms of amusement indulged in by the Maori in former times perhaps none
were so much appreciated as the haka, or posture dance. The haka may be
described as a series of rhythmical movements of limbs and body accompanied by
a song, or at least by a series of short refrains. This recreation was indulged
infrequently and by both sexes. Public feeling often found expression in the form
of a haka, and they were organized in connection with a multitude of subjects.
Where we write to the papers to ventilate or right some wrong or grievance, the
Maori composes a haka directed against his detractor or opponent. Where we
sedately shake hands with a party of guests on their arrival, the Maori chanted
rhythmic refrains to them, accompanied by vigorous and equally rhythmical
action: this is a welcome. These effusions were composed in connection with
many matters. In some cases the arms alone were brought into play in time to the
words; in others the legs and the whole body were violently exercised. The war
dance itself is really a haka preformed with arms in hand, and the turanga a tohu
is a war-dance (tutu waewae) performed for purposes of divination. (1952: 145-
146)

Best not only carefully catalogues the physical movements but also the purposes

for which the haka were employed in a fine anthropological fashion. However, as he

continues, his biases become quite evident:

The most striking features of the haka are the distortions of the features and the
excellent sense of time displayed by the performers. The manner in which natives
can protrude the tongue and turn the eyes in a fierce glare is surprising, and as a
contortionist the Maori has few equals. These things were much practiced in
former times, with the result that rhythmic movements and facial distortion were
universal acquirements. The movements of Europeans in such exercises are
extremely stiff and awkward in comparison, and one sees this awkwardness in
some half-castes. Old women were often prominent in these performances, and
few uglier sights could be imagined than these old hags when leading a haka or
war-dance. The deep-chested, guttural sounds emitted by men in some of these
performances, the frenzied appearance and motions of all-but-naked savages –
these are features that excite astonishment in strangers to these weird exhibitions.
(1952: 145-146)

That Best could not see the beauty of the strong older women of the iwi, whom he

described as “hags,” and that he ignored the fact that these women were clearly respected

enough by their own people to have them lead these important tribal activities, is

disheartening and indicates a complete lack of respect for the existing tribal hierarchies.
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His description of the “frenzied” men as “all-but-naked-savages” and the dance itself as a

“weird exhibition” inform us that he was not able to relate to the context out of which the

Maori haka sprang, nor could he see the complexity of the art form as equivalent to

European dance. He made the comment, “In no case, however, did the Maori evolve any

form of such dancing as practiced by us” (1952: 148), as though it were necessary not to

be too effusive in his enthusiasm for the form. Best did, however, give us a sense that he

had intimate knowledge about the early Maori world and his descriptions are vivid

enough to conjure up clear mental images of Maori haka:

The peculiar form of haka performed during mourning ceremonial is known as a
maimai, and this saltatory exercise is allied to the tangi a Apakura, which is the
most ancient of all dirges, for it is the ceaseless moaning of Hine-moana (the
Ocean Maid), the ever-restless ocean. In this haka the performers indulged in
those swaying motions of arms and body termed aroarowhaki. The rapid
vibration of the hands is a feature of many haka. In some cases the fugleman
[leader] called for preliminary action by means of the following long-drawn cry:
A-a-a-a! He ringa pakia!, whereupon all performers commence, in perfect time, to
clap their hands on their thighs. Again, the cry: A-a-a-a! He waewae takahia!,
causes all to commence to stamp their right foot on the ground. The fugleman
then chants on in order to lead up to the first refrain, in which all join in time to
the energetic motions of the haka.” (Best 147)

Best’s description has visual truth and immediacy, and it is understandable that Best’s

attention to detail in his writings would establish him as an authority on Maori culture.

The Department of Education published a book in 1962: Games and Dances of

the Maori: A Guide Book for Teachers. The book signals a resurgence in the rights of

Maori to openly pursue their arts and the beginnings of the national interest in their

development:

In October 1941, Mr. P.A. Smithells, then Superintendent of Physical Education,
wrote the first of a series of articles on Maori dances, hakas, and games for the
Education Gazette. These articles caused a great deal of interest and led to a
revival of a number of activities which were in danger of being lost. The Physical
Education Branch distributed cyclostyled (copied) notes on a large number of
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Maori activities. (1)

This small book gives detailed instructions with illustrations for teachers to guide

students through the process of learning the movements for dances and games. The

meanings of the words, the melodies of the songs, even the guitar chords for the

accompaniment are printed in this booklet which also explains how the iwi used the

games:

Because the safety and welfare of a tribe depended on its military strength the
Maori used many of their games to develop quickness of hand and eye, rhythm,
anticipation and agility, and they reached a very high level of ability with these
skills. With fluent yet controlled movements, and their competitive element, the
games were and still are exhilarating to play. (2)

Colonization took a heavy toll on Maori arts and culture. On 10 June 2008, I

spoke with Huirangi Waikerepuru, longtime Maori advocate of the promotion of Te Reo,

or Maori language, at the Maori conference, Te Tatau Pounamu. According to

Waikerepuru, “Colonization is still going on.” There was a long period of time during

which the Maori language was suppressed and the traditional activities were highly

discouraged, and some disappeared completely. According to Simon Ager in his article

“Maori: Te Reo Maori:”

In 1867 the Native Schools Act decreed that English should be the only language
used in the education of Maori children, which lead to many Maori children being
punished for speaking their own language. From the 1940s onwards, the Maori
began migrating to urban areas where they were living amongst the English-
speaking Pakeha. As a result, many of them chose to speak English and to raise
their children as English speakers. (omniglot.com)

The decline of the Maori language meant the loss of cultural knowledge as well,

as the Department of Education book explains:

With the introduction of western civilization and the gradual decline of certain
arts, crafts, and pastimes, many words in the Maori language ceased to be used in
current speech and therefore became archaic. Because of this translations are



101

difficult, as often a phrase implied a meaning, which came from a mythical story
and many of the true meanings of traditional activities have been lost. (2)

To counter the lack of extant knowledge and in order to promote the learning of

these games and dances, the booklet resorts to using “free translations” and attempts to

capture the “spirit” of the dances.  The process of diminishing Maori art forms took many

forms and was sometimes attempted by seemingly well-meaning individuals who may

have sincerely believed that if Maori became more assimilated into Pakeha culture (non-

Maori, or New Zealanders of European descent) that this would result in a unified

Aotearoa/New Zealand.

Show Us the Way

I viewed the exhibition, Turuki! Turuki! Paneke Paneke! at the Auckland Art

gallery numerous times in July and August 2008.  According to the Auckland Gallery

website, Turuki! Turuki! Paneke Paneke! “is a Maori chant, often used when hauling a

waka (canoe) out to sea, meaning to advance in unison” (nzlive.com).

One of the strongest displays in the exhibition was a short story by Hirini Moko

Mead, a highly respected academic, teacher and writer who, among many achievements,

was one of the founders of the wharenui at Victoria University in Wellington. In the

story,  “Show Us the Way,” Hirini Moko Mead relates a conversation with a work mate

and so-called Pakeha friend. In this conversation Bill, the Pakeha, seems oblivious that

his suggestions to Mead that he and the Maori people needed to alter their customs to

better assimilate into Pakeha culture were insensitive and arrogant. By present day

standards they are shockingly ethnocentric:

However at length the topic of conversation turned to the Maori people. Then did
our minds have to do some deep thinking. Bill stopped glancing at the portraits of
our children and ancestors, hanging on the walls. Bill spoke, “To my way of
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thinking, your Maori customs are pulling you people back. It would be far better
to sweep such customs away. Then, perhaps, the Maori people will get a little
closer to the Pakeha's.” I said, “Many are the Maori customs which have
disappeared into oblivion. Which others should be forgotten?” He continued,
“The tangi is a custom you can well do without. That is a custom which wastes
time, wastes money and wastes food.” I thought, well, here is another Pakeha who
would do away with the tangi, he is my friend who is here talking to me. Why
should this be so? Should we adopt the burial rites of the Pakeha? How can the
love of the Maori for his relatives be given full expression? Constricted will be
the tears and speeches, the debt will not be paid and the relatives will be troubled.
For I have seen the utter loneliness of the Maori dead when following the Pakeha
rites. I have seen our elders seeking a way by which the tears can flow and the
speeches be heard, according to Maori custom. The way is not found. The
thoughts became troubled, confused, and sorrow was withheld. One pitied the
lonely relative lying there—he was not greeted nor was he kept warm, he was not
wept over, nor farewelled. Then they arrived at the cemetery. No longer could
sorrow be contained. The tears rushed out like a waterfall. Loud wailed the
mouths, to weep the traditional weeping of the ancestors of long ago. Then
uncertainty reigned, for fear of transgressing and being wrong. Then there was
silence. The tide of tears had ebbed. (1962 15)

“Bill” may well have been a symbol for the pervasive Pakeha thought of the time.

Perhaps Bill thought he was truly offering good advice, or maybe the idea of having to

accept and learn about another culture’s customs and honoring them was simply not

something that Bill could entertain. The story continued with Bill suggesting that Maori

hui, or meetings, should be abolished on the grounds that they caused financial hardship.

Mead wrote of the thoughts he entertained at the suggestion:

Away again went my thoughts. I am able to meet all my debts. Is it possible that I
am the only Maori who can? I doubt this. I am able to spare a few shillings to go to
a hui. Those shillings die the death of chiefs; they are not wasted, at least, that is
what I think. I heard the wise and sensible words spoken upon the maraes, words
touching upon our troubles. I watched the entertainments—the haka, poi dances and
other posture dances. Then, as I watched, the strange spirit of the haka touched me,
penetrating to the very marrow of my bones. The life principle of the Maori, lying
quiescent here, was stirred. It was being fed. Now spontaneously my tongue wants
to dart out, my eyes want to dilate, my muscles jerk and I want to plunge into the
haka. (1962 16)

The haka Mead considers plunging into sounds remarkably like Ka Mate, the only
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haka for which both words and movements can be learned online through numerous sites

that offer explicit, detailed instructions and translations. Both haka refer to a man

responsible for the sun shining and have the repeated lyrics ‘Aa upane’, often translated

as “one step forward.”

Twas he who brought it here
And made the sun to shine
Aa upane! Aa upane!

Mead explained why the hui, which is such an important Maori cultural activity

would be very difficult to do away with:  “I said to my friend, ‘It is quite a difficult thing

to abolish the Maori hui. If these were not wanted by the people they would not patronise

them. But you know very well that hundreds of Maori people go to them.’” This

argument may well be representative of discussions that took place throughout

Aotearoa/New Zealand with Pakeha assuring Maori that by giving up their customs and

rituals they could become more closely affiliated with Pakeha:

He said, “That is so, but it is still wrong. Their greatest sin is that they separate us,
making us go our separate ways. The Maori go to their huis and the Pakehas go to
theirs. We should really go together for we are one people—New Zealanders. It is
right that we should stay close together, work together and journey together on the
byways of the world.”  (1962 16)

Bill may have sincerely believed that the greatest sin was having different

customs, beliefs, and rituals, and that someone, other than Maori, should be in charge of

deciding which might be the proper customs that should be allowed in Aotearoa/New

Zealand. But why couldn’t the Pakeha have gone to a hui? Or embraced Maori culture, at

least to the point of allowing it to co-exist with Pakeha culture? What is it in human

nature that makes coexistence so challenging?

Bill went on to suggest that Maori schools be closed, that Maori should no longer
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have representatives in Parliament, and so on. This article presents a clear picture of how

insidious discrimination and censorship can be when offered in the guise of friendship.

Are the times we live in today that much different? Had Bill and his constituents been

successful in creating a homogenous New Zealand the haka might have disappeared

forever. As it is, the haka is a vibrant art form today that is continuously evolving. Mead

closed his story with a prayer:

O God, if you are the keeper
Of all knowledge,
Please show us the way
That we should follow,
So that we the Maori people
Shall not fall into dark oblivion.
(1962 18-19)

It would appear that Mead’s prayer was heard because the haka has achieved

international popularity.

Dr. Ngapo Wehi and Te Waka Huia

While in Aotearoa/New Zealand, I was fortunate enough to attend one of the kapa

haka classes taught by Dr. Ngapo Wehi, who is a lecturer at The University of Auckland,

and who founded Te Waka Huia with his wife Dr. Pimia Wehi. Ngapo is considered a

kapa haka luminary in the world of Maoritanga, or Maori culture, and his champion

performing group, Te Waka Huia, meaning treasure-box, is extremely professional and

disciplined. Te Waka Huia is defined on the Maori Performing Arts website as follows:

A waka huia is a taonga [something of great value] which contains precious
treasures. The group was named Te Waka Huia by Ngapo Wehi because of the
traditional use of a Te Waka Huia and the resemblance between members as
individual repositories of treasures, the potential inherent in every person and the
collective contribution to be made to Maoridom. (maoriperformingarts.co.nz)

I attended a performance by Te Waka Huia at The University of Auckland marae,
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or complex of buildings surrounding the courtyard where Maori ceremonies and events

take place, and was on the edge of my seat throughout the performance. The level of

commitment by the performers, as well as their overall skill in presenting a series of well-

rehearsed waiatas, or songs, haka, or posture or gesture dances, and poi, elaborate dances

using the traditional white balls on string, also called poi, was quite impressive.

When Ngapo and Pimia were featured on a TV show called Mucking In, the TV

New Zealand website put up this biography:

Te Waka Huia is one of New Zealand's leading Maori performance groups. It has
won the National Kapa Haka championships twice and runner up three times. Te
Waka Huia is the baby of Ngapo and Pimia Wehi. Together they have nurtured
the hundreds of young Maori who join their group. They foster an environment of
pride, self worth, and individual identity with the support of the group behind
them. Many young Maori have arrived lost and without self respect and within a
short time have gained a belief in their culture and have gone on to achieve much
more than they ever imagined they would. (tvnz.co.nz)

The class I attended in July of 2008 began formally, with a prayer and a song, as

did every Maori function I attended while in Aotearoa/New Zealand, without exception. I

was then asked to introduce myself, say where I was from, and why I was there, in

essence giving my whakapapa, or genealogy. Ngapo talked about the history behind the

song the class was learning and it was evident that he expected the class to know the

background and meaning of the song. The song they worked on that particular day was

about The Treaty of Waitangi, a primary central theme that surfaced repeatedly as the

focal subject of Maori art forms.

Yet Another Version

Ngapo’s explanation for the quivering hands often seen in haka is that the

movement represents the Maori belief that all things have life. This is an oft-repeated
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version. The class was held inside The University of Auckland wharenui, named

Waipapa, and I was impressed by the level of respect the students displayed throughout

the class, not only to Ngapo, but also to his son, who accompanied the class on guitar,

and his daughter-in-law, Angie, who co-taught with Ngapo. The primary method for

teaching the waiata, or songs, was by rote, and although the lyrics were projected on a

screen in the center of the room, Ngapo repeatedly covered them up so that students were

forced to try to work from memory.

Matariki

I was also fortunate enough to attend the Regional Kapa Haka Kura Tuarua aa

Moto competitions in Wellington during an important Maori holiday: Matariki.

According to the national Encyclopedia of New Zealand:

Matariki is the Maori name for the small cluster of stars also known as the
Pleiades or the Seven Sisters, in the Taurus constellation. In New Zealand it
comes into view low on the north-eastern horizon, appearing in the tail of the
Milky Way in the last days of May or in early June, just before dawn. This heralds
the Maori New Year. …  For all tribes, the importance of Matariki has been
captured in proverbs and songs, which link it with the bright star Whaanui (Vega):

Ka puta Matariki ka rere Whaanui.
Ko te tohu teenaa o te tau e!
Matariki re-appears, Whaanui starts its flight.
Being the sign of the [new] year!

Matariki is also associated with the winter solstice. It appears when the sun,
drifting north on the shortest day in winter, reaches the north-eastern end of the
horizon. The sun then turns around and begins its journey south. (teara.govt.nz)

With Maori legends there are often numerous versions of the tale, depending on

who is telling the story, what tribe they belong to, and for which occasion the story is

being recounted.  Also from Te Ara Encyclopedia of New Zealand, we get these
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variations about the origin of Matariki:

Matariki literally means the ‘eyes of god’ (mata ariki) or ‘little eyes’ (mata riki).
[. . . ] Some say that when Ranginui, the sky father, and Papatuuaanuku, the earth
mother were separated by their offspring, the god of the winds, Taawhirimaatea,
became angry, tearing out his eyes and hurling them into the heavens. Others say
Matariki is the mother surrounded by her six daughters, Tupu-aa-nuku, Tupu-aa-
rangi, Waitii, Waitaa, Waipuna-aa-rangi, and Ururangi. One account disclaims
that Matariki and her daughters appear to assist the sun, Te Raa, whose winter
journey from the north has left him weakened. (teara.govt.nz)

Kapa Haka Tohunga: Matiu Tahi

At the national Kapa Haka competitions, I met Matiu Tahi, another Maori who

has dedicated his life to assisting young Maori in reclaiming their tribal identity while

fostering self-esteem through the study of Maori culture and dance. Tahi works for Te

Matatini, an organization dedicated to teaching and supporting Maori culture that

organizes the kapa haka competitions. Tahi teaches kapa haka in schools, and often

works as a judge at the competitions for which he has written a judges handbook in order

to establish more consistency in the judging process. Like Ngapo Wehi and John

Marsden, he has composed numerous haka that continue to be performed year after year.

Tahi was kind enough to explain what the dances were about, the most interesting of

which was the one depicting the characteristics of the many gods. In Maori lore there are

dozens of gods descended from Ranginui and Papatuanuku.  Learning these traditional

stories through song and dance ensures that they will be remembered and gives the gift of

a strong foundation in their cultural heritage to the upcoming generations of Maori.

One of my favorite versions of the Rangi and Papa story was related to me by

Matiu Tahi. His version involves Tane turning himself into a large tree and growing for

hundreds of years to push his parents apart. He said that we are reminded of this effort
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when we see trees because the limbs look like human legs pointed towards the sky. There

are versions that have Rangi’s and Papa’s hands being cut off, and versions in which the

efforts to separate Rangi and Papa last for generations and as their children invent tools to

aid them in their attempts to pry them apart, thus creating new technologies. Regardless

of which version is told, the story of Rangi and Papa is very much alive in Maoridom

today.

The National Kapa Haka competitions, which I attended in June of 2008, were

held in the TSB Arena in Wellington. The arena was extremely crowded and the audience

was exceptionally enthusiastic. When one group finished a haka, another group might

stand in the audience and chant a haka out of respect. The group on stage would stand

and listen politely to this spontaneous display of camaraderie.

According to Thomas John Kereama, a lifelong kapa haka performer from the

Tuhoe tribe, the haka was often performed nude, just as battles were fought in the nude.

John Archer on the New Zealand Folksong corroborated this assertion website: “Pre

European Maori often fought naked. An erect penis (rere ure) was a sign of courage. "Ka

mate, ka ora" [it is death, it is life] was added to this composition [Ka Mate Ka Mate] to

express the moment of physical climax” (folksong.org.nz).

Kereama asserted that the story that appears most often in haka performed today

involves The Treaty of Waitangi. He spoke about repeatedly going on hikoi, or protest

marches in relation to the struggle over land that is taking place in Aotearoa/New Zealand

today.

Haka is an integral mode of expression for today’s Maori and in one of my

conversations with Zaine Mitchell, one of the organizers of the conference, Te Tatau
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Pounamu, at The University of Auckland, I asked him why he dances and what Maori

haka means to him and he said:

I sing and dance because it feels good. It also links me with my culture and
heritage. When I/we dance I find it to be a very special experience where my body
and voice lead and the rest of me follows. Maori song and dance is a cultural
connection to the past, a way of celebrating who I am, a form of dance that is
unique only to Maori and sets a platform for further expression of Maori poetry
through song and movement.

I also asked Mitchell which central stories, themes or ideas are portrayed in Maori

dances and he replied, “There are many. Our creation stories are often told in song and

dance; our mythology, our history, prominent events that occurred in the past; pressing

issues of the present and initiatives and directions for the future.” Haka quite clearly

remains a vital part in the process of expressing and shaping contemporary Maori culture.

Interestingly, haka has become a mode of expression that is being noticed around

the world. The South Florida Sun-Sentinel published a haka-related story on October

23rd of 2008:

Members of the New Zealand army join Maori warriors as they perform a
traditional war dance called the haka in a formal ceremony Tuesday marking the
return of priceless war medals to the Waiouru Army Museum in New Zealand.
The gallantry medals were stolen almost a year ago in a theft described by
Defense Minister Phil Goff as a crime against the nation. (sun-sentinel.com)

No chapter on Maori haka would be complete without a translation of perhaps the

most well known haka: Ka Mate, which, according to John Archer, is a revised version of

the older haka, Kikiki:

Two written sources have been found for this haka. James Cowan (1926)
mentions that "Ka mate, ka mate, etc.", is only a portion of a very ancient Maori
chant. The original song begins, "Kikiki, kakaka, kikiki, kakaka. Kei waniwania
taku aro." And Tuwharetoa historian Sir John Grace (1959) quotes a slightly
garbled version of "Kikiki" in a humorous account of Te Rauparaha's humiliating
experience when he revisited the Taupo district. (folksong.org.nz)
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Kikiki equates sexual encounters with military encounters, as shown in this

translation on the New Zealand Folksong website:

Kikiki kakaka! I'm jabbering and quivering,

Kikiki kakaka kau ana! stuttering, shaking and naked!

Kei waniwania taku aro, I'm brushed by your belly

Kei tara wahia kei te rua i te kerokero! a cleft mound, a pulsating cavern!

He pounga rahui te uira ka rarapa; Forbidden mysteries are revealed;

Ketekete kau ana, to peru kairiri: banter and intimacy, your flushed face:

Mau au e koro e. I am caught in your noose.

Ka wehi au ka matakana. I'm scared but fully alert.

Ko wai te tangata kia rere ure Who is this man with a thrusting shaft

Tirohanga nga rua rerarera, investigating the hot moist depths,

Nga rua kuri kakanui i raro? the squirming pungent depths below?

Ka mate! Ka mate! I am dying, I'm dead!

Ka ora! Ka ora! No, I'm alive, fully alive!

Tenei te tangata puhuruhuru a virile man

Nana nei i tiki mai whakawhiti te ra! who can bring joy and peace!

Upane, ka upane! Together, side by side

Whiti te ra! We can make the sun shine!

Archer cites James Cowan from his 1926 book: The Maori in the Great War when

arguing for Kikiki as the predecessor Ka Mate: “A very old chant, long antedating Te
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Rauparaha's period. It goes back several centuries...an ancient song of reunion and

felicitation, often chanted at occasions of peace-making and such gatherings as marriage

feasts” (1935). The story of Ka Mate revolves around Te Rauparaha. Archer gives us Sir

John Grace’s version of the story of how Te Rauparaha was threatened and saved:

Sir John Grace recounts how Te Rauparaha arrived at the northern shore of Lake
Taupo in about 1810 and was told that Ngati Te Aho chiefs Tauteka and Te
Riupawhara were waiting to destroy him, in revenge for killing their kin and
desecrating their bodies. So he made his escape south, heading for the Rangipo
desert and the Whanganui coast. He sailed down to the south west shore of the
lake then travelled up the Ponanga Track to Motu-o-puhi Pa situated on an island
in Lake Rotoaira. The Ngati Aho war party arrived in hot pursuit, and the
Motuopuhi chief Wharerangi invited them in to search the place. He had hidden
the fugitive in a kumara pit and had told his wife, Te Rangikoaea, to sit on top of
it. (folksong.org.nz)

According to Maori lore the female genitals have the power to neutralize negative

magic and would be capable of repelling any incantations that Te Rauparaha’s pursuers

would have cast:

Half-suffocating and with the nether regions of Te Rangikoaea millimetres from
his face, Te Rauparaha recalled the words of the old haka he had learnt as a
teenager. "Kikiki kakaka,... Kei waniwania taku tara [. . . ] Fear gripped him when
he heard the war party arrive, "Ka wehi au, and he realized he was caught in a
trap. "Mau au e koro e [. . . ] He thought he was done for when the chief's wife
moved away. "Ka mate, ka mate [. . . ] But his pursuers had departed. "Ka ora, ka
ora [. . . ] Instead he saw the hairy legs of the local chief who had hid him. "Tenei
te tangata puhuruhuru [. . . ] Exhausted, humiliated, half-suffocated and in shock,
he climbed up out into the sunshine. "Whiti te ra [. . . ] He gave vent to his
feelings of relief by chanting the old "Kikiki" haka out loud.

As Te Rauparaha gained renown for standing up against Europeans who were

forcing their way onto Maori land so did the haka that was to become associated with

him: “Kikiki/Ka Mate became known as Te Rauparaha's haka, as the story of his

ingenious response to overwhelming odds gave this old haka a new interpretation that
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provided a morale booster to those facing the flood of British settlers” (folksong.org.nz).

One traditional variation of the warm-up chant comes from the New Zealand

Folksong website:

Whatiwhati to hope! Sway your hips

Ringa pakia e! Slap your thighs

Waewae takahia! Move your feet

Ka huri o kanohi e!  Turn your eyes

The All Blacks 2007 revised version of the warm-up chant, and the one most

people would be familiar with also comes from the New Zealand Folksong website:

Ka rite! Ka rite! Kia mau! Get ready! Line up! Hold fast!

HI! WE’RE READY!

Ringa-ringa pakia e! Slap your thighs!

