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Oceania: The shape of time

Maia Nuku

Inside us the dead,
Like sweet-honeyed tamarind pods
That will burst in tomorrow’s sun,
Or plankton fossils in coral
Alive at full moon dragging virile tides over coy reefs
into yesterday’s lagoons.

—Albert Wendt, excerpt from Inside Us the Dead (1976)

Pathways to the past: Te Ara o Ngā Tūpuna
The virtual convening of Vā Moana was a powerful convergence, deeply 
moving and revelatory. Our tūpuna (ancestors) understood the creative power 
unleashed by the dynamic interactions of space and time; indeed, they wove 
an entire conceptual universe from within it, embracing its epistemological 
potential by keeping the ‘now/here’ (of the present) in productive tension 
with the ‘beyond/there’ (of the past/future). The theoretical parameters 
of the Vā Moana project were broad and expansive: they created a forum 
in which one could examine the rich conceptual and temporal domain 
of vā; share and discover its cultural, philosophical, linguistic, aesthetic 
and architectural dimensions; its volumetric forms. It galvanised a strong 
impetus in me to reflect and respond holistically to Oceania, to use art and 
cultural practice as a lens to examine and explore the profound connections 
that bind us across deep reaches of space-time to our Austronesian-speaking 
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forebears.1 In New York, at the Metropolitan Museum of Art (The Met), 
I look after a collection of Oceanic art that begins with woven textiles 
and architectural features created by Indigenous communities living in 
the mountainous interiors and coastal shorelines of Taiwan, Borneo and 
the Philippines. The collection stretches through Indonesia and Maluku 
to New Guinea2 and its coastal archipelagos before extending into the 
many islands that lie within the northern, eastern and southern spheres 
of Oceania. I spend a lot of time thinking about horizons in the galleries. 
The sightlines, of course, but, more specifically, the relationship of upright 
ancestor figures ‘planted’ in the soil—ground-anchors that tether each to a 
specific time and place. These tell me a lot about the spatial dynamics of 
our ancestral landscapes. I imagine myself into that space, moving across the 
shifting landscape of the ocean, suspended between sky and sea on a thin 
strip (an island, a vessel). The spherical dome of the sky encircles overhead, 
mirrored in the profound volume of the Moana stretching into the depths 
beneath and beyond.

The regional breadth of the Oceania collection in the New York galleries is 
expansive, affording us important opportunities to consider the concrete, 
tangible paths by which ideas pertaining to the metaphysical dimension have 
come to be expressed in the physical domain. Looking closely at materials 
and form as powerful expressions of agency, the visual arts of Oceania 
ask us to take seriously not only what things look like, but why and how 
they look like they do. The precious items left to us are sacred heirlooms. 

1	  Maia Nuku was invited by Lealiʻifano Albert L. Refiti to give a keynote address at the AUT 
conference Vā Moana: Space and Relationality in Pacific Thought and Identity (24–25 November 2021). 
Prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, Nuku hosted Refiti for six months in New York at The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York, where he was Mellon Senior Fellow for the Arts of Oceania (September 2019 
– February 2020) in the Michael C. Rockefeller Wing. This chapter is based on that original keynote 
address; several parts of it are now also published in Nuku (2023), a catalogue written to accompany 
an exhibition of 130 works from The Met’s Oceanic art collection that travelled to the Museum of Art 
Pudong in Shanghai (1 June – 20 August 2023) and National Museum of Qatar (23 October 2023 – 
January 2024). Manny Crisostomo is a Pulitzer Prize–winning CHamoru photographer based in the 
Bay Area of the US. The portraits in this chapter were taken at the 12th Festival of Pacific Arts in 
Guam (May 2016) and are published in Journeys to the Heart: Pacific Islanders Celebrate Their Indigenous 
Cultures (Guam Visitors Bureau, 2016).
2	  New Guinea is the second-largest island in the world and commonly divided along contested 
colonial borders into a western half (comprising the Indonesian-controlled provinces of Papua and West 
Papua) and the independent nation of Papua New Guinea, to the east. In this chapter, we refer to the 
entire island simply as New Guinea to reinforce its location as a significant landmass tethered within 
an ancient ocean landscape. This overrides more recent colonial histories that privilege its division 
and assists in the ongoing project of re-envisioning the overarching conceptual and spatio-temporal 
relationships that have long existed (between land and ocean with sky and horizon lines) that are the 
focus of the chapter.
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Taonga—koloa—measina—mea makamae: when we connect with these 
treasured vessels from past centuries, we come to understand something of 
our relationship with time. Archaeology and proto-linguistic studies reveal 
the extent of voyaging and hyper-mobility that led to our people settling an 
area covering almost one-third of the planet. Art can reveal the conceptual 
vastness in their approach to life.