Wae-wae taka-hia! Move your feet!

KA KI-NO NEI! WE’RE DOING IT!

HI!            A  … YEAH!

While the lyrics have stayed the same as Kikiki has evolved into Ka Mate, there is

a decidedly different focus in the contemporary translation of the words in which unity

refers, not to the efforts of a couple in coitu, but to the efforts of a group of people

working in unity towards a single purpose:

Ka mate! Ma mate! It is death! It is death! (We were at war)

Ka ora! Ka ora! It is life! It is life! (but now there is peace.)

Ka mate! Ka mate! We’re going to die! We’re going to die!

(We thought we were all going to die)
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Ka ora! Ka ora! We’re going to live! We’re going to live!

(but now we are safe)

Tenei te tangata This is the man

(because our leader)

Pu-huru-huru so hairy

(so strong and masculine)

Nana nei I tiki mai who fetched

(has unified us)

Whakawhiti te ra! and made the sun shine!

(and brought back the sunny days of peace)

Upane! Together!

Ka upane! Keep together!

Hupane! Up the step!

Kaupane! A second step!

Whiti te ra! Out comes the sun!

(to prolong these sunny days of peace.)

Hi! Ahh!

Ka Mate is invigorating to perform and thrilling to watch and the All Blacks

perform it with great intensity and commitment, thereby acting as international

ambassadors for this ancient Maori art form. It is evident that New Zealanders take great

pride in their All Blacks and the haka that is being seen around the world.

As Maori have gained in numbers, political presence and economic power the

haka has grown in national and international acclaim. While the haka may be a Maori art
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form, there are many Pakeha who study and practice the art. In fact, Ngapo Wehi stated

that more Pakeha than Maori often take his classes in kapa haka perhaps signaling a next

generation of Kiwis that may be more supportive of a unified Aotearoa/New Zealand in

which the different cultures can coexist with mutual respect.
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Chapter 5: Modern Maori and Pacific Island Dance

For me contemporary is the legitimate child of tradition 

- not the bastardization of it. —Lemi Ponifasio, LIFT Festival interview 2007

Central concepts, issues, and stories expressed in Maori and Pacific Island dance

are examined in this chapter, and an analysis of common traits that exist between Pacific

Island cultures is presented in order to draw parallels and differentiate Maori identity

from that of other Pacific Island cultures. An information exchange session is included

with Mark Harvey, who introduces the problem of the formation of identity for non-

Maori and the question of exactly what it means to be white, which is another aspect of

the push and pull of inter-cultural identity and relationships addressed. Also discussed is

the struggle of the contemporary dancers and choreographers interviewed to remain

culturally identifiable as Maori and yet be able to explore artistic styles beyond the Maori

canon. The pervasiveness of thought provocative works and subject matter, controversial

within the works of these artists, is also addressed.

I was unable to attend a contemporary Maori dance performance during the two

months that I was in Aotearoa/New Zealand doing research, in spite of the fact that I

searched in the local press and asked every dancer and choreographer I met about

upcoming performances. However, I was able to attend several traditional and

competitive performances both in Auckland and in Wellington. The fact that you can

attend a kapa haka performance in multiple locations on practically any day in
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Aotearoa/New Zealand and yet not be able to find performances for months at a time by

the handful of outstanding contemporary indigenous companies is, in itself, quite

informative.

Lemi Ponifasio’s contemporary dance company, Mau, was rehearsing Ponifasio’s

innovative Requiem during my tenure in Aotearoa/New Zealand, but there were no

performances open to the public. Mau traveled to New York to perform in the Mozart

Festival at the Lincoln Center August 8th and 9th, 2008 with, among others,

choreographer, sculptor and performance artist Charles Koroneho, and Tuhoe activist,

Tame Iti, who are Maori members of Ponifasio’s multicultural company.

Peter Sellars, the controversial and socially conscious director and teacher,

directed the Lincoln Center Mozart Festival. Sellars also commissioned Ponifasio to

create Requiem in 2006 for the New Crowned Hope Festival that he directed in Vienna.

There may be international performances at renowned venues by these fine companies

but they are a bit elusive in their home country.

In the following section I will present and discuss the work of some of

Aotearoa/New Zealand’s leading contemporary dancers and choreographers; the Maori

artists include Charles Koroneho of Te Toki Haruru, Jack Gray of Atamira Dance

Company, Charles Royal of Orotokare, and Taiaroa Royal and Taane Mete of Okareka.

Two Samoan choreographers who often use Maori dancers in their companies are Lemi

Ponifasio of Mau, and Neil Ieremia of Black Grace. I have included one Pakeha, Mark

Harvey, because he is both gracious and wildly creative and he has a unique and slightly

quirky perspective of what it is to be a Pakeha in Aotearoa/New Zealand. Most of these

artists know one another and many of them have worked together at various times
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throughout the years.

Contemporary Aotearoa/New Zealand Choreographers

Maori

Charles Koroneho and Te Toki Haruru

I begin this discussion with Charles Koroneho because I was able to spend the most

time with him and because he is a fascinating individual. Most of my sessions lasted, at

most, two hours, but I was fortunate to spend about twelve hours with Koroneho and

therefore able to gain a fuller understanding of his ideas. Charles Koroneho is a complex

man and the two lengthy discussions that we shared were profound.  Koroneho wears

many hats; he is a teacher, a thinker, a dancer, a sculptor, a choreographer, and certainly

many other “ers” as well.  All of these titles are active and Koroneho has an inherently

active way of being in the world, though he has read extensively and it is clear that he

looks below the surface at any topic he turns his probing mind to exploring. Marc

Chesterman, who collaborated with Koroneho, writes:

A former member of the RNZ [Royal New Zealand] ballet, Charles has danced with
many of Aotearoa's top choreographers. From 1993-97 Charles studied sculpture at
the Elam School of Fine Arts. His 1997 project Te Toki Haruru-Retrieve included
many archival recordings of Waiata [songs]. In 1998 a soundtrack was made for his
installation/performance piece Ocean Born. This premiered at Lopdell House
Gallery, then the Lane Gallery, Auckland. (marcchesterman.net)

As the eldest in his family Koroneho inherited many responsibilities. Along with

those responsibilities came a grounding in Maori culture that introduced him to haka at

an early age. Koroneho was, and is, a natural leader and comfortably evaluates things

from many perspectives. He spoke about always having been exposed to western culture

and how those who left their rohe, or territory, had to become acculturated.
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In the West, money is often confused with one’s value, one needs only to look at

the iconic image of Donald Trump to see how much Americans, in particular, glorify the

rich and powerful. In Maori community there is a lot of trade, not necessarily monetary,

but of one’s commitment and cultural energy and one’s value is associated with what one

contributes to the well-being of the tribe. Koroneho grew up between these two worlds,

which require different skills to navigate successfully. The Maori concepts he explained

to me are complex and would require years of study in which to gain a solid

understanding. The explanation of an indigenous community’s core beliefs is best left to

its members so this project will not go into great detail about Maori cosmogony, except to

acknowledge its complexity, poetic beauty, importance within the arts, and its vital status

today, and to mention where aspects reappear as themes in the various art forms. ALL of

the Maori artists interviewed, and some of the Pakeha artists, either discussed Maori

cosmogony in their information exchange sessions, or have presented work that

incorporated some of its core concepts.

Identity

One of the many topics discussed with Koroneho, and one that was to become a

recurring theme in the reading and research, was identity. In Maori culture one’s formal

introduction is often lengthy following the different rules of communication of the

various iwi.  An introduction might include, in hierarchical order, information about an

individual’s waka, or ancestral canoe, iwi, or tribe, hapu, or sub-tribe, tipuna, or

ancestors/grandparents, matua, or parents, and finally the individual speaking. You might

also hear about the individual’s mountain, river, forest, or marae, or village. As one

Maori speaker completes the traditional complicated introduction, it might then be met by
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a similar introduction from others in the conversation, depending on the situation. In an

effort to understand this process we can compare it to a formal introduction in the West

where, depending on the context, one might talk about family background, common

acquaintances, or one’s business, teaching or educational background, research areas

studied, or where and with whom one has worked in the past.

Tribal affiliations are extremely important to Maori and carry along with the

genealogies tribal rivalries that go back hundreds of years, though these days they are

often played out in kapa haka competitions and business deals rather than on the

battlefield. The ancestral canoes came over to Aotearoa/New Zealand, from the mythical

origin island of Hawaiki. Maori were originally organized into Chiefdoms with the

captains of the original canoes named as ancestral chiefs, but as King tells us in The

Penguin History of New Zealand:

Changing social and economic conditions in Maori life led to continued
experimentation with different styles of leadership. The rangatira [chiefdoms] or
hereditary basis for hapu and iwi leadership survived, especially in such tribes as
Tainui and Ngati Tuwharetoa, but it was largely a rural phenomenon. An increasing
number of urban-based leaders, such as Pita Sharples of Ngati Kahungunu and
Ranginui Walker of Whakatohea accumulated authority based on achievement.
(478)

The founding chiefs of the various iwi are still very much revered today and the

waka remains a central symbol of ancestry, rebellion, identity and Maoritanga, or Maori

culture. However, what were once clearly chiefdoms now more often closely resemble

corporations, with power garnered through accomplishment rather than heredity.

According to Charles Royal in his article, “Hawaiki,” in Te Ara Encyclopedia of

New Zealand, “Mysterious things happen in Hawaiki: people turn into birds, fish gather

in armies, people descend to the underworld and ascend to the heavens. Hawaiki is a
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paradise where the gods live and perform miraculous deeds.” (teara.govt.nz) Maori origin

stories have great similarity to Christian origin stories in that both have a mythical place

with magical qualities where humans originated from, both recount incredibly complex

genealogies, and both are often so abstract that only someone specially trained could

interpret the stories with relevance.

Koroneho explained many of the Maori creation and cultural stories in our

sessions and was both generous and eloquent. He also expressed the opinion that many

things do not need to be talked about and offered the cautionary suggestion to remember

how limited words are in their ability to accurately convey information and meaning, and

offered a reminder of how easy it is for academics to rely on words rather than actions,

creative works or other abstract means of exploring the deeper meanings in ideas and

concepts. He also stressed the importance of events and making things happen.

One of Koroneho’s works is titled Post-Horientalism created under the auspices

of “Te Toki Haruru: The Resounding Adze,” which is the overarching name he gives to a

variety of projects he creates. Post-Horientalism shows him in culturally contrasted

costume: he is wearing a white long-sleeved shirt, neatly tucked in to dark trousers that

have been rolled up over bare feet and he has two white feathers in his long hair which

has been pulled back. According to Kelly Keane, “white feathers were worn on important

occasions by leading men” (teara.govt.nz). This deceptively simple costuming speaks

volumes about the blending of contemporary modern dance and traditional Maori

approaches to dance.

In the performance, Koroneho walks slowly, holding a lantern in a mysteriously

lit space containing only a screen, the dancer and a couch. The music is oddly contrasted
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to the movement: the first layer comes in as post-colonial Maori music, with a peppy beat

and typical Western harmonies, although according to Ngapo Wehi traditional Maori

singing was done in unison. Nonetheless, the words are in Maori and it is easily

identifiable as a piece of music that sits comfortably in the early ‘popular’ Maori genre.

The second layer of the music is a haunting Oriental flute that adds a sense of the

unpredictable to an already culturally conflicted piece. The flute is forlorn and given

equal weight with the cheerful upbeat pop song. The two played together create a sense

of sadness and confusion, loss and misunderstanding. Koroneho moves slowly, almost

pensively, throughout the piece and we get the sense that he is peering at the contrasted

cultures, lit by his sharp intellect, just as he is peering through the darkness lit only by the

small lamp he carries. This hybrid music fits, but not easily, with the eerie lighting and

the mysterious manner in which Koroneho moves through the space, at times

disappearing only to reappear behind himself, as if history were repeating itself through

him. Koroneho performs the traditional Maori fluttering of the hands but he also

incorporates martial arts movements. The piece can be interpreted as an artistic

examination of the conflict sitting just below the surface in the Aotearoa/New Zealand

culture that exists between Maori and Pakeha with the added influences of world

cultures.

In an article in the Graduate Journal of Asia-Pacific Studies, Tessa Laird reviews

Koroneho’s work:

Another artist whose work is very much about the performance of identity
(and  consequently,  identity’s  permeability)  was  Charles  Koroneho,  who
showed  video  of  his  drama  students’  work  with  costume  and  character.
Koroneho cites Guillermo Gomez Pena, that master of postcolonial critique through
performance, as a major influence. In Cultistic Misfit, Koroneho brings together the
contemporary Japanese dance form butoh, Native American shamanism, and campy
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kapa haka, implying that these traditions have something in common, and then
upsetting just as easily this humanistic assumption. (listener.co.nz)

Yet another review, this one comes from an entry by Koha in NZ Art Monthly:

Performance artist Charles Koroneho has developed a 'wildly unorthodox' style of
dance that weaves together traditional Maori dance forms with Japanese Butoh
and contemporary dance practice. This is an irreverent, confrontational, and often
hilarious look at global culture and the commodification of the indigenous. It
features a 'cast' of iconic Maori characters and imagery hybridised through global
culture. (nzartmonthly.co.nz)

Laird talks about Koroneho’s use of “culturally mixed metaphors” in her article in

New Zealand Listener, “The Mooseman Cometh,” and her reaction to one of his live

performances of Cultistic Misfit:

Koroneho lived up to his clunky po-mo [post-modern] title, charging into the room
in Native American shamanistic regalia – taking the notion of invasion all the way
back to the Bering Strait. Combining moose-like headdress with ceremonial
Japanese attire, while camping it up to Maori songs, Koroneho put the audience
into a cultural headspin. (listener.co.nz)

Never one to play it artistically or intellectually safe, Koroneho makes it difficult for his

audience to feel comfortable with his stage personae. Laird continues:

There was a rather strange moment when Koroneho rolled over to expose peculiarly
packaged genitals – hung with giant paperclips! I racked my brain for the
significance, found none and began to rue my ‘ringside seats.’  I never saw
Guillermo Gomez-Pena perform as the ‘Mexterminator’ or ‘Border Brujo,’ but I
imagine it might have been something like this. I was also reminded of James
Luna’s The Shame Man with his indigenous cultural signifiers for sale. Koroneho
ate raw kumara out of a McDonald’s box and then, in case we hadn’t got any of it,
made a Gollum speech about the ‘nasty pakehases’ who stole his precious treaty.
(listener.co.nz)

Koroneho is not satisfied with easy answers and has spent a lifetime challenging,

analyzing, and turning his ideas about the world into creative works that incorporate

traditional, contemporary and cutting edge concepts and technologies. But Koroneho’s

work is not always controversial; his commissioned Star Waka sculpture was created in
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2006 with collaborator Dion Hitchens, also well-known individually as a sculptor. Star

Waka was met with great enthusiasm when it was unveiled at a dawn ceremony:

There was a collective gasp, then spontaneous applause as the Star Waka sculpture
at Manukau City Council’s Te Matariki Clendon Community Centre and Library
was publicly lit for the first time during a blessing ceremony at dawn this morning
[. . .] The impressive standing waka has a silvery aluminium hull that is inset
with a fibre optic star field depicting the southern sky. The constellations are
linked by lines that help define their shape and relationship (as in astronomy
charts) [. . .] The sleek sculpture, although built of aluminium with a core of
steel to give it strength, and inset with high tech computer programmed fibre
optics, still incorporates much of the ancient design concepts used in building
waka. (Manukau City Council Press Release)

Star Waka is a fine example of how Koroneho walks in both worlds combining

ancient Maori canoe-building techniques with contemporary lighting technologies and

design concepts.

Charles Royal and Orotokare

Orotokare is the brain-child of respected composer and scholar Charles Royal

who discussed the model he hoped to create, and eventually did, in his doctoral

dissertation: Te Whare Tapere: Towards a New Model for Maori Performance Art, in

which he argued for the creation of a new model for Maori performance art based on a

better understanding of contemporary Maori culture. I was not able to meet with Charles

Royal while I was in Aotearoa/New Zealand but I include him here briefly because I

admire the scope of his research and because I respect the clarity of his vision.

[Orotokare] is located in Wellington, New Zealand, and was established in 2004.
Orotokare is dedicated to exploring and evolving philosophy and practice
pertaining to ‘indigenous’ theater and performing arts. Our work is experimental
and exploratory and commences with a number of forms found in traditional
Maori performing arts (orotokare.org.nz).

Orotokare is an exciting organization that has a positive agenda. In the
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“philosophy” section of the Orotokare website, Royal clearly defines the theories behind

the work Orotokare is undertaking:

Orotokare is exploring a philosophy of indigenity as this might be applied in
'indigenous' theatre and performing arts . . . we suggest that there are 'three
drivers' behind indigenous knowledge internationally:

1. Better Relationships with the Natural World. The Need for improved relationships
between human societies and the natural world environments in which those
societies dwell.

2. Knowledge Weaving. The Weaving of knowledge leading to cross-cultural, cross-
disciplinary collaborations and styles of thought (leading to less competitive
thought activities, collaborative approaches etc.)

3. Cultural Revival. The Desire to explore, revitalise and enhance the traditional
bodies of knowledge held by 'indigenous' communities. (orotokare.org.nz)

These goals, that engender co-operation and collaboration, are worthy of support because

only by respecting the work of other cultures and endeavoring to share insights and

wisdom without imposing a single aesthetic can we create a global environment that

supports true creativity.

Jack Gray and Atamira Dance Collective

On 30 July 2008, I met with Jack Gray for about an hour at the historic Stark’s

Café located on Queen Street in downtown Auckland. I was referred to Gray by Mark

Harvey who described him as an important figure in the world of contemporary Maori

dance.  One of the challenges confronting this research process is the fact that dance is

ephemeral and unless it is observed live or captured on film it must be described using

photographs and accounts from the creators, other observers, and writers. While it was

disheartening that I was not able to see the company perform live and they do not yet

have any film available, there is a great deal of information that can be gleaned from
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articles and photographs cataloguing their work.

Jack Gray established the Atamira Dance Collective in 2000, described on their

website:

Atamira Dance Collective is an Auckland based collective of New Zealand’s top
young Maori dancers and choreographers. Atamira create dance works inspired
by Aotearoa’s history, legends and contemporary issues; and drawing from their
own personal stories and whakapapa.  Critically acclaimed, the company is
renowned for their inventive and stunning pieces. We are passionate about sharing
our stories, and asserting the unique and important voice Maori have in New
Zealand. We create dance work that reflects these values, and contributes to the
collective voice of contemporary Maori art. Founded in 2000 as a platform for
Maori choreographers and dancers, Atamira is a project-based contemporary
dance collective.  Atamira encourages innovation and experimentation in
contemporary dance and choreography, whilst respecting our cultural heritage.
(atamiradance.co.nz)

The photographs on the Atamira website attest to this blending of Maori and

European culture.  The photo, “Whare Tangata,” shows two of the female members of

Atamira: Dolina Wehipeihana and Louise Potiki Bryant, in western formal black garb

with feathers in their hair. Wehipeihana is seated with a book in her lap, which speaks to

the assimilation of written language by the previously oral Maori society, and Bryant

stands behind her in a traditional haka pose complete with pukana, or rolled back eyes.

Whare tangata is translated as “womb” in John Moorfield’s online Maori Dictionary: Te

Aka, but could also mean “house of the indigenous people.” According to choreographer

Louise Potiki Bryant, quoted in an article in Taiawhio II edited by Huhana Mith and

Norman Heke, “Whare tangata is the womb, and the whare is also the house for mana

wahine or female authority that was broken or dislocated by colonization” (Taiawhio II

27).

Atamira is an exciting young company that is creating unique works that could
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only come out of an authentic respect for their indigenous culture combined with a solid

foundation in contemporary modern dance. In an article in Taiawhio II: 18 New

Conversation with Contemporary Maori Artists, Gray writes about what sparked the idea

of founding Atamira:

The vision for Atamira began in 1996 when I was a student doing the Diploma in
Dance at Unitec in Auckland. I was in Melbourne at the OZ/NZ Tertiary Dance
Festival and I was inspired there by Bangarra Dance Theatre of Australia, which
had aboriginal contemporary dance artists making stunning work. They
completely changed my perceptions of Aboriginal or indigenous people as broken
down, dispossessed, alcoholic or disenfranchised . . . I saw the richness, vitality
and intensity of the culture . . . not through traditional means, but by a modern
retelling, re-forming and reshaping that highlighted their strength, passion and
spirituality . . . I wanted this for our people too. The impetus for Atamira ‘comes
from years of pain, of loss, of dislocation, of non-language, non-right to the land,
but [also] an unbreakable spirit we have as Maori that I thought needed to be
brought to people’s attention as a means for instigating change . . . We are not
merely touristic pawns but vital, modern, enlightened beings (Taiawhio II 18).’

Atamira Dance Collective is comprised of award-winning dancers and

choreographers who continue to evolve and create. For the 2008 Tempo Festival the

group presented Mapunapuna: Short New Works ’08 infused with Hawaiian influences

from hula to poi. According to an article in The Hive, a New Zealand online

entertainment site, “Mapunapuna means rippling outwards.” The article further describes

the production and some of the company’s accomplishments:

Through MAPUNAPUNA, Atamira explores the connection between Maori and
the age of ukuleles, goddesses, spoken word, community dances, traditional music
and show-bands. With a line up of four short new works by Atamira
choreographers Maaka Pepene, Jack Gray and Dolina Wehipeihana with Director
Waimihi Hotere and guest Choreographer Moana Nepia. MAPUNAPUNA
promises something for everyone. MAAPUNA by Jack Gray: Inspired by
Atamira's recent tour to Hawaii, Maapuna explores the beauty and delicateness of
Hawaiian Hula Dance with sensual bodies moving like ocean breezes. TE KORE
by Maaka Pepene: Maaka creates a poignant duet based on the whakatauki
[proverb] 'Ka mate he tetekura, ka ora he tetekura' – 'From death comes life, from
life comes death'. THE STARLIGHT BALLROOM by Dolina Wehipeihana and
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Waimihi Hotere: Inspired by the era of the show-bands. The Starlight Ballroom is
a window into the timeless optimism of youth, aroha [love], and above all having
a good time. WAIATA POI by Guest Choreographer Moana Nepia: Waiata Poi
draws the rhythmic and percussive intricacies of short poi into a new work for
five dancers set to an original soundscape of poi, breath, piupiu [traditional flax
skirt] and song. “Atamira Dance Collective goes from strength to strength and is
now the hotspot of contemporary dance in Auckland” – New Zealand Herald,
2006. Founded in 2000, Atamira Dance Collective have presented work to critical
acclaim in New Zealand and internationally including ‘Ngai Tahu 32’ (Best
Contemporary Dance Production 2004, NZ Listener), ‘Memoirs of Active
Service’ (Best Work by an emerging Choreographer 2006, NZ Listener), and
‘Whakairo’ (Best New Work by an Emerging Choreographer 2007, NZ Listener,
Winner of 3 Tempo Awards for Best Choreography, Best Music and Best Set
Design). (thehive.co.nz)

In our information exchange session, Gray spoke about his relationship to dance:

“What is it I personally want to channel? I see dance as a tool to express my evolving. I

use dance as a facilitator of the process of gaining more influences and finding the

similarities.” He listed Japanese art, specifically Kabuki, as a form he is fascinated by,

“Psychically it reaches me as a way to express creatively.” Another form that he is drawn

to is the Native American ‘Tree of Life,’ and he said, “Universally, there are common

themes and if you can touch on those that is the important thing.”

Searching for universality was part of the original impetus for this research

project and the understanding that the need to express through abstraction may be

universal but the forms abstraction takes are anything but; for the Cherokee, the Tree of

Life grew in a heavenly world out of which the Creator’s daughter fell into this world.

For Maori, traveling through the roots of the Pohutukawa tree is the route for the spirits

of the dead to return to Hawaiki, the mythical land of origin.

Gray spoke to me about the push and pull of creating within a self-identified

Maori group and the challenge to be authentic while remaining Maori:

Artists don’t want to be constrained by expectations, this is not a cultural thing,
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this is from an artist’s perspective. I think you have to be strong to follow your
vision and create your own parameters. I’m good at abstracting things and
creating a fantasy, not seeing things as they are but obsessed with beauty and
nature. My own internal world is expressed through music, poetry and dance.
Dancing keeps me alive; it keeps me yearning and wanting.

Gray is one of the small, but growing, number of indigenous Aotearoa/New

Zealand choreographers who is grounded in both the western and Maori traditions and he

blends these forms to create new forms to communicate Maori stories with a

contemporary voice and vision. He spoke to me about one of the questions that drive his

creative process: “What are our stories, not what are our legends, but what are our actual

stories?” The stories he choreographs come both from his personal history and from the

history of his people. He choreographed three pieces about the death of his father as a

part of his grieving process. He mentioned that ‘Atamira,’ which means ‘platform’ is also

the platform for a dead body and in a sense Atamira Dance Collective became a

metaphoric platform for the body of Jack’s father as well as for outdated ideas about what

it means to be Maori and to dance. Gray uses his art to investigate significant and

meaningful events and issues that may challenge, provoke, anger, at times even frighten

the audience. Like Koroneho, Gray spoke about the challenges he faces because of

straying from traditional kapa haka:

We have our backs against the wall because we are challenging the culture
because we’re not doing kapa haka, which is what everyone else is doing. I’m not
angry at my culture. I love my culture and perspective. We are creating pieces that
relate to Maori culture but they are not our audience and that creates issues with
funding, although we are successful financially. It comes down to simple things:
spirit, psyche, vision, sacredness, fearlessness. Creative visions come in dreams.
I’m really precious at it because I see it as an ancestral and cultural gift and in that
way I see it as Maori. I use my tools to create an offering for other people from
the gift.