We were (and continue to be) a people on the move, finding ways to 
connect with each other and devising strategies to share spiritual—as 
well as material—wealth in unique environments. Epeli Hauʻofa (2008) 
helped us think this through with his call to action and urgent reminder 
that our ocean does not divide us, but, rather, is a dynamic and expansive 
highway that connects and binds us to each other. I want to explore how 
that cosmopolitanism sparked the unique expressions of visual power and 
efficacy that we recognise today in our creative arts. Aesthetic strategies 
designed to dazzle and impress give strong clues about the overarching 
conceptual landscape in which they were conceived, sheltering the deep roots 
of early belief systems within notched surfaces and along woven and folded 
edges. The resonances are rich. The artworks are a focus for our memories 
and stories. They show us the way forward (into the past) and back again, 
helping us unearth micro-aspects of former lifeways. Often, they help us 
imagine ourselves back into this ancient landscape. Or, they pull us upwards 
and overhead, affording a bird’s-eye view of the meta-story—​an overview 
of Oceania in its fullness and plenitude.

Origins
Man is a tree
A canoe is an island

The ocean navigators who cast their vessels across the island straits of 
Southeast Asia some 3,500–5,000 years ago, bridging a passage to the 
northern coastline of New Guinea and traversing eastwards to settle its 
coastal archipelagos, glimpsed a different set of horizons in their time. The 
defining features of their world (and those of their Lapita descendants) were 
a fluid and never static ocean-scape that teemed with rich and nutritious 
marine life by day, and glittered with vivid pinpricks of bioluminescence 
by night. The dome of the night sky was littered with visual prompts for 
navigation. Learning the language of the ocean demanded they fully attune 
with it: acclimatising to variations in the wind, sensing alterations in the 



VĀ MOANA

108

charged atmosphere about them. Dipping forward to test the temperature 
of the water, releasing the tongue to ‘taste’ the mineral qualities of the air, 
expert navigators embodied a deep knowledge of the ocean, making the art 
of voyaging a profoundly spiritual and creative enterprise.

Conceptually, the canoe remained in a fixed point so the lead navigator 
could focus on interpreting the signals as they presented themselves. 
Tracking the path of a specific star or constellation—watching it move 
towards them, pass overhead and drop down behind—allowed voyaging 
experts to adjust their course as appropriate. Suspended between the deep 
reaches of the ocean below and the vast expanse of skies above, the canoe 
was metaphorically tethered in space, encircled by two hemispheres and an 
unobstructed horizon—rather like an island.

Islands are familiar territory. Fragments of land, enclosed space, bounded by 
coastline. Each approach to an island could be markedly different: a shallow 
strip of soil and sand reefed by a sharp hidden shelf of living coral; vertiginous 
slabs of jutting rock visible from a far distance, rising prominently out of 
the deep grey-green of the water. The defined parameters of islands must 
have proved a welcome respite from the demands of ocean travel, the cone 
of vision contracting from an open horizon until it rested on stillness. From 
all that space, finally place. Conceptually, islands were also stepping stones 
in an ancient trajectory of ocean passages that reached across space and 
time. Stories abound in Tahiti and the central and eastern Pacific of the 
mobility of islands: jagged ends of islands splintering off and swimming 
like sharks through the ocean to anchor themselves further east (Henry, 
1928, 1995). Here, they created new island destinations. Each fragment of 
the land, connected yet distinct, allowed for a new set of spatial coordinates 
towards which one could aim—and the people would follow.

The dagger-like spines of stingrays secured with fibre to the waist of the 
carved figure in this hos (weather charm) from the Caroline Islands is the 
source of its agency and power.3 Before beginning any voyage, Carolinian 
navigators held forth the hos while sounding their shell trumpet and 
reciting the appropriate chants to invoke the spirits and drive away any 
approaching storms. The charm was carried on board for the voyage, tucked 
away safely in a small spirit house set atop the booms connecting the hull 
to the outrigger—a handheld vessel to ensure safe passage, not unlike the 
canoe on which it travelled.