Atamira Dance Collective and Jack Gray are dedicated and talented artists whose work
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continues to grow, evolve and challenge their audiences to reconsider culture from a

contemporary Maori perspective.

Lemi Ponifasio and Mau

Ponifasio, who is Samoan, is a remarkable artist whose work is cross-culturally

inclusive and challenging at the same time and his works include indigenous and global

influences. I was not able to meet with Ponifasio but he is repeatedly mentioned as one of

the preeminent indigenous choreographers identified as representing Aotearoa/New

Zealand. The dancers in his company are from many different parts of the world,

including Maori Charles Koroneho, and Tame Iti, who is a colorful Tuhoe activist best

known for his full-face moko, or tattoo, baring his buttocks, and shooting the New

Zealand flag in protest over a land rights issue.

Ponifasio choreographed an updated version of Shakespeare’s Tempest and is

using it as an artistic vehicle to illustrate contemporary human double-dealings and other

failings from an indigenous perspective. For the Mozart Festival at the Lincoln Center

Ponifasio has choreographed a requiem for the loss of Pacific islands due to rising sea

levels caused by global warming. Sources laud Ponifasio’s works as profound and

challenging, which is the highest order of art one can create.

Ponifasio wrote about his life and work in an article commissioned by Creative

New Zealand and published in a journal in 2001:

I was born in Samoa. I am of Samoan, German and Chinese descent. I
immigrated to New Zealand as a teenager and dance was my way to prove my
existence in a new life and culture. Since 1978 I have lived, studied, worked and
visited more than 50 countries. I have performed in numerous art galleries,
museums, churches, roads, gardens, opera houses, theatres, beaches, marae,
nightclubs etc. As a dancer and choreographer, I have encountered many
different forms of dance and races of dancers. My work has often been labelled as
Pacific dance ... butoh dance ... ritual dance ... cultural dance ... dance theatre ...
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avant-garde dance ... world dance ... weird dance ... or not dance at all. The term
“cross-cultural” refers broadly to encounters both historical and continuing between
cultures. It suggests, therefore, a transformation of material, beliefs, meanings,
values, imagination and the customary practices of society. The result of these
exchanges can often be unpredictable, delightful, even disturbing. Dance forms
evolve through the process of cultural exchanges. Different cultures have different
understandings of what is considered dance. This includes its context, function,
process, structures and aesthetic. (creativenz.gov.nz)

Ponifasio has used his art form as a means to question and challenge, to “delight”

and “disturb,” and most importantly as a vehicle to communicate ideas about

multiculturalism in an abstract form, thus allowing observers to draw their own

conclusions about what multiculturalism means. There are those who would impose an

aesthetic on the rest of the world but multiculturalism in the arts needs to flow in many

directions simultaneously in order to function with integrity. For multiculturalism to be

truly multicultural it cannot remain as a Eurocentric driven phenomenon; the shift

towards the inclusion of artistic expressions from indigenous communities within the

mainstream canon must continue if multiculturalism is to flourish.

Neil Ieremia and Black Grace

Neil Ieremia is the founding director of Black Grace. Ieremia is Samoan and his

company is primarily made up of Pacific Islanders, including some Maori.  I include

Ieremia because his company includes several prominent Maori dancers and because

Samoan dance has a great deal in common with Maori dance.

I visited Ieremia in his studio near the wharf in downtown Auckland and spent an

hour with him on 1 August 2008. The studio housing his company is in an older building

with threadbare carpets outside in the dingy hallways but Black Grace’s space is large,

open, bright and airy and perfect for dancing. Ieremia spoke about his commitment to
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dance and to building a company that will outlast him. He has had his share of challenges

with personnel issues and open-heart surgery. Ieremia did not speak about those; he

spoke about his company’s success at Jacob’s Pillow in Becket, Massachusetts. Jacob’s

Pillow is an extremely prestigious dance school and concert venue that was started 75

years ago by Ted Shawn who set out to give male dancers a more positive athletic

masculine image. Neil Ieremia and Black Grace are described as follows on the Jacob’s

Pillow website:

Neil Ieremia, Black Grace founder, CEQ and artistic director, is in the vanguard
of New Zealand choreographers. Fusing Pacific and contemporary dance in an
extraordinary and dynamic form, Black Grace has become internationally
renowned for its artistry, creative excellence, and innovation, while also
becoming the world’s leading exponent of Pacific contemporary dance. He brings
to Black Grace an abiding belief in three Samoan principles, Fa’amaoni (integrity,
honesty, and pride), Fa’amalosi/Loto Tele (perseverance and determination), and
Fa’aloalo (humility and respect). His company has toured extensively throughout
New Zealand and internationally to audience and critical acclaim. Black Grace
made their United States debut at Jacob’s Pillow in 2004. In 2005, the company
celebrated its 10th anniversary and performed to sold out seasons in Auckland,
followed by an extensive tour of the United States and Mexico. During this time,
the company performed a return season at Jacob’s Pillow, debuted at New York’s
The Duke on 42nd Street, and performed at Mexico’s renowned Cervantino
Festival.  Black Grace also performed at Tourism New Zealand’s “100% Pure”
event in Sydney, at the Aichi World Expo, and for the New Zealand Embassy at
the Tram Theatre in Tokyo. In recognition of his considerable achievements, Mr.
Ieremia is the recipient of the 2005 Arts Foundation of New Zealand Laureate
Award for outstanding creative achievement and his contribution to the arts in
New Zealand. (jacobspillow.org)

It is interesting to note that the principles driving Ieremia’s philosophy are very

similar to those of Charles Royal. Ieremia approaches his company as a business and

does not always dance in his works, but from viewing earlier footage it is clear that as a

dancer, he has power, presence and charisma. His company is impressive because of their

precision and high level of energy. That Ieremia pushes his dancers to achieve the very
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highest standards is visible in their performances. He spoke about his concern for his

daughter growing up today and expressed a wish to see more positive role models for

Pacific Islanders in Aotearoa/New Zealand, and it is evident that Neil Ieremia is striving

to leave a successful artistic mark with his company.

Several excerpts of a DVD produced by Ieremia presenting works by the

company entitled Black Grace: From Cannon’s Creek to Jacob’s Pillow are available on

YouTube. The DVD includes interviews with Ieremia and footage of the company

performing Ieremia’s choreography at Jacob’s Pillow. One excerpt with the same title

posted on YouTube begins with a brief interview with Ieremia then transitions into a

beautiful dance performed by the company.

This particular dance has a crescendo form all the way through that begins quite

softly and slowly builds to an exciting climax. It begins with the performers, standing in a

diamond-shaped formation in darkness, as the lights come up they remain fairly dim; the

lighting is subtle but continues to build as the singing and movement become more

animated. The dancers wear black skirts made of somewhat shiny material, bare chests,

and black, feathered armbands. The dancers softly begin singing a lovely melody in

unison in Samoan. The music builds and the dancers sing louder and in harmony and they

begin to move their arms in fluid motions from side to side. They get louder still and go

back into unison singing as the lights slowly build, thus adding slightly more power to the

piece. The singing is divided into parts with some singers counting rhythmically and in

canon to five, and then from six to ten, while others continue with the original melody.

Those counting slap their thighs, while those singing the original melody continue with

the flowing movements. The singing shifts again into unison and then stops. The dancers
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begin patschen, or body percussion including snapping, clapping, and stomping and the

movements become rapid, loud, and exciting. The dancers continue to build excitement

when they introduce loud unison chanting with more active arm and body movements

and turns. The movement builds to a climax until the dance comes to a false ending with

a unison yell and the dancers facing directly front, looking straight at the audience. After

a brief pause they resume their dance with heightened vigor until they finally conclude on

their knees with their heads downs as they chant “hi” in unison.

One prevalent quality throughout this dance is the sharpness of focus, with

dancers shifting their heads from one direction to another in unison. The dance is

beautiful and exciting to watch, and while it has many of the characteristics I observed in

traditional Maori haka, the lighting and contemporary costuming, as well as the

geometric formations in which the dancers are blocked gives it an equally contemporary

look and feel. In the Western canon, excepting some national costumes, men dancing in

skirts would be controversial. However, it is an accepted form of costume in Pacific

Island cultures. That Black Grace incorporates updated versions of traditional Pacific

Islander costumes speaks to the evolving cultural identity of Pacific Islanders, including

Maori, and functions to push their cultural identity forward in both modern and

traditional dance.

Taane Mete and Taiaroa Royal and Okareka Dance Company

According to Charles Koroneho, Taane Mete and Taiaroa Royal were both

founding members of Black Grace and Tai was the co-artistic director of the company

until they left, very recently, to form their own company. I was unable to meet with Mete

and Royal but I include them here because they are held to be among the premier
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indigenous dancers and choreographers of Aotearoa/New Zealand. Mete and Royal do

not yet have any available film and I have written about their ideas about their art as

opposed to describing the creative works.

After dancing in the companies of others for many years, they debuted a new

work of their own in October 2008 entitled “Tama Ma,” which is described in an article

of the same name on the Eventfinder website:

Tama Ma tells the story of two men who travel from boyhood, to manhood, and
the real life tale of love, life, joy and sorrow. The five part act moves from a short
dance film projected on stage to a drag queen's journey to femininity and the
return back to masculinity. A young boy's connection to his Whanau (family) and
Iwi (tribe) and a mature man's ideas of identity are also deeply explored.
(eventfinder.co.nz)

Like many other artists I encountered in Aotearoa/New Zealand, Mete and Royal

describe their goals as driven by deep-seated beliefs that spring from their culture as

described in the article on the Eventfinder site:

Okareka Dance Company is a vibrant contemporary New Zealand dance
company formed in 2007 and led by Taane Mete and Taiaroa Royal with the aim
to fuse contemporary dance with other creative art mediums. The essence of
Okareka Dance Company is guided by Maori beliefs, these beliefs – Mana
(Honour and Integrity), Whanau (Family) and Matataki (Challenge) are brought
to its work and to its audiences. Through choreography, set design, and costume,
Okareka Dance Company strives to tell bold, spiritual stories that are of and from
New Zealand. Through careful collaboration the company seeks to extend its
creativity and its influence by engaging experienced choreographers, musicians,
film producers and performers to create evocative, beautiful dance works that tell
a story. (eventfinder.co.nz)

Before my appointment with him, Charles Koroneho invited me to participate in

his challenging Saturday morning dance class. I was privileged to observe Taiaroa Royal

and Taane Mete working out in the class and, though I did not realize their stature at the

time, I was impressed by their mastery and strength and their enthusiasm and grace.
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What became apparent during this project was that Aotearoa/New Zealand has a

unique relationship with its contemporary Pacific Islander dancers; on the one hand, they

may be given Laureate awards and funding, on the other hand, they often have to leave

their homes in order to gain renown and to have venues in which to play. It may well be

that, in the not-too-distant future, the best place to see Mete and Royal perform will be in

New York, Asia, or Europe.

Mark Harvey: Self-Proclaimed White Man

A common theme among the artists I spoke with, often at the heart of discussions

and creative works, is the formation of identity. One of the most interesting discussions I

had was with Mark Harvey, a self-proclaimed ‘white man’ who may or may not have

Maori blood, but who prefers to deal with the often disquieting subject of ethnicity by

facing it head on and with his tongue firmly planted in his cheek. I was fortunate to meet

with Harvey on two separate occasions and we spoke at length about his ideas about

identity. Harvey later clarified his ideas in an email exchange 26 January 2009:

I state that I am a ‘white man’ and a Pakeha because it is also a deliberate
statement of my positioning in relation to and in dialogue with Maoridom. Stating
one’s identity overtly as a white man is not something that most white men do,
due to what I see as entrenched collective cultural ignorance and arrogance for us
Pakeha, because, as Homi Bhabha argues of those on the centre of cultural
narration, we do not need to examine ourselves. Also, it’s still not cool in the
middle-class liberal world, where I identify as belonging, to state that you are a
white man, because we’re the ones that have caused the dilemmas of western
colonization and are still the most privileged on the whole. And, for me, my own
performance is very often intended to test out my own projections of this stuff;
Tony and His Mirror is an example.

During one of our sessions Harvey spoke about what it means to be white in

Aotearoa/New Zealand, particularly for an artist/teacher who often works with
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indigenous dancers and dance forms and mentioned that one of his students, also white,

had said that he “did not have a culture.” One cannot help but wonder why so many

people feel disconnected and culture-less, particularly members of the so-called dominant

society. The question arises of what it means to be white and how white New Zealanders

define their own cultural identity. This also brings into question what whiteness

represents and whether or not it is something to be proud of, ashamed of, or indifferent to

when race and ethnicity are less important than the caliber of individuals.

Harvey is a very creative and quirky artist. In his short film entitled Tony and His

Mirror, he displays an intense focus and the ability to be wildly funny without advertising

the fact. He mentioned that, like the other choreographers discussed here, he receives

more acclaim away from home: “More of my practice airs overseas and gains more

acclaim than it does here,” and he gives Tari in 2005, and Dance Festival 2007 in

Malaysia as examples. Harvey is extremely dedicated to his craft and our meetings were

punctuated by his light-hearted approach to life along with some very good advice.

All of the choreographers presented in this chapter are creating works that

combine elements from various influences and each of them offers unique creative

products that express their identity through their work. Each offers insights from slightly

different perspectives of what it means to live in and work in Aotearoa today. What they

share is a deep commitment to, high level of professionalism in, and passion for their

work.
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Chapter 6: Traditional Maori Art

E mihi atu ki Te Matua, ki a Ranginui, ki a Rangiroa,
Taawhirirangi, Te Hauwhakaora,
Te Hau e paangia ngaa kiri o te tangata.
E mihi atu ki a Papatuuaanuku,
ki a Papatuuaarangi
Te Papa i takatakahia e ngaa maatua tuupuna,
te papa i waihotia e raatou maa
Te Papa e maroro ki te itinga,
 e maroro ki te opunga
Te Papa-awhi, e awhi ana i a taatou,
 o teenaa, o teenaa, o teenaa o ngaa whakatupuranga e tupu ake nei.
Te Uukaipoo, Te Uukaiao o taatou katoa.

Greetings to the sky father, the great heavens,
the expansive heavens,
the heavenly winds, the life-giving winds,
the winds that caress the skin of all people.
Greetings to the earth mother,
extending beyond the visible land and beyond the visible heavens.
The earth mother trampled by our ancestors,
the earth mother left in heritage by the ancient ones
the earth mother that stretches unto the sunrise,
that stretches unto the sunset
the embracing earth mother,
which embraces each of us from all generations sustained by her grace.
She that sustains us night and day.

Raawiri Taonui “Ranginui- The Sky.”

The historic context and function of early Maori art is established in this chapter

to examine how it has functioned historically, and continues to function in the formation
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and perpetuation of Maori cultural identity. It discusses several of the central stories

present in early Maori carving and the shift in focus and significance from the canoes to

the meeting houses, as the Maori were forced to establish ownership rights to tribal lands.

The chapter explains how meeting houses also functioned as receptacles of tribal history

and reinforced Maori culture as worth fighting for and viable. The chapter presents the

fact that mythic origins are ascribed to Maori arts. It also identifies the fact that the

presentation of these myths as facts has sometimes resulted in fictional stories being

accepted as fact. The chapter argues that origin is less important than the way in which a

story functions within Maori culture. Because it is so prominently featured in all of the art

forms researched, the chapter also outlines Maori cosmogony. It then examines the

stories present in two prominent meeting houses as they relate to Maori cosmogony and

genealogy. Finally, this chapter analyzes the meaning and importance of some of the

most prevalent elements featured in Maori traditional and contemporary art that help

define it as Maori and differentiate it from the art of other cultures, thus assisting in the

formation and perpetuation of Maori cultural identity.

Whare Whakairo

Maori whare whakairo, or carved houses, which were mostly built after the

introduction of metal tools by the colonists, are impressive structures that are highly

decorated with Maori art, inside and out. They have elaborately intricate carved panels

both outside and inside, and often include paintings, statues, weavings, and sometimes

stained-glass windows. The central tribal functionality of the whare whakairo was an

important part of reinforcing Maori identity, separate from Pakeha identity. Whare

whakairo gained in importance as Maori fought to establish land claims and ownership
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rights. As Hamish Keith asserts in his book The Big Picture:

The majority of these great works of art in the museum collections are in fact
post-contact – the work of landowners in suits, who carved and painted with tools
purchased at the local store and whose work was increasingly inspired, among
other things, by the political pressures of a colonizing society on the ownership of
Maori land and the need of Maori to assert identity and difference. (49)

Michael King, in his The Penguin History of New Zealand, also discusses the

effect of the introduction of new materials on Maori carving, “Another factor promoting

the enlargement of buildings was the availability of pit-sawn lumber and European tools.

The latter aided construction on a bigger scale and the evolution of increasingly elaborate

styles of carving” (243). It must be noted that, although the introduction of new materials

and tools did advance the style of Maori carving, it was already an evolved art form with

complex symbolism and great cultural meaning. Another major change that took place

post contact was the shifting of the focus from the canoes to the whare whakairo.

According to Keith this shift took place in the early 1800s, “The waka, key symbol until

then of iwi status and power, was becoming sidelined by Maori enthusiasms for new

technologies” (56).

While it is well worth examining the early portrayals of Maori by the artists who

traveled with the Dutch and British expeditions of Abel Tasman in 1642 and James Cook

in 1768 as they are the earliest record we have of attempts to capture the likeness of pre-

colonial Maori, for those who are interested, Keith has made an excellent study of this in

The Big Picture.  However, the focus here is on art works created by Maori and their

cultural significance and artistic evolution.

The early Maori were great navigators, traveling thousands of miles throughout

the Pacific, who built beautiful elaborate canoes prior to the arrival of the colonists; these,
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too, became more intricate with the introduction of metal tools. Canoes still play an

extremely important part in Maori culture and art, and while there are some Maori who

use waka today, their role within Maori culture is largely a symbolic one. When Maori

relate their whakapapa, or genealogy, they will usually begin with the canoe their

ancestor used to travel to Aotearoa in from their origin in the mythical Hawaiki.

According to Keith, Maori pride shifted from the elaborately carved wakas, or

war canoes, once the whare whakairo came to prominence.  The marae, or public plaza

or meeting space, where the whare whakairo is situated, had always been the center of

Maori society and as the whare whakairo grew in importance, the marae took on

additional significance. In his book, The Marae, Warren Pohatu describes the marae:

The marae is undoubtedly the focal point of any Maori community. Consisting of
communal buildings on tribally owned land, marae serve as both a public plaza
and a gathering place for the iwi. Here the iwi [tribe] can host their hui [meeting],
discuss tribal issues, welcome manuhiri [visitors], and host important functions
such as tangihanga [funerals], to farewell family and friends. During these official
occasions the marae is controlled by tribal protocol, with rules and regulation
applying to both the tangata whenua [people of the land] and manuhiri. (6)

This focus shift, from waka to whare whakairo, took place because of the critical

need for inter-tribal debates and meetings with the government as Maori fought for their

land through political channels. Keith summarizes this shift:  “As Maori life, politics and

economy changed, the central significance of the waka declined. Clearly there was more

need for debate and less opportunity for conquest, both between iwi and between iwi and

the government” (64). King discusses this increase, in the late 1870s, in both the size and

importance of what he calls the wharepuni, or meeting house:

Wharepuni increased greatly in size to the kinds of dimensions that would become
common in the twentieth century. The incentive to build larger facilities was
greatest where tribes had regular inter-hapu or inter-tribal meetings to sustain-
such as Waikato with its Kingitana poukai or loyalty hui [meeting] and Tuhoe
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with its Ringatu tekaumarua or holy days, or those communities in Northland and
Wairarapa who became closely involved in the Kotahitanga movement, which
attempted to unify Maori politically. (243)

These exquisite meeting halls were literally filled to the rafters with carvings,

weavings and paintings of tribal ancestors and history which must have both reassured

and reinforced the commitment of Maori to their culture and tribal lands during the many

years of conflict that were to follow the initial contact with the colonists. Keith continues:

No wonder these houses became the heart of 19th-century Maori art, creating in
one place a single work containing time past and time present. From top to bottom
the house became one consistent record of history, genealogy, pride and power.
More than that, it also became a repository for new images – photographs, for
example – and powerful items such as flags and banners. (243)

At this point Keith asks this important question, “The whare whakairo would

provide a challenge for the next great stage of evolution in Maori art: it could

marvelously represent the past and the present, but would it allow room for the future”

(64)? This question is still alive and being debated in Aotearoa/New Zealand. There are

those who feel that a too strict adherence to traditional forms of art stifles the creative

potential of contemporary artists who wish to move beyond the traditional canon, and

there are those who argue that the traditional forms keep the culture alive, pass along

important cultural information and build a sense of heritage and community among the

practitioners and their audiences. Both arguments are valid and it is the continuous push

and pull of these cultural forces that aid in the creation of Maori artworks that are

identifiable as Maori yet constantly evolving in technique, media and meaning.

There is another function that these carved meeting houses fill that is sometimes

difficult to understand for those of us coming from a more literary tradition in which

words and photographs hold many of our histories; the carved figures inside the meeting
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houses literally house the spirits of the ancestors they represent. W. J. Phillipps wrote

about this in Maori Carving Illustrated in1955:

The glories of mountains, rivers, lakes and forests were not for our Maori artist.
His art was related to that deep phase of Maori mentality which I have elsewhere
termed “ancestor reverence”. The Maori did not worship ancestors but he did
venerate them very deeply indeed. From them he derived much that made life
worth living, his mana or prestige, his rights to land, and his place in society. But
apart from all that, there was, and still is, among all Maori people a deep
sentimental regard for the dead, so deep-rooted that we of today cannot easily
comprehend it. It was this ancestor reverence, which produced a Maori carving art
where ancestral figures take pride of place. (6)

In one of my conversations with Anne Salmond she challenged me to think about

a question posed in the book, Thinking Through Things, edited in part by her daughter,

Amiria Henare, which is to ask yourself what kind of world it would have to be in which

it was literally true that the carvings were the ancestors and not, as we in the west might

assume, mere representations of the ancestors. This question demands a shift in

perspective not unlike that required by the priests in the church in which I grew up who

challenged us to have faith without questioning or attempting to find rational

explanations or proof of the existence of God. In the introduction to Thinking Through

Things, the reader is asked to consider this concept, “Rather than accepting that meanings

are fundamentally separate from their material manifestations (signifier v. signified, word

v. referent, etc.) the aim is to explore the consequences of an apparently counter-intuitive

possibility: that things might be treated as sui generis meanings” (3).

If we consider, then, the idea that the ancestors exist as carvings in the whare

whakairo we may begin to peer into another form of knowing and communicating that is

not common in western thought. Imagine how the experience of communicating with

revered ancestors would be amplified in a culture where this was a common belief and
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practice and where one could actually sit and converse with the substantial physical form

of a carving, housing the spirit of someone loved or admired. In a Maori myth the carved

figures inside the whare whakairo were actually able to speak until they were silenced by

fire in a conflict between a human and a god.

The Origins of Maori Carving

In his article, “Ruatepupuke,” Charles Royal recounts the Maori legend of how

the knowledge of Maori woodcarving was brought back from under the sea by

Ruatepupuke whose son, Manuhauturuki, was taken by the god of the sea, Tangaroa, who

placed him upon the gable of his house as a decoration. Ruatepupuke went to Tangaroa’s

house and tricked him and his relatives into believing it was still day when it was night

and then set the house on fire, destroying the interior carvings who could talk, which is

how carvings lost their ability to talk. “When Rua entered the house the carved posts

were talking amongst themselves; he heard the posts talking, but those outside remained

silent” (teara.govt.nz).

The carvings are abstracted human forms because our understanding of spirit is

abstract and these are meant to represent something other than human beings. The figures

have more power because they are not realistic; it is their strangeness that adds to the

believability that ancestor spirits could actually inhabit the carvings.

In his article, “Tekoteko,” Royal explains the origin of the figure at the top of

whakairo that is prevalent throughout Aotearoa/New Zealand: “Some believe that the

first tekoteko was the immobilized figure of Te Manuhauturuki, whom Tangaroa [god of

the sea] placed at the top of his wharenui (meeting house). Subsequently tekoteko are an

important part of wharenui” (teara.govt.nz). The carved figure at the top of the whare
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whakairo achieves the status of something sacred through this story, which functions to

elevate it beyond something merely created by humans. Whether or not contemporary

Maori believe these stories to be true is irrelevant; the stories function to imbue cultural

art forms with great status because they propose that the art forms originated outside of

the realm of ordinary life.

At Te Tumu Herenga Waka, the whare whakairo at Victoria University in

Wellington, the tekoteko, or figure on top of the ridgepole at the front of the whare

whakairo, represents Kupe. Kupe is the Polynesian explorer credited with discovering

Aotearoa/New Zealand. In his article, “Kupe,” Royal gives us a variety of tribal

narratives about these origins, starting with:

According to tribal narratives, Kupe was the first Polynesian to discover the
islands of New Zealand. His journey was triggered by difficulties with fishing in
Hawaiki, his homeland. Apparently the problem was a great octopus belonging to
Kupe’s competitor, Muturangi. Kupe set out in his canoe to kill the octopus, and
such was the length of the pursuit that it brought [it] to New Zealand. With a
companion known as Ngake (or Ngahue) in another canoe called Taawhirirangi,
he pursued the creature all the way to Cook Strait (known as Raukawakawa),
where it was finally destroyed. (teara.govt.nz)

While Royal informs us that there are numerous versions of this story, Michael

King presents an altogether different source: “Oddly, this myth was Pakeha in origin

rather than Maori. Maori came to embrace it solely as a result of its widespread

publication and dissemination in New Zealand Primary schools between the 1910s and

the 1970s” (38). Regardless of where the story originated it is an extremely important

part of Maori lore and the fact that the pan-tribal whare whakairo at Victoria University

in Wellington has Kupe as its tekoteko reaffirms the centrality of the Kupe figure as the

Polynesian discoverer of Aotearoa/New Zealand. King talks about the benefits that this
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story provides the Maori:

It was an inspirational account of the discovery of New Zealand. It gave names,
Kupe and Ngahue, to Polynesian navigators who would otherwise be nameless. In
its full elaboration through a series of adventures around the New Zealand coast
involving moa, greenstone and a fight with a giant octopus, the saga gifts New
Zealand a founding myth every bit as majestic as the stories that Pakeha settlers
carried with them from Europe (Jason and the Argonauts, the labours of
Hercules). Its telling was part of a process that fitted Maori tradition into the
cultural patterns of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Pakeha New
Zealand, which was looking for stories of resonance and nobility to make the
human occupation of the country seem more deeply rooted and worthy of pride
than it might by virtue of its (at that time) rather thin European heritage. (40).

King complains that this version had “no sound basis in Maori tradition” and only

became accepted as “fact” through repetition, “And, because shared mythology is

ultimately more pervasive and more powerful than history, it became so” (41).

Both King and Royal recount that Kupe’s wife, Kuramaarootini, is credited with

spotting the cloud that hung over the island first. However, in King’s version, Kupe is

credited with giving the North Island its Maori name, Aotearoa, which means “Land of

the Long White Cloud,” while Royal claims it was Kuramaarootini. And King tells us

that one version actually has “Aotearoa” as the name of Kupe’s canoe. Again, regardless

of where the story originated or which version prevails, the Kupe legend is an important

story of the discovery and the beginnings of Maori inhabitance in Aotearoa/New Zealand.

Maori Cosmogony

First and foremost, Maori art forms are vehicles for storytelling and the

embodiment of Maori history and myth. Maori cosmogony is complex and elegant and

the creation story, as related to me independently by Charles Koroneho and Matiu Tahi,

involves the evolution of energy from Te Kore, the void, to Te Po, the night, to Te Ao

Marama, which is the world of light that we live in today. Each step in this evolution is
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highly involved, and Te Kore still exists unseen alongside of Te Ao Marama. In his

article, “The World of Light and Darkness,” Charles Royal explains, “In traditional

Maori belief there is something beyond the world of everyday experience: we do not live

in a closed system where what we see is all there is. This other world or dimension is

known as Te Kore, the ‘void’, in most tribal traditions” (teara.govt.nz). Some versions of

the cosmogony reference Io, a supreme being.

The parents of all life in Maori cosmogony are Ranginui and Papatuanuku and

their child Tane is the father of humans, and they are all prominent in traditional and

contemporary Maori arts. The figures of Ranginui and Papatuanuku are often found

carved on pataka, or storage houses. While the carved figures in the whare whakairo are

ancestors and not gods, the work of carving would be considered an offering or

connection to the gods. The marae itself is considered to exist within the realm of two

gods: Tumatauenga, the god of war, who controls the space outside of the whare

whakairo, and Rongomaraera, the god of peace, who controls the space within the carved

meeting house.

 A. W. Reed asserts in his book, Maori Myth: The Supernatural World of the

Maori,

The most cursory study of Polynesian myths reveals superior concepts of the
Maori. In addition to the pantheon of gods and their primal parents, Earth and
Sky, the various aspects of nature were explained by countless personifications.
Local gods, or atua, defended those who were subject to their whims, provided
they were encouraged with correct and appropriate incantations. Tipua, or
enchanted objects abounded in lake, river, and forest. Above all, the hierarchy of
heaven and chiefs and common men was bound by strict rules of tapu [sacred and
restricted] which stemmed from man’s relation to non-material forces of life. (7)

Tapu is an important concept in Maori culture and it is defined in this way in the
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online Maori Dictionary:

A person, place or thing is dedicated to an atua [local god] and is thus removed
from the sphere of the profane and put into the sphere of the sacred. It is
untouchable, no longer to be put to common use. Tapu was used as a way to
control how people behaved towards each other and the environment, placing
restrictions upon society to ensure that society flourished. Making an object tapu
was achieved through rangatira [chiefs] or tohunga [priests] acting as channels for
the atua in applying the tapu. Members of a community would not violate the tapu
for fear of sickness or catastrophe as a result of the anger of the atua. Intrinsic, or
primary, tapu are those things which are tapu in themselves. The extensions of
tapu are the restrictions resulting from contact with something that is intrinsically
tapu. This can be removed with water, or food and karakia [prayers]. A person is
imbued with mana [power or prestige] and tapu by reason of his or her birth.
High-ranking families whose genealogy could be traced through the senior line
from the atua were thought to be under their special care. It was a priority for
those of ariki [high chiefs] descent to maintain mana and tapu and to keep the
strength of the mana and tapu associated with the atua as pure as possible.
(maoridictionary.co.nz)

The Importance of Canoes

The origin canoes are central to Maori tribal identity and canoes often appear in

contemporary writing and artwork and as tribal unifiers. Raawiri Taonui has this to say,

in his article, “Canoe Traditions,” on the place of canoes in Maori culture:

In later years canoe traditions became important to the identity of Maori.
Whakapapa (genealogical links) back to the crew of founding canoes served to
establish the origins of tribes, and defined relationships with other tribes. For
example, a number of tribes trace their origin to the Tainui canoe, while others
such as Te Arawa take their name from a founding canoe. When identifying
themselves on a marae, people mention their waka first and foremost. So canoe
traditions do not only explain origins. They also express authority and identity,
and define tribal boundaries and relationships. They merge poetry and politics,
history and myth, fact and legend. (teara.govt.nz)

The origin canoes function as a metaphor for birth, or for becoming Maori

because, before their Polynesian ancestors came to the shores of Aotearoa, there appear

to be no specific historical ancestral records prior to the named origin canoes. The origin
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canoes give tribal members a clear idea of their starting point, something of which very

few westerners are aware, even those sharing a particular faith. The canoes also function

as an identity anchor, one that holds Maori firmly in place qua Maori as no one else on

earth can be linked to these origin canoes except Maori.

Bastion Point

The day before I left Aotearoa/New Zealand to return to Florida, Rangimarie

Rawiri, of the Ngati Whatua ki Orakei tribe and Taurima, or marae manager, for The

University of Auckland, was kind enough to take me up to see the exquisite Ngati

Whatua whare whakairo at Bastion Point. While the primary colors of the paintings and

posts on the outside are red and white, the carvings themselves are painted black and they

are dramatic and beautiful. The land has a history of conflict, and only recently was

reclaimed by the Ngati Whatua tribe, at great expense. The marae is built on top of a hill

overlooking Auckland Harbor and the panoramic views of the harbor with the city in the

distance are breath taking.

Te Tumu Herenga Waka

At Victoria University in Wellington, I met with Dr. Danny Keenan who is an

Ahorangi Tuarua, or Associate Professor, in the Maori Studies Department. Keenan

generously set up sessions for me with Piri Sciascia, Te Toiahurei (Maori) Pro Vice-

Chancellor and Te Ripowai Higgins, Marae Taurima for Te Tumu Herenga Waka, both

of whom were kind enough to spend some time with me discussing Maori art and culture.

Sciascia informed me that the empty, or negative, spaces in Maori carvings are as

important as the positive spaces, and that together they create balance.

I was extremely fortunate to have had the privilege of visiting the marae and to
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tour the inside of the whare whakairo at Victoria University in Wellington with Higgins

and their resident historian, Paul Meredith. Higgins informed me that the whare whakairo

is called Te Tumu Herenga Waka, or the “canoe mooring place,” as all canoes and the

tribes, or iwi, they represent, are welcome at Te Tumu Herenga Waka.

As a guide, Higgins was both gracious and thought provoking. She spoke about

being raised by her grandparents, as was the custom, and her challenges with retaining a

strong Maori identity, and helping those around her to better understand their history, in

an environment that has not always been supportive of those efforts. Towards the end of

our session, Higgins made this memorable comment, “Oral tradition forces you to think

before you say something because every time an individual speaks on the marae it is not

just as an individual, you are representing generations.” Not only did Higgins challenge

my thinking and ask me tough questions about my work, but she also gave me the

incredible gift of inviting me onto the marae and allowing me to take a tour with

Meredith, who is extremely well versed in Maori lore.

Meredith regaled me with the stories of the ancestors inside the whare whakairo,

all of whom are rangatira, or chiefs, who came over in early canoes and established lines

of ancestry. Some of the stories are gruesome, particularly that of the forest ranger who

was killed and had his eyes eaten as retribution for the number of Maori he had

murdered.

The small book published by Victoria University in Wellington celebrating the

whare whakairo opening, Te Whakatuwheratanga o Te Tumu Herenga Waka, describes

the symbolism of Te Tumu Herenga Waka:

Te Tumu Herenga Waka is in its symbolic context a traditional wharenui [large
house]. The form of the house symbolizes a human body; the maihi (barge
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boards) representing the outstretched arms; te tahuhu (ridge pole) representing the
backbone; the heke (rafters) representing the ribs and so on. Large ornately carved
houses of this kind are a feature of what have been variously termed as the
“Classic Maori” or the “Puawaitana” period of Maori culture (which was
observed first hand by Captain Cook). The symbolism and ideas about the space
inside Maori houses has great antiquity, probably as old as the Maori culture
itself; according to both Maori oral tradition and the archeological record. (12)

The tekoteko of Kupe at Te Tumu Herenga Waka looks like an illustration one

might find in a children’s story with its charm and exaggerated posture. Kupe stands at

the front of the tahuhu, or ridgepole, and his head is slightly too large for his small body

and is tilted in what looks like an uncomfortable angle towards his left shoulder. Kupe is

red, as are many of the Maori carved figures, and is swinging an adze, or axe, over his

right shoulder. Kupe has the three-fingered hand that one often sees on Maori figures and

we will examine this phenomenon later in this chapter. Kupe is accompanied by a small

dog that, according to Stephenson Percy Smith, was one of the two dogs he left behind as

guardians. The dogs were turned to stone when he left Aotearoa, after his initial

discovery and exploration, to return to Hawaiki. As with many of the Maori historical

stories there are numerous versions to Kupe’s tales of exploration and discovery.

According to Raawiri Taonui in his article, “Taonui:”

The canoe (waka in Maori) traditions or stories describe the arrival in New
Zealand of Maori ancestors from a place most often called Hawaiki. They also
refer to the construction of canoes, conflicts before departure, voyaging at sea,
landing, inland and coastal exploration, and the establishment of settlements in
new regions. Readers of published traditions need to be aware that such accounts
are often influenced by the Great Fleet (or Grand Settlement) theory. According
to this theory, the Polynesian explorer Kupe first discovered New Zealand from
Tahiti in 925 AD, and was followed by another explorer, Toi, in 1150; after this,
in 1350, a fleet of seven canoes sailed from Tahiti and Rarotonga, bringing the
ancestors of Maori to New Zealand. In the 1960s and 1970s research by the
historians David Simmons and Keith Sorrenson proved that this idea was largely
false. Today, as a result of further research including radiocarbon dating, it is
generally accepted that New Zealand was settled by people from East Polynesia,
who set off in different canoes at different times, with the first canoes arriving
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some time in the 1200s. (teara.govt.nz)

Each of the poupou, carved wall figures, inside Te Tumu Herenga Waka are

described briefly in Te Whakatuwheratanga o Te Tumu Herenga Waka, including one of

Raawiri Taonui’s ancestors, Aperahama Taonui:

Aperahama Taonui was a prophet and chief of the Popoto tribe, Hokianga. He
was born in 1815 and died in 1882. Taonui was mission educated. Both he and his
father signed the Treaty of Waitangi in 1840, the younger Taonui signing his
name as, “Aparahama tautoro”. At this time Taonui would only have been about
25 years old. (30)

Taonui is further described as a scholar, and leader of his tribe “before his father’s

death” (teara.govt.nz), and the prophet leader of the Ngakahi cult, and as having been

involved in the Popoto War against Hone Heke, who cut down a British flagpole four

times in protest of the way Maori were being treated.

One of the challenges facing any researcher evaluating events from earlier historic

periods is that it is impossible to verify information without accurate documentation and

material artifacts, and often what is considered fact for a substantial period of time may

be debunked by later researchers. Raawiri Taonui suggests that not only are Stephenson

Percy Smith’s accounts inaccurate, he and his collaborator, Hoani Te Whatahoro Jury,

“cut and pasted” their information and then attributed it falsely to Maori tohunga, or

priests or experts:

The Great Fleet theory was the result of a collaboration between the 19th-century
ethnologist S. Percy Smith and the Maori scholar Hoani Te Whatahoro Jury.
Smith obtained details about places in Rarotonga and Tahiti during a visit in 1897,
while Jury provided information about Maori canoes in New Zealand. Smith then
‘cut and pasted’ his material, combining several oral traditions into new ones.
Their joint work was published in two books, in which Jury and Smith falsely
attributed much of their information to two 19th-century tohunga Moihi Te
Matorohanga and Nepia Pohuhu. (teara.govt.nz)
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Looking for too much historic accuracy and specificity devalues stories that are

meant to act as cohesive cultural devices and robs them of their poetic beauty. If one

were to analyze the texts of the most prominent religions he or she would be challenged

again and again by inconsistencies and contradictions. At a seminar I gave for the Maori

Studies department in July, we were discussing humans’ propensity for having multiple

versions of any story when one of the participants related the story of her Aunt Helen

whom she credited with adding an additional fifteen percent’s worth of exaggeration to

any story. Perhaps we are all “Aunt Helens,” to a greater and lesser degree, without being

aware of the fact.

Regardless of how beliefs and spiritual practices are manifested, they function

similarly in every faith to assist humans in the quest to make good decisions and lead

good lives. In Five Voices Five Faiths: An Interfaith Primer, Amanda Millay Hughes

writes:

The power with which we hold our most sacred beliefs and practices is worthy of
our reflection and generates within us a necessary compassion. Their complexity
and interconnectedness are but a part of what makes them precious to us.
However we arrived at these beliefs – by birth, baptism, conversion, or
convention – they shape and inform the ways in which we live our day-to-day
lives. (xi)

In a conversation at the Maori conference in Auckland with Takirirangi Smith,

head carver of Te Tumu Herenga Waka, he spoke of “Maori knowing” which, according

to Smith, “is ngakau-centered, not brain centered.” He defined ngakau as intuition, spirit,

and a sixth sense. Smith was lamenting the loss of “localized knowledge systems.” He

advocates whakarongo, or “more than hearing, knowing by the senses.”

Te Tumu Herenga Waka is simple from the outside, but once inside it is beautiful
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and impressive, and the fact that it is used as a place for ceremonies and rituals and

teaching and entertaining guests and as sleeping quarters only makes it seem all the more

alive and vital within the urban Maori community in Wellington and as an island of

culture for those Maori who visit the marae from other parts of Aotearoa.

Tane-Nui-A-Rangi

Naa Taane i toko, ka mawehe a Rangi raaua ko Papa,
Naana i tauwehea  ai, ka heuea te Poo, ka heuea ta Ao.

It is by the strength of Taane that Sky and Earth
were separated and Light was born.

Maori proverb (Grace 62)

As with most Maori gods, Tane-nui-a-Rangi, the son of Papatuanuku and

Ranginui, has many names.  According to the 20th Anniversary Edition of Tane-Nui-A-

Rangi, the booklet published by the University of Auckland,

These are some of the manifestations attributable to Tane:
Tane-nui-a Rangi Tane-great-son-of Rangi
Tane-matua Tane-the-parent
Tane-te-waiora Tane-giver-of-light-and-life
Tane-te-wananga Tane-giver-of-knowledge
Tane-te-waotu Tane-as-the-forest
Tane-mahuta Tane-as-the-origin-of-trees
Tane-matahi Tane-as-the-origin-of-birds
Tane-tokarangi Tane-as-the-sky-propper
Tane-ruanuku Tane-the-wise (3)

That Tane-nui-a-Rangi is the title that was chosen for the name of the whare

whakairo at The University of Auckland attests to his role as the father of humans and the

bridge between the Earth Mother and Sky Father, and to the function of the whare

whakairo as a receptacle and symbol of Maori ancestry. The University of Auckland

booklet includes this lovely Maori whakatauki, or proverb or saying:
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The Sky wedded the Faint
Dawn and begat the Moon
The Sky wedded the Constant
Piercing and begat the Sun (3)

According to the University of Auckland booklet, the meeting house represents

the body, usually of an ancestor whose name was adopted by a tribe. Each of the sections

of the house has symbolic meaning, for example:

The inside front of the house is concerned with the birth of man and woman, with
the generation of life and the welfare of humanity. The poutahuhu (interior front
post supporting the ridgepole) usually depicts the main genealogical line
descending from father to son to grandson. Taken as a whole the post symbolizes
Tane the life-giver and in this whare whakairo it means precisely that, for it
depicts Tane-matua (Tane-the-father); Hine-ahu-one (Hine-moulded-from-earth);
and Hine-timata (Hine-the-beginning). (1)

Every carving, post, doorway, weaving, painting, window and rafter in the whare

whakairo carries special significance and is linked to Maori cosmogony and mythology.

There is one poupou, or carved wall figure, that combines cultural elements and stands

out from the rest stylistically, that of Tangiia, originally from Tahiti, “The carving, which

has Marquesan, Rarotongan and Maori elements, was carved by one of its descendants.

The tattooing is of poker-work incorporating tattoo designs of these regions” (17).

The Three-Fingered Hand

The three-fingered hand is a prevalent feature of Maori carved figures, although

sometimes it appears as a two or four-fingered hand. According to W. J. Phillipps in his

book, Maori Carving Illustrated:

The three-fingered hand is a feature of most old carved figures, and a number of
ingenious legends have arisen to account for it. Sometimes the three fingers are
accompanied by a thumb also, and sometimes two fingers and a thumb are used.
Again, as in certain of the old burial chests from North Auckland, researchers find
the human figure with three haohao (skeleton fingers) while the feet have the
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three webbed claws of a water-bird. (16)

At times the hands in Maori carved figures appear sharply squarish in shape, or

the fingers may be elongated into slender, tentacle-like appendages, at other times they

are truncated and resemble spatulas.  Phillipps offers some of the origin legends, this one

from an article written by Graham: “Pare-tu had only three fingers: this was not a

deformity, but a sign of his descent from a reptile-god ancestor. Thus it is that carved

effigies of ancestors are shown with three fingers, as a tuhi (sign) that such were men of

god-like descent, though they themselves may have had hands like ordinary mortals”

(16). Phillipps also includes this explanation from James Cowan written in 1909:

The first man of the Maori race to carve and decorate houses as we carve them
today, was Nuku-wai-teko or Mutu-wai-teko, or, as some tribes have it, a man of
Hawaiki. He had only three fingers on each hand, and he perpetuated this in his
carvings. All his figures he carved with only three fingers on each hand, and this
has been kept up to this day by Maori carvers. (16)

Another explanation Phillipps includes involves the proper use of a rubbing-stick

for fire generation, which requires the use of three fingers, and another tradition involves

the three sons of East Coast carver Hingangaroa. Still another explanation comes from

Professor Macmillan Brown as quoted by Phillipps:

Two old carvers held that five fingers made the figures “too human”, and that it
was tapu to represent the true human figure in carving. Ancestors were spirits or
gods, and features must be obscured. A four-fingered figure represented an
ancestor of the European era. (18)

And yet another, this one, as quoted by Phillipps, comes from Elsdon Best in 1924:

Three fingers- as old as the grey hills. Throughout the wide-world the three-
fingered hand appears in ancient works- on European tombs, Japanese sculptures,
in Peru, etc. It was a Chinese ideograph for man. On ancient carvings of Greece
and India. Fatima’s hand placed over Mahommedan doors to ward off evil had
three fingers. On ancient sculptures of Ninevah are the three haohao, seen on
Maori grotesque figures. Too old- origin lost. No man knoweth it; for who shall
get behind Ninevah? (18)
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According to Piri Sciascia, Maori Pro-Vice Chancellor at Victoria University in

Wellington, “there are a thousand different meanings; father, son and holy ghost, they are

easier to carve than five, the fingers were cut off, they represent bird feet, three becomes

an easy design element.” He also commented that there are “plenty with four or five.”

The three-fingered hand may be present in the art works of other cultures, but it is

a prevalent feature of Maori figures, in carvings and in paintings, and, along with the

distorted features and ever-present red paint, immediately renders art works as

identifiable as Maori. Disney may have seen some Pacific Island art and gotten the idea

to use the three-fingered hand for his characters. Who knows, perhaps even Homer

Simpson is a distant cousin of the Maori ancestors.

The prevalence of red paint in whare whakairo, and other carvings, is a factor for

which Apirana Ngata was largely responsible. He set strict standards for the production

of Maori art in his efforts to revive them when they were on the verge of extinction.

Ngata induced Maori artists and carvers to follow the artistic canon he established, which

resulted in a consistency that did not brook variation. Ngata is greatly admired for the

contribution he made to the revival of Maori culture. Here he is described in the Te Ara:

The New Zealand Encyclopedia:

Throughout his life Sir Apirana Ngata had one goal – to uplift the Maori race
spiritually, culturally, and economically. First and foremost he was the leader of
his people – well equipped by temperament and education to wrestle with the
many problems that confronted him. His was a magnetic personality, strengthened
by rich gifts of oratory both in English and in Maori. In Parliament he proved a
gifted and eloquent speaker and was reputed to be second to none as a political
tactician. Rarely has the Maori point of view been more forcibly expressed.
(teara.govt.nz)

Ngata appeared at a crucial time in Maori history, when the population had
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reached its lowest point and the culture was rapidly disappearing. While some have

criticized him for setting too rigid an artistic canon, it is clear that Ngata was a man who

dedicated his life to uplifting Maori people.

The Maori Spiral

Spirals are very prevalent in both traditional and contemporary Maori art and can

be seen in moko, or tattoo, patterns as well as on the carved figures, and particularly in

the kowhaiwhai, or painted rafter designs, in the whare whakairo. In his book, Maori

Carving Illustrated, W. J. Phillipps describes the Maori spiral:

Maori spirals are a fascinating subject for study. Most of them are double, that is,
two volutes [spirals] swing around in parallel fashion to meet or coalesce in the
centre. Very often the total number of volutes is considerably increased, the
carver’s object being no doubt to bewilder the uninitiated and increase the beauty
of his production. This study in spirals may be opened with consideration of a
single element, a curving stalk with a bulb at one end. […] The curving stalk or
koru is best known as the basic element of the black, white, and red Maori rafter
patterns. Like the three-fingered hand, it has a world-wide range, and it appears
unlikely that this form originated in New Zealand. (19)

Volutes are prevalent in many ancient cultures as evidenced in The Great Book of

Architecture, from the spirals found in the hair and beards of the carved statues in the

Persian capitol of Persepolis in 500 BC, to the Grecian mid-sixth century Ionic columns,

to the third century BC stupas, or “reliquary or place to hold sacred remains” (312), of

India. According to Phillipps, “The simple koru volute found on the capitals of Ionic

columns, but is much older than that, being also almost world-wide among primitive

peoples of Asia and America” (20). Phillips goes on to say, “[. . .] I am not prepared to

state that any particular one of the double spirals originated in New Zealand” (21). It

seems irrelevant where the koru or spiral originated, what is most interesting is that the

design appears to have developed as an important symbol in many different cultures.
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Even if the design had been viewed elsewhere by earlier Maori ancestors, contemporary

Maori culture holds the koru and the spiral as important central symbols within the Maori

artistic canon. Spirals may be used as a connecting background motif, on the joints of

figures, or on their buttocks, also as a stand alone symbol. Spirals are also quite prevalent

in Maori moko.

Manaia

Manaia are familiar figures in Maori carvings and are supposed to represent a

guardian with the head of a bird, body of a man and tail of a fish, thus visually indicating

the realms over which it has guardianship: air, land, and sea. According to Phillipps:

In every carving art it seems that something more than the human figure and
various volutes are required to satisfy the mind. Something menacing such as a
dragon or a snake is preferred. The human mind being what it is, harbingers of
good are less common. So into Maori carving has been introduced a manaia,
which may be described as a side-faced figure, sometimes humanistic, sometimes
bird-like, something like nothing else in the world but itself. Many present-
century Maori whom I have met describe it as an atua (spirit) and leave it at that.
Once it has been pointed out to a student, it is amazing just how many manaia
may be seen in a good series of carvings. Hands with an eye and a beak are most
in evidence, but a manaia traditionally has something of a body, a leg with three
toes, a shoulder, an arm, and a three-fingered hand, though rarely are we able to
trace all these in one carving. (10)

 Manaia can most often be seen populating the spaces between figures on carvings

decorating a whare whakairo. They connect separate design elements but they can stand

alone and you can also find them, carved from greenstone, included in nearly every store

that sells Maori stone pendants.