3	  See: Hos (weather charm), Yap Island, The Met, metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/319259.

http://metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/319259
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Tethering the canoe to land, new arrivals set about establishing a cultural 
footprint4 on the landscape: laying down the stones of a ritual space or 
precinct, preparing to plant and cultivate the tubers and medicinal plants 
transported from the homeland, and building a shelter or house. This 
site would be the focus for ceremonial rites to ensure the first crop cycle 
and successful future seasonal harvests. In some parts of the Tanimbar 
archipelago, in the Molucca Islands of eastern Indonesia, houses (and, in 
some cases, the entire village) were conceptually organised, and referred to, 
as a canoe or vessel. Houses were compared with large ships, their prows 
directed towards the ocean where they were closely linked with the domain 
of men. Outward facing, they entailed risky activities that included going to 
sea: to fish, hunt, or seek out trade relations.

Whether a voyage was for alliance, trade or war, before setting sail, the 
kora ulu (canoe prow) of a ceremonial vessel was anointed with magical 
substances prepared from roots and leaves, which invested the boat with 
a deadly potency that caused the seas around it to ‘boil’. Slicing through 
the water, ‘the supernaturally charged boats were compared to fearsome sea 
snakes’, (Kjellgren, 2007, pp. 252, 253n16, citing De Jonge & van Dijk, 
1995, pp. 80, 84) akin to the carved reptilian creature carefully integrated 
into designs at the base of a prow board in the collection of The Met, New 
York.5 Its open maw aggressively spouts forth into the sinuous openwork 
spirals that dominate the middle and upper sections of the composition, 
and break like the tops of waves into tendrils of spray and foam. Perched on 
multiple legs that sprout awkwardly from a serpent-like body ending in a 
tapering, forked tail, this fantastic creature would have presented a menacing 
threat on the open sea. With its head raised and teeth bared, it sent a clear 
signal of the expedition’s appetite for riches, and the likely chaos that would 
be wrought by domination.

4	  Throughout Oceania, place is expressed via the idea of planting one’s feet firmly on the ground. Many 
early or reclaimed names for islands denote the spatial dynamics of humans (upright, vertical) relative to 
the land (flat, horizontal) and the spherical domain of the sky (rangi, raʻi) above. Vavitu is an early name 
for the island of Raʻivavae in the Austral Islands; both names connote the idea of standing upright (tu) and 
the planting of the foot (vavae) on the land as a way to shape it culturally. Likewise, tūrangawaewae, in te 
reo Māori, denotes one’s ‘place to stand’ from the terms tū (upright) and waewae (feet)—in other words, 
‘rising up from the feet’. These ancient naming strategies continue to be inscribed into appropriate names 
in the present day. For example, ni-Vanuatu chose the name ‘Vanuatu’ for their newly independent nation, 
derived from vanua, for ‘land’ or ‘island’, and tu, for ‘upright’ or ‘standing’.
5	  See: Kora ulu (canoe prow board), Tanimbar Islands, The Met, metmuseum.org/art/collection/
search/​319488.

http://metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/319488
http://metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/319488
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There is a direct correlation between the carved designs on such stern boards 
and those on the house altars of Tanimbar (Appel, 2012, p. 40). All of them 
share iconographic elements—dogs and cockerels, sea snakes and fish—that 
were deemed to be ‘hot’ motifs, evoking ideas of slipperiness and swiftness, 
or those that referenced ideas pertaining to the spiritual charge induced by 
warfare and risk, as well as its rich rewards of enhanced status and renown. 
When descendants embarked on a voyage to renew an alliance with another 
village, they would sail under the name of that original canoe, embodying 
those ancestors and bringing the past into the present. The canoe was a 
metaphor for the entire community, providing a focal point for individuals 
to connect to their forebears: the ancestors who originally settled the land.

On the island of Yamdena in the Tanimbar archipelago, some villages 
constructed vessel-shaped elevations, protected by a low wall of stacked 
stones that were raised at each end to reference a prow and stern (Drabbe, 
1940). The highest-ranking leaders occupied stone seats (typically towards 
the ‘prow’ or front of the boat) that faced outward towards the sea and were 
addressed as the ‘pilot’ and ‘helmsman’. This aligned with their obligation 
to extend the interests of their community ‘beyond’ the island’s perimeter 
by establishing beneficial alliances and lucrative trading relationships with 
outside networks. In contrast, there were spatial aspects of the village that 
remained firmly tethered, and these were associated with roles taken on by 
women, including the rearing of children, as well as crops and livestock, and 
the wellbeing and safety that stable community life engendered.