Dante Bonica

Bonica is another of the information exchange partners I encountered during my

research in Aotearoa/New Zealand who is working to live a life that honors both Maori
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and non-Maori Aotearoa/New Zealand culture as a whole. Bonica is the Professor of

Maori Material Culture at the University of Auckland who primarily works with and

teaches traditional Maori art technologies, techniques and practices, including weaving

and carving. Although Bonica is a Pakeha, he is ardent about Maori art and culture and

during our session he spoke of the importance of “retaining and retrieving as much of the

material culture as possible to strengthen the Maori sense of identity and give non-Maori

a sense of identity as well because New Zealand culture is based on New Zealand history

with recourse to Maori history.” He spoke about the importance of honoring both the

Maori and European cultures because together they have created the contemporary

Aotearoa/New Zealand culture as a whole and described this relationship as a

“partnership.”

I was not able to see any of Bonica’s art, but I did attend one of his classes and

observed his interaction with students, most of whom were Maori. Bonica is supportive

and pays great attention to detail, making sure that students properly execute Maori

techniques. His students displayed well-crafted weaving and carving projects that they

had created in his class using traditional techniques. He mixes history with art education

and his students come away with a deeper knowledge of the evolution of Maori identity

as it manifests in visual art.

When I asked whom he teaches, Bonica replied, “Anybody who wants to come

learn; a high percentage of Maori, 85% were Maori this semester.”  Bonica has great

compassion for the challenges that women have faced in Aotearoa/New Zealand in trying

to overcome proscriptions against their being allowed to carve, in part, as he related to

me, because of his experience as a gay man and a European. He spoke to me about the



160

fact that he too has felt oppression from both Maori and Pakeha cultures, which has left

him with “a sensitivity to the oppression of men and women in Maori culture.”

Bonica is sincere in his admiration for Maori art and culture and has dedicated his

life to learning about and passing on Maori knowledge and skills. He told me about an

early experience when he was working in a museum and some Maori carvers came in

looking for early examples of Maori workmanship because so many had been destroyed,

sold, and lost and there were few available examples to be studied. As a result of the

cooperative relationship he forged with the carvers he was invited to join in the carving

of a war canoe, after permissions were gained from the tohunga, or priest, and the Maori

Queen. Having a Pakeha work on a Maori carving project was practically unheard of at

that time, but one only has to meet Bonica and speak with him briefly to understand the

depth of his passion for Maoritanga, or Maori culture. According to the article, “Tooled

Up to Learn,” in The Aucklander:

Half Italian and half English, Mr. Bonica says his fascination with Maoritanga
began with a trip to a museum when he was eight. By age 12, he was biking miles
up the Napier coast to look at Maori archaeological sites. He worked at Waikato
Museum for seven years before moving to Auckland and restoring the Auckland
War Memorial Museum's meeting house during a 10-year tenure. Mr. Bonica has
the distinction of being one of the only Pakehas to have received permission from
the late Maori Queen to work on the carving of a war canoe.
(theaucklander.co.nz)

When asked about how the canoe project affected him, Bonica said, “It gave me a

deeper understanding of Maori worldview and ethos. It gave me a deeper understanding

of their oppression and the Pakeha relationship to Maori. It taught me that the important

thing was not culture or class or nationality, but the integrity of the individual.” Bonica

has summed up what matters most in any culture, “the integrity of the individual.” I
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enjoyed meeting with Dante Bonica a great deal. He is a gentle and warm artist who has

dedicated his life to learning about and teaching Maori material culture and history.

Maori traditional art is the foundation for Maori contemporary art and by studying

the evolution of Maori art it becomes possible to identify issues, stories, and symbols that

have retained their centrality in Maori culture and continue to function as active agents in

the ongoing formation and perpetuation of Maori and non-Maori cultural identity in

Aotearoa/New Zealand.
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Chapter 7: Contemporary Maori Art

Whakataka te hau ki te uru
Whakataka te au ki te tonga
Kia maakinakina i utu
Kia maataratara i tai
Kia hii ake ana te atakura
He tio, he huka, he jauhunga
Tiihei mauri ora!

Let the cold winds from the west
 and from the south, that assail
 the lands and seas, desist.
Let the red-tipped dawn come
with a touch of frost, a sharpened
 air, the promise of a glorious day.
Behold, we live!

Maori proverb. (Grace 5)

This chapter examines and analyzes the work of contemporary Maori artists,

demonstrating that the same core concepts, symbols, conflicts, stories and issues are

ubiquitously present in contemporary Maori, and some non-Maori, art, and function to

define Maori as Maori and non-Maori in relation to Maori. In addition to creating a sense

of identity through their art, Maori artists also have to create art that is compelling,

thought provoking, and appealing to larger markets. Both the contemporary Maori

choreographers and contemporary Maori visual artists I spoke with use their medium as a

vehicle to challenge the traditional canon and to create an evolving cultural identity that

incorporates influences and elements from other cultures and styles. The chapter analyzes

the works of many contemporary artists and notes how historic content often appears, in
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the original form, and at other times in a new and completely different form, giving it

current relevance. The chapter also addresses controversies that have erupted in New

Zealand regarding the appropriation of Maori symbols, and the roles of gender as

presented in Maori art and among Maori artists.

Maori symbols and stories have evolved and manifested in both Maori and

Pakeha contemporary visual art, beginning with some of the early “Maori Modernists,”

and culminating in the art and ideas of some of the artists working today. These symbols

and stories represent some of the key concepts present in Maori culture as seen

previously in the haka and whare whakairo. Two of the key concepts that appear

repeatedly in Maori and Pakeha art work are ‘appropriation vs. influence,’ and the idea of

‘identity’ as expressed in art, both of which are at the heart of  the push and pull dynamic

in Aotearoa/New Zealand. I have examined these and other ideas in the work of Maori

artists Selwyn Muru, who used a stream-of-consciousness approach to painting; Robyn

Kahukiwa, who was the first female contemporary Maori artist to achieve international

acclaim; Buck Nin, whose elegant works are a complex blend of Maori and Chinese

styles, although he denied the Chinese influence; Michael Parekowhai, whose conceptual

work is ingenious and transcends cultural identification; Theresa Reihana, whose work

blends traditional themes with contemporary techniques; and Lisa Reihana, who

interprets Maori concepts in new media. Also included is a session with the highly

controversial Pakeha artist, Dick Frizzell, whose work has intrigued and/or offended

many throughout the years.

Early on I had the good fortune to meet with Andrew Clifford who is the

Curatorial Assistant for the Gus Fisher Gallery, which is part of the National Institute of
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Creative Arts and Industries at the University of Auckland. Clifford is brilliant, dedicated

and intensely focused on his work. Not only is he an expert in Maori and Pakeha

contemporary art, but he has made significant study of Maori music as well. Clifford

steered me in many good directions and introduced me to the work of many of

Aotearoa/New Zealand’s leading Maori artists.

The quality of art in Aotearoa/New Zealand is outstanding in general and there is

a great deal of national, as well as international interest in the art created both by Maori

and Pakeha populations. The themes that appear to be most prevalent, and those that will

be the ones focused on here are Ranginui, the Sky Father; and Papatuanuku, the Earth

Mother; and their son Tane, the parent of humans; and other figures of Maori lore; the

koru, or spiral, or unfurling fern; the hei-tiki or tiki, a carving or greenstone pendant in

the form of an embryo or human; the origin canoes; and The Treaty of Waitangi. There is

a tremendous volume of excellent artworks in Aotearoa/New Zealand, beyond those

examined here, worthy of appreciation and many more wonderful stories than could be

included.

Maori art did not exist in the mainstream consciousness of Aotearoa/New

Zealand, certainly not in any form that was at variance with the traditional canon, up until

the latter part of the twentieth century. Hamish Keith sums up the awkward dynamics at

play between Maori and Pakeha aesthetic accessibility and awareness in The Big Picture:

While for Pakeha New Zealanders the cultural wilderness was one of perception,
for Maori artists it was also one of despairing reality. For the first half of the
twentieth century the reality of Maori art and artists was largely invisible to
Pakeha New Zealand. Maori art existed only in official versions adapted to
illustrate school journals and in the carvings vandalized by red paint in the
country’s natural history museums. It was an art of an apparently vanished people,
consigned by well-meaning elders and ethnologists to a largely fictitious past and
a counterfeit chronology. (200-201)
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Selwyn Muru

I saw a waharoa, or gate, that clearly combined traditional with contemporary

aspects of Maori visual art. The waharoa, which is located at Aotea Square inspired me

to discover who its creator was (Selwyn Muru) and to examine his work in further detail.

Hamish Keith offers a brief biography of Selwyn Muru that includes this information:

Born 1939. Te Hapua, Northland, Muru of the Ngati Kuir and Te Aopouri
descent, attended Northland College before training at Ardmore teacher’s College
in Auckland. In 1962 he became a full-time artist exploring a range of subjects
from Maori traditions, New Zealand’s colonial history (notably Parihaka),
contemporary New Zealand politics, as well as landscapes and townscapes. Multi-
talented, he has been a sculptor, painter, playwright, set designer, film maker,
poet, journalist, broadcaster, adviser in Maoritanga [Maori culture] to TVNZ, and
lecturer at Elam School of Fine Arts. (280)

Muru is described by Damien Skinner in The Carver and the Artist, as a staunch

proponent of a type of stream-of-consciousness Maori Modernism:

Repeatedly, the Maori modernists articulate a theory of art in which the conscious
control of the artist is brought to bear on art works that start out as the expression
of spontaneous states. Selwyn Muru is probably the best, and most consistent,
exponent of this kind of theory of art, something that Ans Westra’s photographs
taken in the early 1960s capture brilliantly. In one photograph Muru works on a
painting laid on the floor, surrounded by the multiple art works that are evidence
of the drive to create that fuels his artistic practice. Another photograph from this
period shows the artist posing at the Wellington Public Library, reading a book
about Austrian expressionist painter Oskar Kokoschka. (95)

Unlike some, Muru readily admits to the outside influences that help to shape his

thinking and his style. Ironically, Pablo Picasso, whose own work was so dramatically

changed by African art, was a major influence on Muru. Skinner recounts this account of

Muru speaking about his creative process:

Muru bases his philosophy of painting on that of Pablo Picasso –  ‘I do not seek
but I find.’ At times, he says, some images seem to appear of their own accord on
the canvas. ‘Then you have a feeling of surprise at what you’ve done. But in fact,
all these images spring from your own personal experience, things you have seen
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and done in your life.’ [ . . . ]Art, he says, must develop naturally. The important
thing is to be honest – if an artist is sincere about what he is doing without being
influenced too much by contemporary fashions, then he has nothing to worry
about.’ (96)

Looming at the edge of the Aotea Square courtyard is Selwyn Muru’s Te

Waharoa o Aotea, which combines contemporary, global and pop symbols with

traditional Maori concepts. Muru’s Te Waharoa o Aotea is described in an article on the

100% Pure New Zealand website, “Art Transcending Culture:”

A tall wooden arch confronts visitors to Auckland’s Aotea Square. Called
Waharoa, meaning gateway in Maori, it was carved in 1990 by Maori artist
Selwyn Muru and it serves as a standard bearer. In parks, squares and foyers as
well as public and private galleries, contemporary New Zealand art is as vigorous,
pervasive and multicultural as the sporting side of kiwi culture. (newzealand.com)

The gateway vaguely resembles some of the gateways one might see framing a

Maori marae, but it could never be confused with a traditional waharoa because it does

not have the clearly defined lines and figures that seem substantial and heavy. Te

Waharoa o Aotea has lines that, while carved on the surface of what looks like driftwood,

resemble scratches rather than the deep intentional cuts you would usually see in Maori

carving. The icons are not what would be expected to be found on a Maori waharoa, and

some of them seem graffiti-like in their execution. This is a bold departure from the

traditional canon and most assuredly entertained some while shocking and offending

others, which is art’s job. Muru’s combination of Maori and western elements is further

discussed in the article:

Muru believes that art transcends culture, and he is one of many artists whose
work combines elements drawn from their Maori heritage with aspects of Western
tradition. Waharoa pulsates with carved creatures and symbols – birds, fish, the
nuclear disarmament symbol, the universal crescent moon, along with the dog
belonging to Para Matchitt whose sculpture can be found on the Aotea’s top
balcony. (newzealand.com)
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One can imagine Muru going into a dervish-like trance as he works existentially

to get out of the way of the images that pour out from his subconscious only to become

consciously directed into forms and patterns that satisfy his aesthetics. Muru includes

contemporary symbols in his work that do not have Maori origin. However, he also

contrasts traditional Maori symbols with personal symbols, like his friend Matchitt’s dog

sitting on top of the driftwood waharoa, which is a contemporary expression of Maori

culture. This is reminiscent of Kupe’s dog, presented on top of the whare whakairo Te

Tumu Herenga Waka in Wellington, which is a traditional and historical expression. By

including traditional Maori artistic elements in his creative works Muru defines himself

as Maori. However, by reinventing many of the forms he incorporates he challenges the

traditional Maori artistic canon and creates an identity that is both Maori and non-Maori.

Buck Nin

Buck Nin was a cultural amalgam. His work is replete with Maori symbols but

presented in a complex style more common in Chinese art. In Maori Artists of the South

Pacific, Katarina Mataira discusses Nin’s heritage:

Of his Chinese heritage and possible influence on his art from that quarter, Buck
says, ‘There is nothing I can feel or sense in the way that my mother’s people
influenced me.’ Be that as it may, some Chinese feel an immediate affinity with
Buck’s work. One of his paintings was featured in the display window of a
Wellington Art Gallery. A Chinese couple glimpsed it from across the street and
came over to the gallery to inquire after the Chinese artist. (50)

That Nin had a powerful effect on those who followed is undeniable, as Andrew

Clifford writes in the University of Auckland Art Collection Catalog, “Renowned as an

artist, entrepreneur and teacher, he was not only the first generation of Maori artists to

make their mark in the Western world of contemporary art; he actively nurtured the talent
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of many more who followed.”

 Nin is identified as Maori, his work is shown as Maori art, and throughout his life

his work continued to explore Maori legends, themes and issues. This biography of Buck

Nin comes from Hamish Keith’s The Big Picture:

Born 1942, Auckland. Died 1996. Nin, of Chinese, Ngati Raukawa and Ngati Toa
descent initially studied at Elam School of Fine Arts, and later attended
Canterbury School of Fine Arts, graduating in 1966. An entrepreneur and staunch
supporter of Maori art, he was instrumental in the groundbreaking exhibition,
New Zealand Maori Culture and the Contemporary Scene (1966). He began
teaching in 1967, gained a Masters in Education Administration at the University
of Hawai’i in 1978, and a PhD in Arts Administration in the US in 1981. He was
also involved with the touring exhibition Te Waka Toi in 1992. Much of Nin’s
work employs traditional Maori designs, abstraction and landscape references.
(281)

Buck Nin was in the coterie of young Maori artists whose lives were forever

changed by Gordon Tovey who was an early Arts and Crafts Supervisor in the New

Zealand Department of Education and, according to Keith, instrumental in the “first

exhibition of Maori Modernism [. . . ] held in Auckland in 1958” (201). This was a group

of artists, including “Ralph Hotere, Para Matchitt, Fred Graham, Katarina Mataira, Muru

Walters, Selwyn Muru, Buck Nin, Cliff Whiting and John Bevan Ford” (201), who

refused to be restricted by the canon set in place by Apirana Ngata in his efforts to

reclaim Maori arts and identity, and as Keith asserts:

The only model these emerging artists had was the Rotorua Maori Arts and Crafts
Institute, which was hardly encouraging to Modernism or anything at all that
moved away from its version of customary culture. As one artist, Arnold Wilson,
put it, all they were getting was ‘a template of what was done before 1840 or,
what is even worse, a template of a template created by the Apirana Ngata revival
in the 1920s.’ (201)

In Chris Bryant’s article in Te Ata: Maori Art from the East Coast, New Zealand,

he describes Gordon Tovey’s goals as he sought to  “[ . . .]  emphasize  the individual
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imagination as well as formal training, to cater to the special cultural needs of the

individual while making a collective contribution to the student group.”  Bryant explains

the importance of the contribution Gordon Tovey made in the evolution of Maori art,

“The Tovey Scheme also stimulated its art specialists to become founding members of

what is now recognized as contemporary Maori art. Cliff Whiting acknowledges Tovey

and others like him as visionaries that “made the old Maori blood circulate freely again”

(22).

I viewed a painting by Nin hanging in the Business School of the University of

Auckland many times, entitled Rangitoto, Rangi being the Sky Father of Maori

cosmogony. The painting employs the traditional Maori colors of black, white and red,

similarly important colors for the Hawai’ians. According to the GNS Science website:

“Translated from Maori, Rangitoto appropriately means ‘bloody sky’. However the name

is derived from the phrase ‘Te Rangi i totongia a Tamatekapua – the day the blood of

Tamatekapua was shed’, a reference to an injury to a chief during a battle fought on the

island.” (gns.cri.nz)

Rangitoto is a complex, elegant work and while Maori elements are clearly

present and the painting includes the messy separation of Rangi and Papa. There are also

elements in Rangitoto not usually seen in Maori work, contemporary or otherwise. Nin

has many small, energetic lines incorporated into the bodies of the three-fingered figures

that replace the usual solid colored interiors of outlined areas that result in an image that

could be called ‘busy’ though it still manages to be graceful and elegant. Also not

typically seen in Maori art, there are clouds inside the spaces between the bodies that

look like they are inside the land, clouds inside the mountains whose outlines are clearly



170

visible above the struggling figures, which could symbolize the intermingling of Rangi

and Papa. The skyline in the distance echoes the complex lines of the foreground and

gives the appearance that the skyscrapers are fashioned out of the bodies of Rangi and

Papa, made from the same energetic ingredients. None of these choices would be

considered historically Maori but because it is a landscape, and Rangi and Papa are the

central figures and the figures are three-fingered and toed, and abstracted versions of

typical kowhaiwhai and tukutuku patterns are embedded in the landscape, all together

these elements make the painting inescapably Maori.

Robyn Kahukiwa

Robyn Kahukiwa is a firebrand. Her work is compelling, vibrant, often political

and very skilled technically. According to Chris Bryant In his article in Te Ata:

Kahukiwa was one of the first women to develop contemporary Maori art works
that karanga [to call or shout] from a female perspective. She began to paint at
home while caring for her two children in Greymouth in 1967. In this time she
produced various works to filter out her commercial art training while she
acquired more knowledge concerning her Maori ancestry. The plight of urbanized
rangatahi [young people] and Maori korero [language] became the subject of her
painting until she was reunited with an image of one of her own wahine tipuna
[female ancestors]: ‘I opened up this book and saw this photo of a magnificent
carving of a woman breast-feeding a child. It just blew my mind and my whole
being.’ (25)

Kahukiwa combines the bold clean lines and strong primary colors of traditional

Maori carving with the obvious influences of the modernists. On her website, Kahukiwa

pays homage to other influences including, “ [ . . .] hard-edged '60s pop art, Maori folk

art, the modernist legacy of McCahon, the illustrative styles of the Mexican muralists

Diego Riviera, Jose Clemente Orozco, David Alfara Siqueiros, the symbolism of Frida

Kahlo” (robynkahukiwa.com). In his article, “Robyn Kahukiwa’s Maura Ora!
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Exhibition,” David Eggleton describes her work:

Bloodlines, blood ties, the continuity of the human: these are Robyn Kahukiwa's
themes. This artist's practice flourishes in the ambivalent spaces between high art
and low illustration, between paintings for the nationalist narrative and posters for
everyday people, between stark message-making and an ecstatic vision. She is the
tribal painter as seer. (artnewzealand.com)

Kahukiwa’s work has a raw power to it that springs out of her individual struggle

with creating a style that is both contemporary and culturally seated in her Maori

background. Eggleton comments on the quasi-evangelical thrust that is present in work

that aims to provoke the audience:

Kahukiwa's art activism uses art historical tradition, deriving from Paul Gauguin
and other post-utopian artists (Picasso, Matisse), to propose an exotic formalism.
Her stylised paintings about lost-ness, about the disappearance of meaning, the
evaporation of identity – specifically, Maori identity – seek, by fusing past and
present, to enact a desire to recover a simpler world of reciprocal responsibilities
and social harmony. This is art as a form of evangelism and significantly it's
helping shape our view of ourselves as a nation: such is the force of Kahukiwa's
pictorialism that, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, you see its imprint
everywhere. (artnewzealand.com)

One of the first images I saw of Kahukiwa’s art that impressed on me her artistic

identity as both Maori and non-Maori is the beautifully executed painting entitled

Taranga: Mother of the Demi-God Maui, from her Waahine Toa Series. There is a female

figure in the center of the painting that looks like a carved statue of medium brown wood.

Her features resemble that of a typical Maori statue and she wears the traditional moko

kauae on her lips and chin. The figure stands with her legs firmly planted in an open

stance and between her legs is the figure of a naked baby contained within a dark area

inside ocean waves. To the right of the female figure’s calf is the tukutuku, or weaving

pattern, that represents unity. Just above the weaving pattern are four male figures who

appear to be dancing a haka.  To the right of the central female figure’s legs is a Maori
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ariki, or chief dressed in a chief’s korowai, or feathered cloak, under white-barked trees.

The figure most probably represents Tane in his role as the God of the forest. Above the

tree is the figure of a woman, most probably Papatuanuku, also wearing a korowai, who

lies horizontally and stretches across the width of the canvas. Her dark hair is adorned

with chiefly feathers, further indicating that she is a female of power and status.  A

sleeping child lies on top of her wavy hair. In the background is a calm bay with a

mountain set behind it enshrouded in fog, most probably representing Aotearoa.

Taranga combines contemporary painting techniques with images that are firmly

associated with Maori weaving and carving. Maori carving is forbidden to women,

although, as I have said earlier, I saw examples of carvings by women when I was in

Aotearoa/New Zealand. The content is uniquely Maori and includes prominent figures

from Maori cosmogony stories. By presenting old stories in a new medium, Kahukiwa ‘s

art clearly functions as an active agent in the ongoing formation and perpetuation of

Maori cultural identity.

To include images typically seen in Maori carving in her painting allows

Kahukiwa to sidestep the gender proscription and introduce traditional symbols in a new

format, thus pushing Maori cultural identity forward.

Kahukiwa’s art would not have the power to help shape the New Zealand view of

itself as a nation if she had not reached outside of her own experience as a Maori for

inspiration in the international art world and combined it with messages of activism and

hope. She walks in the worlds of Pop, Modern, even Expressionist art, as well as Maori

traditional symbols and culture and she blends them into a unique style all her own.
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Michael Parekowhai

In my opinion, Michael Parekowhai is the Andy Warhol of Aotearoa/New

Zealand – without all the drama. He is funny, clever and original in his approach to art,

while paying homage to his artistic ancestors through his work. Parekowhai was a

recipient of the Laureate award from the New Zealand Arts Foundation in 2001, which

carried with it a $50,000 investment in the artist’s career. He is described as follows on

the Arts Foundation website:

Michael Parekowhai is one of New Zealand’s most important contemporary
practitioners. In addition to an extensive exhibition history, his work is held in all
significant public and private collections throughout New Zealand and Australia,
as well as major works in permanent collections across the Asia-Pacific region
and Europe. Michael Parekowhai has been included in many important
exhibitions, including the Asia Pacific Triennial (2006-2007), the Gwangju
Biennale (2004); Sydney Biennale (2002), Headlands, MCA, Sydney (1992); and
the major art fairs in Basel, Art Basel (2006, 2007) and LISTE (2007). A major
volume cataloguing Michael Parekowhai’s practice was recently published by
Michael Lett, Auckland (2007). Michael ’s work has been reviewed in most major
international art periodicals, and covered by every major art periodical in
Australasia. (artsfoundation.org.nz)

During my session with Parekowhai near Unitec in Auckland he said, “Art in the

broader sense is trying to make manifest an underlying spirit.” My sense of the

‘underlying spirit’ at play in his work is one of lightness, provocation to thought and

conscious multicultural interaction. Parekowhai’s work is completely of his own

invention yet draws on influences as disparate as Elvis, model airplanes, Beatrix Potter,

Gordon Walters, and Marcel Duchamp, yet still manages to address issues that concern

Maori culture. Even though he does not have a tattoo on his face Parekowhai is confident

of his Maori heritage. As to those who may question his identity as a Maori artist he

commented, “If you can’t see my moko, that’s your problem.” It is a relaxed approach to
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the question of identity, and one that is both humorously defensive and self-confident.

Curator Robert Leonard described Parekowhai’s contributions to an exhibition in 1990:

Unveiled in Choice!, 1990's alternative contemporary Maori art show, Michael
Parekowhai's sculptures were surprising. They didn't feature traditional Maori
images, techniques or methods. In fact they looked suspiciously international, and
yet they opened up a world of Maori implications. Rather than wearing Maoriness
on his sleeve, Parekowhai appropriated images from Pakeha culture, subtly
recoding them to speak of Maori concerns. And Parekowhai did this at a time
when there was huge anxiety over Pakeha appropriating things Maori. Much of
Parekowhai's work referred to childhood generally, and his own childhood
specifically. He monumentalised toys, games and models. Adding titles, often
biblical ones, he represented them on adult scale as adult conundrums. Letter
blocks, cuisenaire rods, pick-up sticks, shape blocks and kitset models were
allegorised as spiritual manuals and history lessons. In recent years Parekowhai's
childhood nostalgia has transmuted into memorialism. His works with stuffed
rabbits and sparrows superimpose spaghetti westerns and Beatrix Potter onto local
colonial history[. . . ]. (chartwell.org.nz)

His Acts II installation from the Kiss the Baby Good-bye series is made up of life-

sized implements fashioned in plastic, just like the components of a model airplane that

can be broken out and assembled. The work includes rifles, rakes, oars, ladders, axes,

crutches and other implements. It is very clever and intriguing. Another piece from that

collection is a twenty-foot tall plastic, pop-out version of Gordon Walters’ controversial

Kahukura, which was a geometric interpretation of a Maori koru. By producing a replica

of Walters’ controversial work in a new medium, Parekowhai reanimates the argument

about appropriation and the question about what is and is not Maori art.

Parekowhai spoke about his 3-D interpretation of Walters’ painting in a DVD

presentation on his work produced by the University of Auckland entitled Mike P.

Sculptor: Mike Discusses Art, Life, Culture and Influences:

One painting in particular called Kahukura, which is a painting which I personally
like, lent itself, in more than one way, towards being pushed out in three
dimensions into real space by its left and right hand side. And what I did was I
looked at it and thought, ‘Hey, this relates to the left and right and negative
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positive thing of the kit set models. So you could snap it off the frame and snap it
together and have these quite ambiguous koru forms lying around the place.

Michael Parekowhai is a lovely man with a wicked sense of humor. His work

challenges the audience to re-evaluate what cultural identity is and what it means to be

Maori or non-Maori, or just a citizen of the world.

Gordon Walters and Theo Schoon

Gordon Walters became the center of the argument about appropriation when he

painted a series of images that were based on the Maori Koru. In his article, “The Enigma

of Gordon Walters’ Art,” Michael Dunn discusses Walters’ reputation as one that is

understood only in the limited context of the arguments that arose about ‘appropriation’

vs. ‘influence’ that surrounded his work:

There is an element of mystery surrounding the artistic career of Gordon Walters.
Many people would connect his name with only one type of painting: the 'koru'
motif works on which his reputation rests. And few would know anything about
his stylistic evolution. Yet, when Walters first exhibited his distinctive works in
Auckland in 1966 he was no young painter having his first show; nor was he a
late starter turning to painting in mid-career. He was forty-six and had been
painting seriously for twenty-six years. Surprisingly, there has been little curiosity
about this phenomenon: as if it were the most natural thing in the world for an
artist to emerge fully mature and unheralded. (art-newzealand.com)

Dunn chronicles Walters’ evolution as an artist and discusses the cultural context

out of which he emerged:

By discussing ideas outside the narrow Art School range with Schoon he gained
the ‘stimulus to take new artistic directions leading to his discovery of
Surrealism.’ He made a striking series of conte drawings, with the striations,
mysterious shadows, and deep space planes familiarized by the French master,
Yves Tanguy. By using local imagery, choosing bare beaches, dead trees, sand
dunes and stones he evoked visions of New Zealand as a depopulated wasteland
existing on the edge of the charted globe. From afar, the Surrealists had given
New Zealand some prominence on their world map as a strange, remote country.
At close range, Walters gave substance to their speculative dreams by including
such things as a giant ovoid stone, like a petrified moa's egg, a vestige of some
former presence in the now empty landscape. There are, too, surprising, almost
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shocking drawings full of erotic imagery: close to the spirit of European
Surrealism, but in sharp contrast to New Zealand art of the time, where any
suggestion of sex is hard to find. Those were the days, Schoon used to say, when
the one painting of a nude on show in a public art gallery was veiled by a curtain.
It could be drawn only by request and at the viewer's risk. (art-newzealand.com)

Walters’ elegantly conceived koru pieces lend themselves particularly well to

being larger and more substantial than his original paintings, especially when one

considers the cultural weight they have carried at the center of the argument about

‘appropriation’ vs. ‘influence’ in Aotearoa/New Zealand which makes them seemingly

loom in our consciousness. By recreating them in a larger, 3D, tangible form, Parekowhai

revisits the argument and asks his viewers to consider the controversial pieces anew and

from a fresh perspective. Walters’ original koru pieces harken back to the earlier (1946),

less polished renderings of the koru by Avis Higgs. However, Walters’ are technically

flawless, and challenge the viewer to understand his mesmerizing composition. The

pieces were fashioned in bold, simple colors, with clean lines, and in that sense they

mirror both the work of the Modernists and of Maori carvers.

One of Walters’ infamous paintings is entitled Tawa, 1968. The painting cleverly

incorporates circles, and lines with circular ends, like stalks with bulb at their ends. It

appears to have been painted on a white background, almost as though the figures had

been cut out of black paper and placed on white paper. Black and white are the

predominant colors, but Walters included five red dots, thus incorporating three colors

that are often associated with Maori culture. While the image is not balanced, it achieves

a highly organized effect. The painting is technically flawless. It seems odd that such an

abstract image could inspire so much controversy and one might easily conjecture that

the painting would not have received much attention if it had not been for the
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surrounding controversy. The controversy over Walters’ paintings would not have existed

if not for the fact that Maori have invested a great deal of symbolic meaning into the koru

and see the symbol as one that reflects and differentiates Maori from non-Maori cultural

identity.

Andrew Clifford was kind enough to give me a copy of Walters en abyme by

Francis Pound, curator of the Gus Fisher Gallery. In the foreword to the book, Robin

Stoney writes: “Gordon Walters (1919-1995) is best known for his paintings of the koru

motif, that at once abstracted yet nationalist icon.” Leonard Bell follows up with:

His paintings were the products of careful and lengthy preparation and thought.
They were technically immaculate and formally rigorous. They have both
physical and cerebral “presence” . . . Walters’ paintings need to be looked at
attentively, to be really seen and contemplated, for it is as objects that embody
both visual refinement and beauty and deep thought that they most reward
viewers. Walters art was informed and sustained by an extensive knowledge and
understanding of a wide variety of other art works; both European and American
– Mondrian (principally), Arp, Sophie Tauber-Arp, Vasarely, Herbin, Capogrossi,
Albers, McLaughlin, and Leon Polk Smith, for example – and Oceanic and Maori
– in particular the aesthetic sophistication of kowhaiwhai and the primordial look
of rock art. To these could be added the importance of his close friendship and
working relationship with the maverick Dutch-Indonesian Theo Schoon; his work
as an illustrator and designer for the Maori Affairs Department’s periodical Te Ao
Hou in the 1960s; his early, and in New Zealand unusual, interest in Surrealist art
and writing; and his recognition of the qualities of such non-“fine art” imagery as
the sketches of a mentally ill man in the 1950s. Such an inventory of connections
indicates the complex of intersecting factors that went into the making of Walters’
art, and which mediated their range of meanings. (9)

Walters is often viewed from a political perspective rather than an artistic one as a

result of his having become entangled in the appropriation controversy. In an article

published in Art & Australia, entitled “Gordon Walters: Form Becomes Sign,” Robert

Leonard has this to say about Walters’ controversial koru images:

Walters has had the luck – good or bad – to find his work caught up in a series of
paradigm shifts in New Zealand’s artistic and cultural history. This, as much as
the indisputable excellence of his work, has made him New Zealand’s highest-
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rated modern artist after Colin McCahon. As the purest formalism, Walters’ work
has never addressed to cultural politics and really has little to contribute to them,
and yet the work has become so embroiled in cultural debates that now it’s hard to
see it outside them. (259)

The Fisher Gallery book, Walters en abyme, was designed to balance some of the

criticism Walters received for appropriating the Maori koru design, and, from this distant

vantage point, it appears that Walters was creating something new out of something that

existed in an earlier different form and in a different context. His was a blend of western

and Maori imagery that was firmly grounded in Modernist technique. However, art is

about relationship and context, and, while Walters’ version of the koru has subsequently

been reabsorbed into the Maori canon, at the time it was seen by many as an appropriated

image. Francis Pound comments on the meaning of Walters’ koru images in The Space

Between: Pakeha Use of Maori Motifs in Modernist New Zealand:

If these paintings today remind New Zealand viewers of the koru, and of the
Maori art tradition, then that is part of their meaning. It is also meaning to which
Walters ‘Maori’ titles seem clearly to respond – or which, to put it more strongly,
they would seem to provoke. Rather, I would prefer to acknowledge and to
celebrate the relation between Walters’ painting and the koru, and to assert its
importance. Yet, the initial lack of recognition of any connection between those
Walters works which we have come to think of as the Koru Series, and the Maori
koru of the kowhaiwhai and the moko, and, too, the inclination of some more
recent critics to think the connection between Walters’ bar and circle and the koru
of no great or necessary interest and importance, both usefully serve to suggest
the very fragility and brevity of the point of connection between ‘original’ and
‘translation.’ (189)

Walters’ images are beautiful and elegantly rendered and while some, like

Parekowhai, may appreciate them for their aesthetic and their ability to bring the debate

about appropriation vs. influence quickly to the fore, as Leonard argues, in a sort of

“shorthand” (261), others may still find them culturally difficult. In Adam Gifford’s

article, “High Risk of Cultural Borrowing,” he quotes Pakeha photographer Mark
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Adams, “In Gordon Walters’ case, the beauty of the work is self-evident and if he had

been engaged in an exchange with Maori artists or elders, and consulted, maybe we

would have a different approach” (nzherald.co.nz).

Walters’ close friend, Theo Schoon, studied early rock paintings and became so

engrossed and identified himself so closely with them that he actually drew around the

drawings with crayon, as if to mark them as his own. Like Walters, Schoon has been

alternately praised and rebuked, by Maori and Pakeha alike, for his use of Maori

symbols. For some, Schoon was among the first to elevate Maori art from the status of

artefact to high art, for others he was a blatant copyist. This is a complex issue, with

many opposing opinions flowing around it. Leonard contrasts Rangi Panoho’s

condemnation of Walters' koru for, “[ . . .] divesting it of meaning and imperfection and

distancing it from its cultural origins” (260), with his praise for Schoon, whom others

have criticized for appropriating Maori symbols. Leonard writes:

[ . . .] Panoho counterposes Walters as the bad appropriator, with Schoon the
good. For Panoho, Schoon treats Maori art respectfully, seeking understanding,
while Walters takes without giving back. But it’s an arbitrary distinction. Sure,
Walters drew on formal aspects of Maori art and he did not claim access to Maori
cultural knowledge. But this could also be seen as respectful compared with
Schoon, who arrogantly presumed to regenerate what he saw as a dead tradition.
(260)

Even Gordon Walters disagreed with his close friend Schoon’s approach to Maori

art and is quoted in Francis Pound’s book, The Space Between: Pakeha Use of Maori

Motifs in Modernist New Zealand Art, as saying:

Our approach to this material was very different. Theo invested considerable
energy in growing and decorating his own gourds and in painting kowhaiwhai
patterns in a largely traditional way. I was out of sympathy with this approach and
felt he was trying to bring back the past. (75)
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But Schoon had a different belief about his work and, as also quoted in Francis

Pound’s book, The Space Between: Pakeha Use of Maori Motifs in Modernist New

Zealand Art, had this to say:

I have digested and absorbed many forms of primitive art, not in order to become
a pseudo-primitive, but to gain understanding. It is the understanding gained that
really matters, so that some or all of it can be given new life in one way or
another, in a really valid and coherent way. All art forms that have gone into
decline can be re-vitalised if and when desired. (77)

Schoon was a flamboyant character who grew his own gourds onto which he

copied Maori patterns. While his work was well executed, it was not particularly original.

However, he did work in other artistic mediums and some of his photographs of

geothermal landscapes are quite elegant. One cannot blame him for his fascination with

complex Maori patterns. However, there are many who find his work an unwelcome

intrusion into the Maori catalogue.

Walters and Schoon definitely have a place in the formation and perpetuation of

Maori and non-Maori cultural identity, primarily because of the conflict that resulted

from their incorporation of Maori symbols. Regardless of which side of the argument you

fall on, you have to take their actions into account as having made a significant

contribution to the ongoing discussion about the definition of cultural identity in

Aotearoa/New Zealand.

Parsons Bookshop

Roger Parsons and his wife Helen own and run Parsons Bookshop situated just

under the Auckland Art gallery on Wellesley Street in Auckland. The little bookshop is

accurately described on their website as “New Zealand’s leading specialist bookshop for

art and New Zealand, Maori and Pacific books.” I spent a great deal of time and money in
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Parsons and received a lot of good advice about Maori art and dance each time I went

into the bookshop. I got the chance to sit down and speak with Roger Parsons right before

leaving Aotearoa/New Zealand. Parsons is passionately devoted to civil rights and is a

great supporter of Maori, and the other Pacific Islanders in Aotearoa/New Zealand. He

spoke about some of the conflicts that have arisen, ebbed and flowed through Maori and

Pakeha culture, and said about his generation, “We were brought up with a sense of

social cohesion and responsibilities.” He went on to lament that that sensibility has

largely disappeared. He remembered demonstrations he had walked in, and spoke about

the various Ministers and the effect they each had on the country and its economy,

including the disastrous “Rogernomics” of Finance Minister Roger Douglas, and

culminating in nine years with Helen Clark who “actively supports the arts.” I enjoyed

my conversation with Parsons a great deal. Like many of the Pakeha I spoke with, he

cares deeply about finding a balanced identity in Aotearoa/New Zealand, which includes

all Kiwis.

Dick Frizzell

In my early wanderings around the streets of Auckland I came upon an intriguing

sign displayed on the outside of a bus shelter with a simple piece of art including the

demand “WHAT DO YOU THINK OF THIS?” in mismatched fonts on a gold, yellow,

green and black background.  Next to it was a white card with black letters neatly printed

on it announcing, “OPINIONS FORMED DAILY, AUCKLAND ART GALLEY, Open

10am to 5pm every day” signed, “Artist Dick Frizzell, No 01/ May 2008.” The

advertisement gives one the impression that Auckland is a city that, on bus shelters at

least, is engaged in a dialogue about the meaning, function and value of art.
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Dick Frizzell, born 1943 in Auckland is a Pakeha. However, he belongs in this

discussion because, like Gordon Walters, he contributed to the national argument about

what it means to be Maori in Aotearoa/New Zealand. In Adam Gifford’s article, “High

Risk of Cultural Borrowing,” he argues that, “Dick Frizzell’s Four Square Man with a

Moko is more than a decade old, but still raises hackles.” He goes on to explain:

Maori material culture, the patterns and forms of tekoteko, taniko and tukutuku, is a
tempting source of raw material for artists. But it can also be a source of grief if the
artist gets drawn into complex arguments about the ownership and use of such
forms. (nzherald.co.nz)

Like Michael Parekowhai, Frizzell creates humorous, inventive art that provokes

discussion and sometimes controversy. He is another Aotearoa/New Zealand Pakeha

artist who has achieved international acclaim and he has done so by poking fun at

whatever drew his attention. Of the most controversial works, primarily combining Maori

with European icons, the Fisher Galleries have written:  “Since the 1990s Frizzell’s ‘Tiki’

works have retained both their infamy and popularity.  The reworking of the Maori tiki

and moko motifs by a non-Maori artist fueled the debate over cultural appropriation that

continues to this day” (fisherfinearts.co.nz). This debate seems on par with the one

sparked by the Gordon Walters’ koru paintings and both often came up in my discussions

with artists and curators.

Terence Barrow defines tiki in his wonderful little book, An Illustrated Guide to

Maori Art: “Tiki: Images of human-like form, some of which combine or have

superimposed on them the features of birds or lizard-like creatures (tiki may represent

ancestors, gods, or other spirits) ” (32). He adds that the “Tiki-manaia combinations are

the most characteristic feature of classic Maori woodcarving” (ibid).
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Tiki is sometimes confused with hei-tiki, according to Linda Tyler. In her article,

“From the Collection: Little River Hei Tiki, Ngai Tahu,” Tyler describes hei-tiki as

“[ . . .] neck pendants fashioned from adzes in the form of a human foetus, used as a

fertility symbol, and worn by women.” The difference in status from that of the

representation of a divine figure, to one of a fertility symbol is immense and it is difficult

to know which is correct because so many versions of the significance of both tiki and

hei-tiki abound.

Tiki figures abound throughout Aotearoa/New Zealand and are a popular item in

most souvenir shops. How tiki are perceived by the people who buy them varies

dramatically and cannot be controlled by their creators.

Frizzell chose one of the most important and prevalent Maori icons to translate

into a Pop icon. According to the Fisher Gallery website:

Since his trip to America in the late 1970s, funded by a Queen Elizabeth II Arts
Council grant, Frizzell has concentrated on what he calls “local content”.  He
dives into the Kiwi pop culture and for him, nothing is sacred.  Frizzell has
worked in a simplified ‘Pop’ manner, while also turning his hand to landscape
painting, and a number of modernist movements such as Cubism and
Constructivism. (fisherfinearts.co.nz)

And this further from the Ferner Gallery website:

Frizzell's paintings are filled with loaded images that take on unusual, original and
often sharply critical meanings because of the way he treats them. He has a
mocking view of art and the world and his work tends to deal with the
conventions of representation – he pastiches labels and uses comic book figures
for his imagery reflecting his early exposure to commercial advertising.
(fernergalleries.co.nz)

In my August 2nd  2008 phone conversation with Frizzell he spoke about how he

arrived at his decision to paint Maori images in general and the tiki figure in particular.
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Frizzell spoke about an idea he had in 1990 about rendering Maori art in European form

“without straying into Maori language.” He took a trip with his wife around the North

Island looking for Maori images. He explained why he expected to find them

everywhere, “In the 1980s Air New Zealand gave out plastic tiki,” which illustrates how

Maori icons had permeated the commercial culture. But, he continued,

New Maori power elite deemed this stuff culturally impure. There was a removal
of the image from the mainstream. I got the idea that this was dangerous, if you
ring-fence styles, this is dangerous and the culture will atrophy. Part of my
ambition was to bring this argument to the fore in the popular, commercial and
vulgar forums. I set out to construct a cultural statement and had to construct a
world into which it would fit.

Frizzell has historically worked with commercial graphic images, having started

out in advertising and in the Pop style, and when he turned his hand to the tiki he

incorporated it into a world in which cartoon icons are prevalent. He said, “Mickey

Mouse is a supreme example of a popular image and tiki should be allowed to function on

that level as well.” One counter argument here could be that Mickey is a fictional

character designed specifically to entertain, while tiki has been sometimes described as

the sacred personification, in Maori legend, of “first man.”

One of Frizzell’s particularly famous images, has been reprinted in a slightly

newer version, now entitled Mickey to Tiki Tu Meke, tu meke meaning “awesome,” or

“too much.” The print is on a grayish-textured background with the handwritten title

under the image. The image is of a Mickey Mouse head  on the left side of the page

gradually transforming, through the use of simple line drawings, into a Tiki head on the

right, complete with pukana and whetero. Both the Mickey and Tiki images are rendered

in the traditional Maori colors red, black, and white. The heads are approximately the
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same size and the image highlights the similarities, both in the images themselves with

their abstracted and exaggerated features, as well as the iconic status achieved by both

characters.

This brings up the question of what can be lampooned and what cannot, and who

is qualified to make that decision for the rest of the world.  Frizzell chose benign icons

with which nearly everyone in Aotearoa/New Zealand would be familiar. The “Four

Square Man” is the logo for a chain of supermarkets found throughout the country and

Mickey Mouse and Goofy are cartoon characters beloved the world over. The Disney

images are alternately also seen by many as symbols of capitalistic greed because they

are attached to so many tourist attractions and souvenirs. Had Frizzell chosen to combine

the tiki image with that of the devil, or Charles Manson or Hitler, that would have been a

completely different discussion, and one that would have been equally valid in an open

society. When we cannot challenge each other to think about topics that may be

uncomfortable we lose the opportunity for deep communication. When we lose our

ability to laugh at ourselves, we lose our humanity.

There is a fine line between censorship and freedom, and when censorship

becomes too powerful the results can be disastrous. It has always been the role of the

court jester to point out when the emperor was behaving badly, and usually he was the

only one who could do so with impunity. Artists have that same function within society

and Frizzell forced Aotearoa/New Zealand culture to discuss who could and could not

use Maori imagery, just what the icon represents, and to whom. Frizzell made this

comment, “It was somehow deemed that Pakeha could not use Maori art but that Maori

can use western art.” This is surely worth discussing. He went on to comment on the
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subsequent reappearance of tiki into the mainstream, “Everything you have seen is by

popular vote. You have to trust it to be strong enough to function in its own right. The

minute you start to defend, you lose.”

Frizzell still gets invited to lecture about his Tiki images and the controversy that

may have added to their success. He said that he “didn’t set out to stir the pot, it just

happened,” and if his goal was to interact with his immediate cultural landscape and give

it a personal expression, he succeeded. Frizzell is one of a kind and his images might

make you laugh or make you mad, but they will make you think about what it means to

be Maori or non-Maori and who has the right to use traditionally Maori images and

symbols. He says of the tiki images that started the whole affair that they are “probably

the most significant thing I have ever done.”

Theresa Reihana

I started an email correspondence with Reihana long before I arrived in

Aotearoa/New Zealand and was fortunate enough to be invited out to her house for a

visit. I had seen Theresa’s work online and had been impressed both by her technique and

by her contemporary rendering of traditional Maori stories. Reihana lives out in what are

considered the ‘wop-wops’ or boondocks, inland from a small beach town called

Taitokerau on the North Island. When I arrived at her house on July 3rd 2008, in the rain,

we spoke for a couple of hours and she told me that her father is Maori and her mother is

Pakeha and that she had come to art through a near-fatal brush with illness that forced her

to re-evaluate her priorities and the legacy she was leaving her children. Family is very

important to the mother of six and she spoke about how the kaupapa, or Maori values,

give her guidance in finding the best way to live and raise her children.
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Reihana is very unassuming and, while she was more than gracious as we sat and

chatted over tea at her kitchen table, she was reticent to talk much about her

achievements and much of what I have learned about her work comes from other sources.

Reihana showed me her studio and a number of paintings she said her children would not

let her part with, one in particular of a child and a carving of an ancestor, possibly on the

front of a whare whakairo, sharing a tender hongi, or traditional Maori greeting of

pressing foreheads together and exchanging breath. Like all of her work, the painting is

beautifully executed and is clearly the work of an artist who believes in the importance of

the traditional Maori customs and values, though she renders her work using

contemporary techniques, including air-brush. In the painting we see the profiles,

foreheads together, of a small boy, possibly four or five years old, and the carved wooden

figure of, presumably, an ancestor complete with full facial moko. The child has his eyes

firmly shut and his lips slightly parted, giving the impression of a relaxed but intense

focus. The carved figure looks alive and has its eyes shut in a relaxed fashion, also with

lips partly open and the effect is of an intimate and tender exchange. The background is

painted with the vibrant blues and greens that are typical of both her work and the

Aotearoa/New Zealand sea and sky.

Reihana displayed for me an early painting in bold colors of a Polynesian woman

that she had done on a curtain that she pulled out of a “tip” [garbage can], which was

what she used as canvas when she was starting out and struggling to afford art supplies.

While the early painting lacks the complexity of her current works, the bold clear lines

evident in much of her work, and her obvious talent were visible in the simple piece.

Another painting she showed me was her painting of Ruuaumoko, which is quite
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compelling. He is the god responsible for earthquakes, a common occurrence in

Aotearoa/New Zealand lying as it does geographically along several major active fault

lines. Ruuaumoko is in embryonic hei-tiki form inside multicolored layers that are

disjointed. Ruuaumoko is quite life-like and has yellow eyes, which give him a spooky

countenance, and the typical three-fingered hands and three-toed feet so often seen in

both traditional and contemporary Maori artworks. Reihana regularly uses symbols in her

work and has embedded variations of spirals in two of the strata: one in a deep indigo

blue and the other in a blood-red and purple layer. These symbols add to the placement of

this image within the Maori canon while adding texture to the painting. Also typical of

Maori figures, Ruuaumoko’s head is lying at an impossible angle, parallel to his

shoulders.  Maori have a wonderful story about the origin of earthquakes. According to

Eileen McSavenay in her article, “Historic Earthquakes,” in Te Ara the Encyclopedia of

New Zealand:

For centuries before Europeans arrived, Maori had experienced ruu whenua,
which means ‘the shaking of the land’. According to Maori tradition, earthquakes
are caused by the god Ruuaumoko (or Ruuamoko), the son of Ranginui (the Sky)
and his wife Papatuuaanuku (the Earth). Rangi had been separated from Papa, and
his tears had flooded the land. Their sons resolved to turn their mother face
downwards, so that she and Rangi should not constantly see one another’s sorrow
and grieve more. When Papatuuaanuku was turned over, Ruuaumoko was still at
her breast, and was carried to the world below. To keep him warm there he was
given fire. He is the god of earthquakes and volcanoes, and the rumblings that
disturb the land are made by him as he walks about. (teara.govt.nz)

Naturally there is more than one version of this story and often the story is told

with Ruuaumoko never leaving Papa’s womb and it is his tossing and turning in the

womb that causes the earthquakes. Here is yet another version from McSavenay:

In Maori tradition some earthquakes were attributed to taniwha, dragon-like
monsters. For example, it was said that a taniwha travelled north from Porirua,
near Wellington, to Te Aute in Hawke’s Bay, and left a trail of destruction. At Te
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Aute it battled with the god Taane, the thrashing of its tail creating a sandbank
island in Lake Roto-a-Tara. (teara.govt.nz)

The stories attached to the images add layers of meaning and place them in a context of

what feels like a complete universe, albeit not without its issues, challenges and conflicts.