Across Oceania, voyaging peoples conserve memories of their origins. 
Indeed, this impulse to acknowledge one’s origins is so profound that 
it constitutes a fundamental epistemological orientation. The extreme 
mobility of Austronesian navigators meant that a physical return to a point 
of origin or homeland was not always possible. Establishing a settlement 
(or ‘origin site’) in a new territory was therefore a crucial way to concentrate 
the political, spiritual and creative power of the group. Conceived as a 
‘canoe’ or ‘house’, the ‘origin site’ of a new territory created a foundation for 
ancestral agency, a place that would remind the current generation of their 
origins and ensure the spiritual support and guidance from ancestors who 
had gone before.
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Putting down roots
Ideas of ‘origin’ among Austronesian-speaking groups in the early 
settlements of Oceania are typically designated by terms that refer to the 
‘base’ or ‘trunk’ of a tree and carry clear connotations of germination. They 
allude to ideas that new things stem from an (earlier) beginning or starting 
point, generated from a common source of origin (Waterson, 1993/2006, 
p. 230). For Iban peoples, for example, the term for ‘base’, ‘source’ or 
‘origin’ is ‘pun’, which derives from the Proto-Austronesian term ‘*puqun’, 
meaning ‘tree’ or ‘trunk’; a ‘base’ or ‘source’. With the insertion of an infix, 
pun gives rise to pemun, which is the term applied to the tiang pemun 
(‘source post’) of the Iban longhouse. This was the first post of the house to 
be erected and marked the point from which construction of the building 
would proceed—first downriver, then upriver (Fox, 1993/2006, p. 17). 
Houses thus expressed critical relationships of founding groups and their 
descendants that were based on very specific, locally defined understandings 
pertaining to a particular origin. A canoe’s landing place became a marker 
that defined boundaries and outlined the specific settlement area for a 
descent group. The bow and stern of this conceptual ‘canoe’ metaphorically 
marked the borders of the territory. The group identified itself by the name 
of their canoe and that of the house named for their founding ancestor, 
along with other prominent natural features of the landscape.

For later generations who settled in Papua New Guinea, these models 
constitute the house as the embodiment of a founding ancestor, ‘hot’ with 
the spiritual charge of their sacred power. The house was a centralised space 
that encouraged the interweaving of kinship relations (structure, rank 
and ritual) and provided a central place at the heart of the community for 
the safe storage of heirlooms (ancestral objects and relics that reinforced 
continuity with the past). Iatmul-speaking villagers living in the Sepik River 
region, for example, raise several large ceremonial houses that open out onto 
an extensive dancing ground. These open spaces flood during seasonal rains 
that can last for months and community members shift to moving around 
the village and its environs on canoes. In former times, Iatmul constructed 
a small raised earthen mound (called a wak) at each end of the ceremonial 
house, planting it with important totemic trees, bushes and other medicinal 
plants. During certain rituals, orators likened the ceremonial house to a 
canoe floating on the river and tied it with a rope to a palm tree growing 
in the wak, so that it was literally ‘moored’ to this adjacent island of earth 



VĀ MOANA

112

and soil. This idea of the post tethering the canoe (or clan group) to the 
land (or origin site) resonates clearly with the conceptual understanding 
among Austronesian-speaking peoples of the mobility of the land—that is, 
the land as a canoe and the canoe as a metaphor for the community. The 
wak was enclosed by a wooden boundary fence comprising posts, some of 
which incorporated images of ancestors. A large, brightly painted example 
in The Met’s collection portrays a spirit wearing appropriate ceremonial 
regalia—​a series of crescent-shaped shell ornaments and facial decorations 
replete with the bold geometric patterns worn by initiated Iatmul men on 
important ceremonial occasions.6

In a similar way to Iatmul cosmologies, the large, round ceremonial houses 
(grandes cases) of Kanak communities in New Caledonia were also each 
built on an artificial mound of earth. Located at the centre of every village, 
the large circular structures had towering conical roofs, crowned with carved 
finials that were visible from afar.7 Each was configured to embody both the 
physical and metaphysical aspects of a chief ’s authority. The mound of earth 
itself was prepared by thoroughly trampling the soil with the feet to make 
it compact and provide a solid base for building. The installation of the 
central post was one of the major events in the foundation of a ceremonial 
hut, and plants and propitiatory objects were buried in the hole before the 
post was driven into the earth, inscribing the natural environment with 
the distinctly Kanak cultural template.

The finial reached high into the sky and was often surmounted by a tall 
spire embellished with a string of large white shells. The highest of these 
shells contained an active element, such as a sacred plant, that linked the sky 
back to the land. The entrances and interiors of grandes cases are highly 
embellished with a variety of sculptural elements that include elaborately 
carved door boards. Flanking the principal entryway, the boards were 
attached to massive supporting posts using lengths of fibre passed through 
large holes on each side.8 Carved in pairs, door boards portray recently 
deceased, high-ranking individuals, either male or female, who, upon death, 
gained ancestor status.