After leaving Reihana’s house I traveled over to Kaitaia on the way to visit Cape

Reinga, which is nearly the furthest point north in Aotearoa/New Zealand. In Maori lore

it is the place where the souls leave the island to return to Hawaiki. Cape Reinga is an

Aotearoa/New Zealand icon, similar to Ka’ena Point in Hawaii, which is the westernmost

point and in Hawaiian lore is the jumping off place for souls. This idea is examined in the

article, “Cape Reinga,” by Susan Bailey and Edward Stewart Dollimore:

According to ancient lore, this [Cape Reinga] was the final departure point for the
spirit of the Maori. It was said that the spirit, after travelling up the west coast to a
spot a few miles south of Cape Maria van Diemen, continued overland to the
western end of Spirits Bay and eventually reached the pohutukawa tree. There it
descended the roots and entered the sea. (This tree is reputed to have been in
position for about 800 years and is said never to have blossomed.) The spirit
surfaced at Manawatawi (the Great King Island) and, after a farewell look at the
land of the living, descended again to the depths and continued its journey to the
other world. (teara.govt.nz)

Also included in the article is the tale of a clash between a missionary and a Maori

convert over the significance and continued existence of the Pohutukawa tree:

William Puckey, a pioneer missionary of Kaitaia, is believed to have been the first
European to travel overland to Cape Reinga. This was in 1832. He wrote: ‘The
place has a most barren appearance with sea-fowl screaming and the sea roaring
and rushing against dismal black rocks. It would suggest to the reflecting mind
that it must have been the dreary aspect of the place which led the Maori to
choose this spot as his hell’. Colenso is stated to have visited Te Reinga shortly
after his ordination, with a convert. He tried to persuade his Maori companion to
climb out to the tree and chop it down, but this the Maori refused to do.
(teara.govt.nz)

Puckey missed both the raw beauty and spiritual power of Cape Reinga and the
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concept of souls traveling somewhere other than heaven or hell after death was not a

possibility which he could admit. Cape Reinga has great significance to Maori, and in his

article, “Ancestors,” Raawiri Taonui informs us that, “In legend, this land formed the tail

of the fish that Maui hauled up from the depths of the ocean.” Taonui further explains:

Also known as Te Rerenga Wairua or Te Reinga, this cape is one of the most
sacred Maori places in New Zealand. Tradition says that the spirits of the dead
travel along two pathways to Cape Reinga, at the northernmost tip of the country.
One path begins in the south and runs along Te Oneroa-a-Toohee (Ninety Mile
Beach), and the other starts at Kapowairua (Spirits Bay). The spirits congregate at
Cape Reinga before leaping into the water; they surface after crossing the ocean
to Manawataawhi (Three Kings Islands). There they sing a last lament for the
loved ones they have left behind before proceeding to their spiritual home in
Hawaiki. (teara.govt.nz)

Curiously Ka’ena Point and Cape Reinga are both places of extreme natural

contrasts; at Ka’ena Point stark white coral and black pumice create a strong visual

contrast and it is fairly isolated from the more populated areas of O’ahu, and remote Cape

Reinga is the point where the turbulent Tasman Sea and the calm Pacific Ocean collide.

While I was standing near the lighthouse overlooking these two incredible natural forces

watching them smash together I had my photo taken first on the Tasman Sea side where

the strong wind blew my hair into my face and the surf was wild below the cliffs, then I

walked about fifteen or twenty feet towards the east, or the side of the Pacific Ocean, and

the sea was quiet and it was wind-free.

From Cape Reinga I returned to Kaitaia where I stayed at the Main Street Lodge,

a backpacker’s place on the main street. There I met Claire and Allen Desmond, the

proprietors. I loved the place immediately, though admittedly, as with all backpacker

establishments, the place is simple. There are Maori carvings, statues, paintings and a

nearly completed whare whakairo on the property, which Claire and Allen obviously care
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a great deal about and plan to see finished and used as a vital center for Maoritanga,

Maori culture, though they are both Pakeha. Claire is studying Maori art and Te Reo

(language) and she and Allen are very dedicated to local artists, which is evidenced by

the many pieces displayed around Main Street Lodge attesting to this support.

As it turned out, the Desmonds own a number of Theresa Reihana’s works, which

are hung in the common room. The works all deal with nature and Maori gods, and in one

of her paintings Tane is both life-like and impish, with a charisma that is sometimes

lacking in portrayals of the Maori gods. There is a tui bird in the dark forest with Tane,

also known as a parson bird, which has a special significance in Maori lore, as described

in the article, “Symbols of Status,” by Kelly Keane:

Tui imitate the songs of other birds, and can also imitate people. The birds were
sometimes tamed and taught to speak. They were taught mihi (greetings) which
they would recite when visitors arrived, as well as prayers and proverbs. They
were often trained to sound like the loud and deep voice of a chief. A tui that
spoke like this was called a manu rangatira – a chiefly bird. Sometimes a tui was
named after a tribe’s famous ancestor, and kept by the chief. (teara.govt.nz)

Another bird in the painting is the kiwi, which is arguably the most famous

Aotearoa/New Zealand emblem internationally. The mammal-like kiwi grew into its

present status over time, and as Jock Phillips informs us in his article “Kiwi:”

Between the 1940s and the 1980s, the kiwi was confirmed as the symbol of a
nation and its people. Kiwi ‘blokes’ and ‘sheilas’ ate Kiwi brand bacon (promoted
by a huge fibreglass kiwi), gambled on the Golden Kiwi lottery, followed the
Kiwi rugby league team, watched television until the animated ‘Goodnight Kiwi’
told them to go to bed, were ruled in the 1960s by a prime minister dubbed ‘Kiwi
Keith’ Holyoake, spoke a version of English some called kiwi, and exulted when
a racehorse called Kiwi won the Melbourne Cup in 1983. Unlike the rest of the
world, the one thing they did not call ‘kiwi’ was kiwifruit, the new name,
introduced in 1959, for what New Zealanders called Chinese gooseberries
(Actinidia deliciosa). (teara.govt.nz)

The trees in the painting, probably ancient kauri, look incredibly tall, as though
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the viewer has wandered into some mysterious otherworldly primeval forest in which

magic still holds sway. The kauri also has great cultural significance for all New

Zealanders and after nearly being logged out by the 1920s, currently there are new kauri

being planted regularly, as well as numerous areas where they are protected, as Margaret

McClure explains in her article, “Auckland Places:”

Between 1840 and 1940, 23 timber mills worked the Waitaakere Ranges. They
took 300 million superfeet (1.36 million cubic metres) of kauri timber – about
120,000 trees. By the 1920s there was little kauri forest left in the Waitaakeres. In
the 1940s what remained was protected in reserves. (teara.govt.nz)

In another of Reihana’s paintings of Papa at the Main Street Lodge, the fiddlehead

fern, often credited with being the inspiration for the koru symbol, is very prominent in

the work. In yet another painting of Rangi and Papa, Rangi is simply sky and Papa is

simply earth without either of them having human characteristics and there are

kowhaiwhai, or painted rafter, designs superimposed on the tranquil sensuous landscape.

I stopped in the Te Ara Toi Gallery in Awanui, which is between Kaitaia and

Taitokerau on the North Island. According to the Te Aka Maori Dictionary, “Toi” can

mean indigenous, knowledge or source, and “ara” can mean to awaken. There I

encountered two more of Theresa Reihana’s paintings: one was yet another version of

Rangi and Papa, and the other was of a woman melting into the background. The painting

of Rangi and Papa depicts a serene, clear blue sky over a highly textured female earth

form. There is a binding, not unlike that of a sail that connects Rangi with Papa as if to

suggest that Papa is the boat while Rangi is the wind that propels the boat. It is a beautiful

painting and the spirals painted to look like they have been carved into Papa’s form give

her the appearance of a supernatural being with skin that is part flesh and part earth. Her
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face is abstracted and resembles a carving, which strengthens the idea of Papa as a

symbolic, otherworldly ancestor and gives the work a uniquely Maori character.

The painting of the woman fading into the background: He Tohu o Nga Mea

Katoa, portrays a typically Polynesian looking woman with long black hair, except that

her skin has a bright reddish cast and she has green eyes. She does have the traditional

female chin moko and is wearing two white-tipped black feathers in her hair, the sign of

chiefliness or nobility, and a blue cloak in the same shade as the background. It is

difficult to tell if the aronui, or cloak, is made of fur or feathers but it has what appears to

be a woven neck-line with traditional taniko, or geometric weaving pattern, in black on

the blue background. Looking as though it were etched into the wall behind her is a

traditional kowhaiwhai design, also in blue. The fact that she is disappearing suggests

that she is either an ancestor or a spirit. Her gaze is direct and calm and her lips slightly

pursed, as though she may be speaking, giving the figure an aliveness and sense of

immediacy.

Theresa Reihana, like Robyn Kahukiwa, incorporates traditional Maori symbols

and images into her paintings that have been historically seen in carvings. The faces often

have features that look less like human features than like those of Maori statues. In this

way she pushes the artistic canon forward and adds to the ongoing evolution of Maori

cultural identity through the arts.

Lisa Reihana

Though they share the same last name, when I asked Lisa Reihana if she knew

Teresa Reihana, she did not, and their art work could not be more different. Lisa is more

like Kahukiwa in that she uses multimedia and her works are often bold political
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statements. In one series, her Digital Marae, Reihana uses contemporary photographic

techniques to create images that have a science-fiction quality to them. The Digital Marae

series garnered her a spot as one of four finalists for the Walters Prize, which carries with

it an award of $50,000. Andrew Clifford describes her Digital Marae series in the

University of Auckland Art Collection Catalog:

A suite of six new large-format digital photographs were added to Reihana’s
Digital Marae for an exhibition last year at the Govett-Brewster Art Gallery, two
of which (Maui and Ranginui) have also been purchased for the University’s Art
Collection. These photographs are like the carved poupou that line the walls of a
meeting house, representing significant figures from the artist’s whakapapa
[genealogy], whanau [family] and friends. The exquisite black-on-black detailing,
Reihana says, acknowledges the influence of senior Maori artist Ralph Hotere.
(Clifford: Lisa Reihana)

 I first met Reihana on July 6th 2008 at a panel discussion she was a part of, along

with Michael Parekowhai and Brett Graham, at the Auckland Art Gallery. The discussion

was in honor of the exhibition Turuki, Turuki, Paneke, Paneke!, which is a celebration of

the accomplishments of some of the first contemporary Maori artists like Ralph Hotere

and Katarina Mataira. Curator Ngahiraka Mason, who chaired the panel discussion,

described the three young artists as “generous and self-made,” and said, “They are

imagined as part of the culture.”

During the panel Reihana, who has had exhibitions in London, Europe, Te Papa

Tongarewa, and at the Asia Pacific Triennial, spoke about her work as “a joyous

celebration of culture.” Reihana curated the Young Maori Artists’ exhibition as part of Te

Koanga Festival, a major contemporary Maori art show in Auckland and she teaches at

Unitec’s School of Design.  Clifford has this to say about her collaborative working style:

With the execution like that of cinematic production, Reihana works with a team
of experts including models, costume designers, photographers, makeup artists
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and hairdressers, crediting them all in the exhibition much like a movie director
acknowledges the team at the end of a film. Working in this way, incorporating
friends and helpers both in the work and the production, Reihana celebrates the
idea of a marae as a vibrant community place where people come together, as
well as side-stepping the traditional Maori convention that prevents women from
being carvers. Working with new media, she is creating a virtual, portable marae
that can occupy new territory in new ways, creating a place to gather in galleries
and even in cyberspace. She continues to add to the project, progressively
working towards her Virtual Marae 20/20 AD – a project that will be the
culmination of 25 years work. (Clifford: Lisa Reihana)

One of the images included in her Digital Marae is of a rugged and serious

looking Maui, leaning back, with his right arm raised up to shoulder height and his hand

in a closed fist, and his left hand open and reach forward just below waist level.  He

stands on a white surfboard in what looks like a black and white world made of water. He

is bare-chested and wears a short ragged black skirt that hangs much like his long wet

black hair. The figure is in color and this heightens the contrast with the black and white

background. The background looks like a cave wall covered with ice, and the entire

collection of visual elements combine to create an other-worldly effect. The person

portraying Maui in the image is none other than Charles Koroneho.

In a brief phone conversation, Lisa spoke to me about the image saying she was

picturing what she “imagined what Maui would do on his day off.”

Another image of Reihana’s that has achieved some success is her Kurangaituku,

which graces the cover of Ngahuia Te Awekotuku’s Ruahine: Mythic Women. The

image is powerful and shows an angry looking woman with extremely long red

fingernails flying through a background that could be water or rock. She has a blue cast

to her skin and wears the Maori kauae moko, or female chin tattoo. Kurangaituku is a

mythic female who is part bird as described in the article, “Kurangaituku and Riroriro,
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the Grey Warbler” on the New Zealand Birds website as a “giant mist fairy:”

In the early mist of a spring morning at the beginning of the bird snaring season,
Kurangaituku. a giant mist fairy, ‘like a tree in height,’ went out to spear pigeon
and Kaka, for, like mortal men, she too lived on the birds of the forest. But she
had no need to set snares or wield the thirty–foot–long tahere, for she depended
upon the length and sharpness of her fingernails. (nzbirds.com)

The image is a perfect match for the book, which contains contemporary versions

of Maori legends, some of which have unusual twists, like the story of Rona, who

unexpectedly winds up in a spaceship. In the traditional version Rona is captured by the

moon for cursing at it when she stumbles in darkness, and supposedly it is her face you

can see on the surface of the moon.

Like other contemporary Maori artists, Lisa Reihana incorporates traditional

Maori stories and symbols into her work and renders them with new technologies, thus

creating works that clearly function to redefine and perpetuate Maori cultural identity.

Gender Roles Among Maori Artists

Within the gender specifications among Maori art forms, women weave and men

carve. Traditionally women have not been allowed to carve, and this practice is still

observed in many areas of Aotearoa/New Zealand. However, there are many female

carvers, many of whom are self-taught because they cannot find a male carver willing to

teach them.  Regardless of this additional challenge, much of the work they are creating

is quite beautiful. One of the pieces in front of the whare whakairo at Main Street Lodge

is a charming work by Te Aroha Te Paa; the carving is of a lizard climbing down a post

just in front of the entrance.

There is a great deal already written about the gender or power imbalances among

Maori and as this is not the focus of this research I will say only that nearly everyone I
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asked, with one exception, informed me that Maori culture is primarily matriarchal,

although the men are the ones who speak for the tribe and go to battle; however Maori

women historically have often fought beside the men. There are paintings of female

rangatira, or chiefs, and at one point there was a band of Maori female assassins who

were quite deadly during the early contact with the colonists. In Maori society men and

women have very specific gifts and roles, for example, evidently female genitals have the

gift of being able to neutralize tapu. Tapu has many meanings, some of which include

restricted, sacred, and taboo and according to A. H. McClintock in his article “Maori

Art:”

Where the house represented the body of a famous ancestor it would naturally be
highly tapu. This would, of course, be most inconvenient to persons entering the
house. One way of removing tapu from a man was to have a woman step over
him as he lay on the ground. This was the practice when warriors returned from
war in a tapu state, the principle being that a woman, having no tapu herself,
could neutralise it in a man. The same principle was adopted to protect those
entering or leaving a carved house. Over the door a carved slab (pare or korupe)
was placed, bearing a design of three principal figures. The central figure, or all
three, would be female. Thus a man passing beneath the pare would have the tapu
of the house removed from him by the female figures or figure. (teara.govt.nz)

Te Ara Toi Gallery in Awanui was exhibiting a number of pieces by women

celebrating the strength of women. One in particular that stood out was a piece by

Gabrielle Belz entitled Wahine III, from the “Wahine Rangatira Series,” which portrays a

female rangatira, or chief. The subject of the drypoint print is a female chief, complete

with the three-fingered hand in full pukana, the showing of the whites of the eyes to

demonstrate warrior strength. Esta Proctor, the proprietress, gave me a copy of the show

catalog, Matariki: Nga Wahine E Whitu 2008. Proctor is extremely knowledgeable about

Maori art, having worked for seven years in the first ever Maori gallery: Te Taumata Art
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Gallery in Auckland, which had exhibitions, many of which were of women artists, from

indigenous groups from all around the world.

In the Matariki exhibition program, Belz had this to say about her “Wahine

Rangatira Series” in her artist’s statement: “Inspired by stories from Ngtapuhi history and

the women who dealt with challenges set before them, meeting life kanohi ki te kanohi –

full in the face, becoming leaders and role models to future generations.”

Whether Maori culture is matriarchal or patriarchal is unclear and outside of the

scope of this research, but in many cultures this seems to vary depending on the

individuals and the roles they have agreed upon within their relationships. I did meet a

number of very strong independent and confident Maori women in Aotearoa/New

Zealand and it was clear that they are often in positions of trust and carry great tribal

responsibilities.

One female artist who has done much to reclaim the Maori sense of physical pride

is Robyn Kahukiwa. Before the colonists arrived Maori men and women often wore little

or no clothing and, while the statues still display the genitals of both sexes, one Maori

man I spoke with told me that most Maori today are “prudes.” And if you thumb through

the many children’s books written by Pakeha, and many by Maori as well, you see that in

recent years the body has been covered up. Robyn Kahukiwa is reclaiming the Maori

body image in her children’s books and the ancestors appear genitals and all.  This clash

of ideas about what is publicly acceptable was perfectly illustrated by the way in which a

Maori statue was displayed in the front window of a souvenir shop on Queen Street. The

statue clearly has the typical erect penis of most Maori carvings of male figures, but it has

been, mostly, covered up by a small feathered skirt (although the tip of the penis still
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managed to peek out from under its hem). The window display artist was caught in the

cultural argument by circumstance and chose an ingenious solution that honors both

points of view, while retaining a sense of humor, intentional or otherwise.

Auckland has Maori patterns and symbols etched into the glass on telephone

boxes and bus shelters, forged into sewer covers, laid in to sidewalk bricks and the walls

of buildings, and New Zealand culture as a whole seems very proud of its Maori artists.

It is evident that each of these artists has challenged the traditional canon in their

own way, whether from a Maori or Pakeha perspective. Each strove to create an identity

blending aspects of Maori and other cultures. Muru said that, “art transcends culture;”

Kahukiwa blends Pop, Modern, Expressionist and traditional Maori symbols and stories;

New Zealand Laureate, Michael Parekowhai creates light-hearted yet provocative works

that blend Maori and contemporary techniques. Pakeha artists Walters, Schoon, and

Frizzell reinvented Maori images and received praise, scorn, and fame as a result.

Kahukiwa, Theresa and Lisa Reihana all render traditional symbols and stories using new

mediums and technologies, thus pushing the artistic canon forward and helping to define

a contemporary version of Maori cultural identity.

Each one of the artists investigated for this project exemplifies the dilemma of

contemporary Maori and Pakeha artists striving to create identity and remain creatively

viable within a multicultural context.
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Chapter 8: Common Denominators, Conflicts and Conclusions

The pervasiveness of specific subject matter and content across Maori art forms

underscores the common denominators found in each of the art forms examined and

identifies their importance in Aotearoa/New Zealand and centrality in Maori culture,

which is discussed in this final chapter. The chapter also reiterates the challenges faced

by Maori attempting to create a contemporary and individual identity within the greater

New Zealand culture, while struggling to retain a historic sense of Maori identity. The

chapter ends with a summary of my observations and conclusions regarding the study,

along with a few personal remarks relative to the findings.

During my research tour of Aotearoa/New Zealand I found Maori art forms to be

vital, varied and thriving. This project looked for key concepts in the stories, issues and

symbols of both traditional and contemporary expressions of Maori art and dance and

found many. Both of these art forms hold story at their center, particularly the stories of

Maori cosmogony, those relating to genealogy, and to The Treaty of Waitangi of 1840,

which continues to hold a central position of importance even today, nearly 170 years

after it was drafted and signed. I found examples of The Treaty of Waitangi, genealogies,

and cosmogony stories as central themes in all of the forms that I studied over the course

of this project.

Dance is a more social creative form than the visual arts in that it is usually

performed by a group of people in front of a separate group of spectators, while art is
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usually produced by an individual who is most often somewhere else when the spectator

views his or her work. Dance is ephemeral and kinesthetic and requires the audience to

track events as they unfold in real time, while art can be walked away from and when the

spectator returns it will be exactly as it was when they left. While these differences

change the ways in which the art forms are viewed and interacted with, it does not

necessarily change the content – just how that content is interpreted. Dance can stir an

audience to leap to its feet and join in, while art can stir up a healthy debate. So, despite

the fact that the ways in which they are presented and viewed may be very different, both

art and dance function to either challenge or reinforce core cultural ideas.

Conflict exists in both of these creative forms in Aotearoa/New Zealand. The

primary conflict identified in this research was the push and pull between traditional and

contemporary forms as expressed in Maori art and dance. There are those who believe

that the traditional forms more accurately express and identify Maoritanga, or Maori

culture, and therefore only traditional forms of Maori art should be created and

performed. There are others who feel that the traditional forms are creatively restricting

and that it is important for Maori forms to evolve by means of the interaction with and

incorporation of ideas and elements arising in other cultures, including those generated

by the Pakeha culture of Aotearoa/New Zealand. The result of this conflict is that you see

many examples of both traditional and contemporary creative expressions across the arts,

with many variations along the scale from the extremely traditional, which borders on

copyist art, to the wildly contemporary, which cannot always be identified as Maori.  The

question of cultural identity is tied up in this issue, and while contemporary Maori

choreographers and artists may receive tremendous financial support and critical acclaim,



202

often outside of Aotearoa/New Zealand, they constantly struggle with the question of just

what it means to be Maori.

Another conflict that featured quite prominently was that of the question of

appropriation versus influence. I found examples of ideas and creative expressions that

had been generated by the Maori community that had most definitely, and sometimes

quite unfairly, been used, and continue to be used by non-Maori. I also found examples of

many elements that had been generated elsewhere that had been incorporated into the

Maori canon; again, across all of the art forms examined. These involved tools, styles,

instruments, technologies and even ideas about how things are perceived. What seems

evident is that information and technology flow both ways, but that conflict will result

when there is a power imbalance, or when there is a lack of communication and

acknowledgement, by either side, of the contribution of the other.

As suggested in the discussion on the colonization process in Christchurch, as

well as in Hirini Moko Mead’s article, Show Us the Way, there are clearly those who

would impose an aesthetic on others, sometimes in order to eradicate, and at other times

to create and perpetuate, cultural identity. However, multiculturalism in the arts needs to

flow in many directions simultaneously in order to function with integrity. For

multiculturalism to be truly multicultural it cannot remain as a Eurocentric driven

phenomenon. The shift towards the inclusion of artistic expressions from indigenous

communities within the mainstream canon must continue if multiculturalism is to

flourish.

As previously discussed in Chapter 2, a related conflict has to do with money;

when indigenous art forms are promoted within the mainstream canon it is because they
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make money. The question of who makes money from the sale of Maori art, particularly

from the greenstone jewelry, hei-tiki image, and other readily identifiable Maori symbols,

is one that could easily be the subject of another research project.  A large percentage of

the economic strength of Aotearoa/New Zealand lies in the tourist industry and Maori

culture is a big draw. This is a complex issue because no laws are being broken when

non-Maori sell Maori art. The same irony is at play in Aotearoa/New Zealand as in the

United States. The production of most of the souvenirs sold at our national monuments,

and more recently technology and customer service jobs, have been farmed out to other

countries because they can supply them more cheaply. This means more jobs that

Americans could have had are lost to foreigners who do not always speak English very

well, live thousands of miles away, and for whom the American national monuments

have no cultural significance whatsoever.

As established in the discussion on tapu, Maori legends relate that knowledge and

the arts have supernatural origins, which raises the status of the arts above that of prosaic

activities and objects. At one time Maori artists were viewed as tohunga, or priestly

experts, and the crafts themselves were often practiced in a trance-like or prayerful state.

The finest examples were owned by the chiefly ranks and those of lesser status rarely

owned finely crafted objects. Today’s climate is much different and anyone with the

buying price may purchase exquisite, or simple, examples of Maori craftsmanship.

It has been well documented that when young people grow up in a culture where

the local arts are valued and encouraged, this creates a sense of unity within the

community and gives them life-skills to navigate the many challenges facing them as

they are reaching adulthood. While Maori community does offer many opportunities for
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young people to be involved in the arts, they are still faced with a future that holds many

of the same problems that face other colonized societies: over-representation in prisons

and under-representation in higher paying jobs and higher education. According to Joan

Metge in her book, Korero Tahi: Talking Together, there is a problem in Aotearoa/New

Zealand of a “high percentage of young Maori leaving school without qualifications”  (1).

I believe that strong arts programs offering training in Maori art forms is one part

of a solution to this problem; when rangatahi, or young Maori see their culture reflected

and respected within the curriculum, it creates a more positive connection for them to the

school environment. There are many Maori committed to raising the level of education

among their tribes. There are numerous Maori organizations specifically dedicated to

offering Maori more and better educational opportunities. One such organization is at

The University of Auckland and I was fortunate to meet some of the members of the Nga

Pae o te Maramatanga, or the National Institute of Research Excellence for Maori

Development and Advancement, at a conference they organized. The conference: Te

Tatau Pounamu: The Greenstone Door: Traditional Knowledge and Gateways to

Balanced Relationships, brought together Maori leaders and speakers dedicated to

improving the lives of Maori throughout Aotearoa/New Zealand.  I met countless Maori

committed to improving the Maori condition in Aotearoa/New Zealand during my

research tour.

Another similarity across the arts is how they function to carry forward the culture

to each successive generation. The generation coming up now has the opportunity to

learn Te Reo or Maori language, which was lost to some previous generations. The

resurgence in interest in Maori culture, by Maori and other interested parties, has also
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created a demand for more teachers and new interpretations of the old stories across the

arts.

The many variations of the central themes are ubiquitous across the arts. While

the names of the key figures are often the same, the details can vary demonstrably,

depending on who is telling the story, or sometimes, what tribe they belong to, or in

which part of the country they may live. However, the details and variations seem less

important than the function of the stories as cultural glue. Maori stories are inventive,

poetic and elegant, regardless of which version you hear, and to evaluate them for too

much historical accuracy or specificity robs them of that poetic beauty and undermines

their role as cultural vehicles. Because the characters in the core stories are supernatural

they elevate the importance of the messages contained within the stories, assigning them

greater significance, just as the Ten Commandments derive their authority from divine

origin.

Pride and enthusiasm in Maori culture are displayed throughout Aotearoa/New

Zealand, from the fans jumping up in front of their TVs to do the haka along with the All

Blacks, to the pride of place given to Maori art works throughout Aotearoa/New Zealand.

One of the challenges in researching a culture that was an oral culture before

colonization is the fact that there are no extant records of the earliest history. Extant

documents and historical records about early Maori were written by members of the

colonizing population, like Elsdon Best, whose biases often skewed the information, and

whose attitude towards Maori was sometimes superior. The distance between a culture in

which every word uttered represents the entire tribe, and therefore needs to be precise,

and the rapidly expanding global culture, in which communication is immediate, and
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therefore often not well thought out, is vast. Maori grounding in oral tradition promotes

deep respect for premeditated communication and stands as a powerful reminder for

those of us struggling to resist the rapid knee-jerk, abbreviated communiqués permeating

internet culture.

There is a long history of Maori being researched by outsiders who have unfairly

painted them in a negative light. This history needs to act as a reminder to researchers

that the ways in which knowledge is collected, interpreted and presented must be

respectful and culturally sensitive. One of the most significant results of this study was

the bone-deep understanding that research in another culture requires complete openness

and a constant awareness that no one is required to offer up his or her wisdom and

opinions, and anyone who shares these with an outside researcher is giving a very

valuable gift. It was my experience that the information exchange partners I interacted

with were greatly concerned about who I was, what I thought, and what I believed. They

were also greatly concerned about my agenda, and when it became clear that my sole

purpose in researching Maori indigenous culture and art was to gain greater

understanding because of a personal admiration for both, generally the conversation

shifted from my being questioned to a shared discussion.

The “experience-shared” model, developed during this project, requires that the

researcher be completely frank, treat the informant with respect, and keep in mind that it

is not possible to experience the world the way in which another individual experiences

the world.

Early on in the design of this research project I discussed various interviewing

techniques with the members of my dissertation supervisory committee and it was agreed
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that I would not use a questionnaire but rather a less formal style of communication,

particularly because I was researching a culture in which I did not know anyone

personally and wanted the opportunity to learn as much about the culture as possible

without being restricted to one or two topics. In preparing for the sessions, I reviewed

what information I had on each of the creative artists prior to the session and made notes

on areas of interest to refer to during the sessions. I was fortunate to be able to

communicate with my dissertation supervisor via an Internet video-conferencing program

and we had weekly, sometimes bi-weekly sessions, during my two-month research tour in

Aotearoa/New Zealand.

The information exchange sessions that were not as successful as I would have

liked were the result of my not giving enough personal information initially, or because

the session partner was unwilling to communicate freely with a Pakeha researcher, which

is a decision I respect. After one less than satisfactory session I analyzed what I could

have done differently to get a more positive result and realized that I had needed to

disclose more personal information up front and more clearly explain my research topic

and goals. I hope that other researchers might find my experience helpful and be inspired

to utilize self-reflection and full disclosure of personal motivations and intentions, as they

are essential to successful research that involves interviews. I believe my decision to

reject the use of preset questions was vitally important because without them I was able

to interact more spontaneously and ask questions that arose naturally out of the shared

discussions.

In the future I hope to continue to study various aspects of Maori culture, as well

as the creative process and various techniques for enhancing and focusing creativity in
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my own creative works as an artist, composer, writer, performer, and director.

It would have been impossible to understand the significance and meaning of

these central themes of Maori art forms without having gone to Aotearoa/New Zealand to

witness first hand the ways in which they manifest, not just in Maori marae, but also in

galleries, concert halls, restaurant windows, bus shelters, and conversations throughout

Aotearoa/New Zealand.

I chose the whare whakairo and kapa haka as the art forms on which to focus this

study because they are both vehicles of communication of Maori history and active

agents in the formation and perpetuation of Maori cultural identity as it continues to

evolve. The whare whakairo and kapa haka became extremely important post-colonial

contact in reclaiming Maori identity. Contemporary whare whakairo have become

monuments to the ever-changing Maori history and kapa haka has become a new and

positive battleground for resolving tribal conflicts and presenting historic and

contemporary issues. These contemporary Maori art and dance forms continue to push

Maori culture forward as they challenge the current canon. Maori artistic identity is still

grounded in tribal connections, but unlike the anonymous originators of many older

creative works, those artists who challenge the traditional canons of art and dance today,

often by blending or distorting elements from different cultures, may garner a great deal

of individual attention. Maori art forms are complex, compelling and worth many more

years of study and appreciation.

I went to Aotearoa/New Zealand to examine the core symbols, issues and stories

present in Maori traditional and contemporary art and dance to determine the extent to

which the content present in these art forms not only reflects Maori culture, but acts as an



209

active agent in the formation and perpetuation of Maori and non-Maori cultural identity

in New Zealand. As I have shown in this dissertation, these findings were demonstrated

again and again throughout my travels, research, and interviews.
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Appendix A: Funding for the Arts
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This is a brief examination of the financial challenges and support organizations

that assist indigenous and Pacific Island New Zealand companies in their artistic pursuits.

Often it is difficult for any contemporary dance company or artist to garner

financial support but there appear to be at least a few opportunities for Maori

contemporary artists and dance companies to acquire funding to develop projects, though

they often have to leave Aotearoa/New Zealand in order to gain international recognition.

According to the website for Te Ara: The Encyclopedia of New Zealand:

New Zealand has produced many artists of international stature – people like
composer Douglas Lilburn, painter Collin McCahon and novelist Janet Frame.
Once, such people struggled for recognition because of the country’s isolation and
small population, and its focus on practical rather than creative skills. Many had
to go overseas to make a living, and many still do. However, public and private
support for arts and culture began to grow noticeably during the 1940s and 1950s,
and gained pace in the later 20th century. (teara.govt.nz)

Jack Gray, founder of Atamira Dance Company, and Neil Ieremia, founder and

artistic director of Black Grace, both reported receiving financial support from various

organizations, which helped to get them established. Making a living is not an easy

accomplishment for artists in Aotearoa/New Zealand and most of the artists interviewed

for this project had other jobs, usually teaching. According to Sarah Boyd, in an article

she wrote for The Dominion in 2004, reprinted on Gray’s website, “Suffering for Their

Art:”

A survey of New Zealand artists, including musicians, writers and craftspeople,
revealed that in 1999 their median annual income from all sources was just
$20,700, compared with the national median of $27,934. Two-thirds earned less
than $10,000 from their art alone. Suggested reasons include the small audience,
few jobs, and comparatively limited government subsidies. As one artist says, ‘In
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other parts of the world, if you were working as hard and consistently as a number
of us are … you wouldn’t be struggling financially.’ (teara.govt.nz)

Artists in the US are faced with the same problem, and unless a project fits within

certain parameters, or is in alignment with a particular group’s agenda, artists have to

fund their own projects. As an artist who was represented by a gallery in San Francisco

for eight years, has had three one-woman exhibitions and been included in several group

shows, my financial outlay for supplies has consistently outrun my income from my art.

This is partially because I do not want to have to modify my artistic vision in order to get

funding, and partially because I would rather spend my time being creative than asking

for money. This sentiment is one shared by many artists who have a creative rather than a

marketing focus.

Sponsors

Posted on the bottom of Atamira’s website are credits for support from Toi Maori

Aotearoa: Maori Arts New Zealand, Te Waka Toi: Creative New Zealand, and Auckland

City Council. Listed on the bottom of Okareka’s site we see Creative New Zealand, the

Auckland City Council, and a number of businesses, only a few of which are dance

related. Black Grace lists Creative New Zealand as their “sustaining partner,” and ASB

Community Trust and Auckland City Council as their “funding partner.” Orotokare,

which defines itself on its home page as “an organisation dedicated to indigenous theatre

and performing arts” (orotokare.org.nz), does not have sponsors listed on its site and

declares itself a “charitable trust,” meaning it is treated as a charity.

US contemporary dance companies need to acquire charitable support in order to

survive and the same contrast exists with popular dance forms being more prevalent than
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modern or contemporary dance companies.

Toi Maori Aotearoa: Maori Arts New Zealand is also a charitable trust. Hirini

Moko Mead wrote an article, “Nga Toi Maori: Maori Art in Aotearoa New Zealand,”

published in 1999, in which he defines Toi Maori:

"Toi" is a traditional word that refers to knowledge, origins and sources, and to art
in general, while the term "Toi Maori" is now used to cover the wide range of
creative activities that Maori artists engage in.  Toi Maori refers to all the
traditional arts such as whakairo (wood carving); kowhaiwhai (rafter patterns);
raranga (weaving); tukutuku (lattice work); ta moko (tattooing); waiata (songs and
chants); haka (dance); taonga puoro (traditional musical instruments); karanga
(traditional call of welcome); whaikorero (oratory); and mau rakau (the art of
weaponry).  Toi Maori also refers to all the art forms that contemporary Maori
artists are exploring such as writing, stage production, contemporary dance, film,
visual arts, claywork and sculpture. (creativenz.govt.nz)

Toi Maori Aotearoa was formed by Creative New Zealand, which, according to

their “About Us” page on their website, is New Zealand’s  “leading arts development

organization” (creativenz.govt.nz).

New Zealand Arts Foundations and the US frontrunner, the American National

Endowment of the Arts (NEA), founded in 1965, are faced with similar challenges as

evidenced by this article on the NEA website: “How the United States Funds the Arts,” in

which Dana Gioia, the Chairman for the NEA had this to say about the subsidies received

by European countries in contrast to those of the US:

The subsidies awarded by ministries of culture are enormous by American
standards. For example, the government subvention for Italy’s major opera houses
is nearly 10 times larger than the annual Arts Endowment working budget. This
support allows major Italian companies to present opera at the highest artistic
standards. And yet, some of these lavishly supported houses do not stage a single
production in some years because of organizational problems, or guarantee that an
institution serves its local community. In contrast to the European models, the US
system of arts support is complex, decentralized, diverse, and dynamic. It combines
federal, state, and local government support with private subvention from
individuals, corporations, and foundations, as well as box office receipts. (nea.gov)
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Arts funding in the US has long been problematic, with artists having to find

creative ways to fund their own projects. The major focus in the US has been, for many

years, capitalistic growth and the bottom-line so it is not surprising to find that

commercial success is an important element in continued financial support for artists:

Like most free-market or mixed market systems, American arts philanthropy is
complex precisely because it is decentralized and dynamic. Similar institutions
often have wildly differing results because of their locations, artistic talent, cultural
philosophies, and management. Likewise, the dynamic nature of the system means
that one decade’s high-flying leader can suffer huge reversals in the next – just as in
corporate America. While no one relishes the ups and downs of the cultural
economy, it does have the healthy effect of keeping artists and institutions
realistically focused on their goals and communities. The best institutions make
themselves irreplaceable in their chosen fields. (nea.gov)

If we consider the current population differences between Aotearoa/New Zealand

with just over four million and the United States at just over three hundred million, it is

easier to understand how what works well enough in one country would not be effective

at all in the other. Aotearoa/New Zealand does have some diversity in its population, and

that is increasing all the time as more and more people immigrate to Aotearoa/New

Zealand from Asia, and many other parts of the world. However, there are only two

official languages spoken in Aotearoa/New Zealand: English and the language of the

indigenous Maori. While English is the only official US language, according to the

National Virtual Translation Center, an organization established in 2003 to support US

efforts in “maintaining U.S. security and leadership globally,” as of 2000 there were 311

languages spoken in the US, and, “ Of these, 162 are indigenous, and 149 are immigrant

languages” (nvtc.gov). While the NEA is committed to supporting the needs of the

various cultural groups in this country, the immense diversity in the US makes it

impossible to establish organizations that can comfortably respond to everyone.
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However, the NEA continues in its efforts despite repeated setbacks, cutbacks, and

political challenges:

Now, at thirty-five years of age, the NEA continues to carry out its public service
mandate through its commitment to fostering America’s creativity and in
investing in our living cultural heritage. By supporting artistic excellence, forging
partnerships, building more livable communities, promoting lifelong arts
education, and improving access to the arts for all citizens, the agency strengthens
American democracy at its core. (nea.gov)

On Toi Maori Aotearoa’s Home webpage this quote appears: “Maori art is

inseparable from Maori culture. It is like a living organism that exists in the spirit of our

people and drives them toward wider horizons and greater achievement”

(maoriart.org.nz). Maori culture formed a solid foundation for all of the Maori artists

interviewed and whose works were examined for this project. One reason Maori

contemporary art forms are so compelling is because they stand on the shoulders of an

artistic tradition that demands complete commitment from its participants, both in dance

and in the visual arts. This commitment stems from the near-disappearance of Maori art

forms and the struggle necessary to reclaim and develop them anew.



216

Appendix B: The Current State of Maori Affairs
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For a time, Maori were the only people in Aotearoa. That changed when the

colonists arrived and their numbers, for many reasons, started dwindling. In her book,

Hui: A Study of Maori Ceremonial Gatherings, Anne Salmond informs us:

Since early contact time, the bases of Maori society have shifted profoundly.
From an original subsistence society, a peasant mode of livelihood developed,
where flax, timber, food and kauri gum were sold to European traders; and later
the industrial society was introduced to New Zealand, with Maori people mostly
operating as wage-earners in the labouring echelons. From being an undisputed
majority in the country, the Maori were brought near to extinction at the end of
the nineteenth century by military clashes with the settlers, and tribal warfare with
the musket. (18)

According to the Aotearoa/New Zealand government statistics agency, "In 2006,

there were 565,329 people who identified with the Maori ethnic group, and 643,977

people who were of Maori descent” (stats.govt.nz). This represents a significant increase

from the ‘near extinction’ to which Salmond refers. With this resurgence in Maori

population has come a resurgence of Maori culture. However, Maori are still struggling

to compete for the better paying jobs and only a small percentage are completing college

degrees: “Of the Maori census usually resident population aged 15 years and over in

2006, 17,907 (5.5 percent) had bachelor degrees, 2,535 (0.8 percent) had post-graduate

and honours degrees, 2,241 (0.7 percent) had masters degrees, and 387 (0.1 percent) had

doctorate degrees as their highest qualification (stats.govt.nz).

Christina Thompson, editor of The Harvard Review, whose recent book Come On

Shore and We Will Kill and Eat You All, eloquently combines her personal experiences

of marrying a Maori with great historical background, writes about the current state of

Maori affairs:

Life expectancy at birth is about eight years less than for other New Zealanders.
Two out of five adult Maori have no educational qualifications; nearly half live on
an income of less than twenty thousand dollars a year. Maori are twice as likely as



218

non-Maori to be unemployed. They are more likely to receive public assistance, to
live in a house that is overcrowded, to rent rather than own. They are more likely
to smoke, to be classed as “hazardous drinkers,” to develop asthma, high blood
pressure, and diabetes, to live without access to a telephone or car. Maori are
more likely than other New Zealanders to be arrested, convicted, and incarcerated,
and, while they make up only 15 percent of the general population, they account
for fully half of those in jail. (195)

However, the situation is improving and, according to an article entitled “Maori in

the Middle,” published in June of 2008, in Thinking New Zealand: North & South,

Caroline Courtney paints a different picture. She writes about how many middle-class

Maori are feeling “irritation and impatience, too, that New Zealanders (both Maori and

Pakeha) are so slow to catch up with the reality that the canvas of their world is

changing” (36).

In her article, Courtney interviewed “Deanne, … a senior manager with the

Ministry of Social Development,” who says, “The media reinforce negative stereotypes,

but there are a lot more Maori out there like us than the small percentage of the

population living on the back foot in pretty horrific circumstances. All you’ve got to

choose from are sports stars and prominent Maori leaders or ‘scary’ Maori as they’re

portrayed in the media. Where’s the in-between” (36)?

Courtney also interviewed Kay Ellmers who is a TV filmmaker and the owner of

a TV production company, who is dedicated to “snuffing out the mainstream media’s

stereotypes of Maori people as ‘either saints or sinners,’ but mostly sinners, while Maori

in the middle – the majority – get left on the cutting room floor” (38). Ellmers explains

her philosophy for success: “On the personal level, it’s about self-determination, taking

responsibility for your own destiny and having the opportunities and tools to make the

choices you want for yourself and your whanau [family] ” (39).
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Courtney discussed the future for Maori New Zealanders with Leith Comer, “head

of Te Puni Kokiri, the Ministry of Maori Development,” who had this say: “Maori

unemployment is the lowest for years; Maori households incomes are improving; Maori

life expectancy is improving. Everywhere you look things are improving” (41). Courtney

gives one of the reasons for this improvement:

Also gleaming ever brighter are those collective Maori coffers. Maori entities own
assets worth $16.5 billion, nearly double their value in 2001, built up significantly
over the last three decades as the Crown has returned ancestral lands to tribal
management and as several Treaty of Waitangi claims have been settled. (41)

Courtney spoke with Dr. Pita Sharples who is currently the Maori party co-leader

and whose proactive involvement with Maori causes spans decades. Sharples had this to

say, “What’s good for Maori is good for New Zealand. Maori can’t sit in a vacuum doing

their own thing and expect New Zealand to embrace it. And New Zealand cannot go

forward without taking Maori with it” (48).

Events and situations change daily but people tend to carry an opinion about a

situation from their most recent experience with it, whether that was two weeks or twenty

years ago.  Regardless of how Maori are currently perceived in Aotearoa/New Zealand, it

is good to know that their fortunes continue to change in a positive direction; hopefully a

national change in perception will follow.
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Appendix C: Maori Language Key
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I first started studying Maori in 1999 and found the language to be remarkably

similar to Japanese. The structure was completely unfamiliar to my ear, although I had

dabbled in Spanish, German, French and Latin. What seemed similar was the sentence

structure; Japanese and Maori sentences are composed of many syllables that reappear

often but, depending on where they sit in a sentence, or within a larger word, have

numerous or vastly different meanings. Maori words do not take an ‘s’ to form the plural.

I felt challenged by the fact that I could not decipher words by listening to them,

and the lack of cognates. However, because of repeated syllables, a common feature in

Maori, I am drawn to the natural poetic and rhythmic quality the language possesses,

although I have a long road ahead of me in terms of being able to comfortably use the

language.

I moved to Hawaii in 2000 and discovered that the Hawai’ian language and the

Maori language are quite similar. There are many words that sound very similar and have

similar meanings, for example aloha in Hawai’ian is often used as a friendly greeting,

although it has additional meanings, and aroha in Maori means “love” and is often used

to close correspondences, similarly to “warm regards.”

The Hawai’ian alphabet contains thirteen letters: eight consonants: h, k, l, m, n, p,

w, and a glottal stop; and five vowels, which can be long or short: a, e, i, o, u

The Maori alphabet contains thirteen letters:  h, k, m, n, p, r, t, w; and five vowels,

which can be long or short: a, e, i, o, u.  A macron over a vowel, or a double vowel is

sometimes used to indicate a long sound but neither practice is the definitive rule. I have
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decided to follow the example set by Christina Thompson and to use neither the double

vowel, except when copying a large passage from a source, nor the macron, “in the

interest of consistency” (258).

A couple of sounds in Maori were originally challenging to remember: “wh”

sounds like “f,” and “nga” sounds like the ending of the word “song,” and has a nasal

quality. Otherwise, the language is easy enough to pronounce, and looks exactly what it

sounds like, but fluency requires extensive memorization.
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Appendix D: Maori Glossary
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Amo – upright supports at the ends of the front bargeboards

Aotearoa – the land of the long white cloud; another name for New Zealand

Ariki – those closest to the gods in genealogical descent, first in rank as high nobles

Aroarowhaki – the swaying motion of the body and arms in haka

Aroha – love, kindness

Aronui – cloak

Atua – local god

Haka – a traditional war dance, posture or challenge dance

Haka taparahi – dances without weapons

Hapu – sub-tribe

Hei-tiki- greenstone pendant for the neck, usually of a human figure

Heke – rafters

Hikoi – protest march

Hine – young girl

Hine moana – the Ocean maiden

Hongi – traditional greeting of pressing foreheads together and exchanging breath

Hui – meeting

Iwi – tribe

Kaokao – tukutuku pattern symbolizing the interlocking arms of warriors, unity

Karakia – prayer
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Karanga – a woman’s call of welcome

Kaupapa – values

Koha – gift

Korowai – cloak adorned with feathers

Koru – young fern, unfurling fiddle-head fern

Koruru – carved face on the gable of a meeting house, often of the ancestor for whom the

house is named

Kotahitanga – unity

Kowhaiwhai – repeated rafter patterns

Kumara – sweet potato

Maihi – bargeboards

Maimai  – a haka for ceremonial mourning, a lament for the dead

Mana – power, integrity, prestige

Manaia – guardian of earth, sea, and air, an atua

Manawa wera – haka with no set movements

Manuhiri – visitors

Maori – the indigenous people of Aotearoa/New Zealand, normal

Maoritanga – Maori Culture

Marae – village, center of Maori culture, meeting grounds

Marae Taurima – marae manager

Matariki – the Maori New Year, the Pleiades

Matua – parents

Mere – a short club, often made of greenstone
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Mihi – greeting

Moana – the sea, ocean, a large lake

Moko – tattoo

Moko kauae – female chin and lips tattoo

Ngakau – intuition, a sixth sense, spirit

Ngeri – haka with no set movements

Pakeha – non-Maori, originally of European descent

Papatuanuku – the Earth Mother

Pataka – storage house

Patere – genealogical haka

Patu – short club

Peruperu – dances that use weapons

Piupiu – traditional flax skirts

Poi – traditional dance performed with large white balls on the ends of string, originally

used to strengthen the wrists of warriors, now traditionally performed by women

Pokeka – haka with no set movements

Poukai – loyalty meeting

Poupou – carved wall figures

Poutahuhu – interior front post of the Whare whakairo, supporting the ridgepole

Powhiri – ceremonial welcome

 Pukana – rolling back the eyes

Rangatahi – young people

Rangatira – chiefs of differing rank just below the ariki
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Rangimarie – peace

Ranginui – the Sky Father

Rere ure – erect penis

Ringa – arm and hand movements

Rohe – territory

Rongomaraera – the god of peace and fertility

Ruahine – an important elder female, has the power to remove tapu

Tahuhu – ridgepole

Taiaha – long staff

Tane – male, man

Tangi a Apakura – an ancient dirge said to represent the ceaseless moaning of Hinemoana

Tangihanga – funeral

Taniko – traditional geometric weaving pattern

Taniwha – dragon-like monster

Taonga – treasure

Taonga puoro – traditional musical instruments

Tapu – taboo, sacred, restricted

Taurekareka – a despised group, slaves without class designation or rights

Te Waka Huia – a treasure box, a leading kapa haka group in Aotearoa/New Zealand

Tekaumarua – holy days

Tekoteko – carved figure on the gable of a meeting house, figurehead of a canoe

Tikanga – the correct way of doing things

Tipua – object of fear, enchanted objects



228

Tipuna – ancestors

Tohunga – priestly specialists, expert

Toi – knowledge, origins and sources

Toi Maori – the wide range of creative activities that Maori artists engage in

Tuhi – sign

Tukutuku – decorative weaving patterns, lattice work

Tumatauenga – the god of war

Turanga a tohu – a war dance performed for the purposes of divination

Tutu ngarahu – dances with weapons

Tutu waewae – a war dance performed for the purposes of divination

Waharoa – gateway

Wahine – female

Wahine tipuna – female ancestor

Waiata – traditional songs and chants

Waka – canoe

Waka – canoe

Wero – the traditional challenge

Whaikorero – oratory

Whaikorero – oratory

Whakairo – wood carving

Whakapapa – genealogy, tribal links

Whakarongo – to listen, obey, more than hearing, listening with the senses

Whakatu waewae – dances with weapons
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Whanaungatanga – family values

Whanui – the star Vega

Whare whakairo – carved house

Wharenui – large house

Wharepuni – meeting house

Whenua – people

Whenua tangata – people of the land

Whetero – sticking out the tongue as a challenge
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