6	  See: Ceremonial fence element, Iatmul, The Met, metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/311162.
7	  See: Roof finial, Kanak, The Met, metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/313640.
8	  See: Door board (jovo), Kanak, The Met, www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/757089.

http://metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/311162
http://metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/313640
http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/757089
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The Kanak scholar Emmanuel Kasarhérou explores the ways in which 
complex social networks are inscribed into architecture and embedded 
into the landscape: a historical geography that lies at the core of kastom 
(customary knowledge). Positioned at the top of a ‘broad, straight, raised 
avenue, bordered by coconut palms and monkey puzzle trees [Araucaria 
araucana]’, the grande case ‘is always built on a hill’ (Kasarhérou, 2018, 
p. 61). Kasarhérou points out that ‘the raised avenue is reminiscent of the 
raised ridges in which yams are grown’ (p. 61), which is an appropriate 
metaphor given the centrality of the avenue as an open space where all 
community dialogue, discussion and exchange takes place. Kasarhérou 
reminds us that the central avenue is not only ‘a space governed by hierarchy 
and regulated by status’ (p. 61), but that the memory of a grande case and 
its avenue live on in perpetuity, even after houses are disassembled or left to 
deteriorate: ‘Traces of the circular mound and the long, straight alley [leading 
up to it] remain like scarification on the ground, or like cultivated ridges 
that have become fallow’ (p. 62). The groups that inhabit these houses may 
disappear after a time, but the name of the place, the house and the avenue 
it stood upon will always remain. These names and coordinates are recalled 
in genealogies, together with the names of ancestors, ensuring that neither 
the many generations of clan groups nor their lands are lost to time. Their 
inclusion in oratory revives a complex historical and cultural geography: 
as names are recited, the relationships that were once maintained in the 
distant past are called to mind and reactivated.

While precise dates for settlement of many of Oceania’s islands remain 
evasive, we know that humans arrived in the islands now known as New 
Caledonia towards the end of the second millennium BCE. The oral 
histories of Kanak elders living in the archipelago today tell of the yams who 
were the first to make landfall on these islands. A cycle of stories shared with 
Emmanuel Kasarhérou (2018, p. 57) in Maré recounts the arrival of the 
yams (Dioscorea alata) accompanied by three banana trees (Musa) and wild 
fowl (Gallinaceae). Arriving in dugout canoes from ‘Ma’, a country to the 
east, via the island of Aneityum (south of Vanuatu), from which they were 
escaping either epidemic or fire, they landed on the coast at Watheo—a site 
marked today by a large natural rock known locally as the ‘boat of the yams’. 
Journeying inland, they settled where the earth is deeper, richer and more 
favourable to cultivation. According to Kasarhérou (2018, pp. 57–58), this 
trajectory is known and easily traceable today, as is the waterhole in which 
the yams bathed to wash the sea-spray and salt from their skin. The order in 
which the yams bathed established their varying degrees of bitterness, as well 
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as the social hierarchy for descendant generations. The first yams enjoyed 
the freshest, sweetest water and settled in the land most favourable to their 
cultivation, becoming chiefs. The last to bathe, finding only brackish water, 
were left with no choice but to take what remained.

These traditions, grounded in the living memories of Kanak peoples, are 
inscribed with details gleaned from centuries of close interaction with the 
land and the deep archive of knowledge that results from its cultivation. 
As such, they help throw light on island histories. Just as the stars in 
the night sky guided voyagers to new islands, these same stars guided the 
seasonal cycles of planting and harvesting that would sustain a settled 
population in its new home. The relationship was a close one: much like 
a house was ‘planted’ into the soil, islanders developed a close kinship with 
the tubers and plants they nurtured so carefully. Like the first generation of 
elders that had come before in their canoes—first arrivals making landfall 
in unknown territory—these same yams and their female counterparts, taro 
tubers, would invigorate and sustain life, ensuring the continuation of the 
lineage through careful cultivation of kastom and by raising a succeeding 
generation of descendants in this time, and future lines beyond.

Canoe—house—man
The complementarity between canoes, houses and people within the 
conceptual landscape of Oceania centres on an important set of coordinates 
that finds the ‘canoe’ and the ‘house’ mapping across ‘ocean’ and ‘land’, with 
human interactions over ‘time’ drawing out ancestral agency in each domain. 
It is important to note the uniquely mobile quality of this conceptual system, 
for if a voyaging group’s identity is affirmed by place, it is the canoe that 
draws them along the ocean pathways to arrive there. Upturned, the canoe 
becomes the house that can connect them with their forebears (and, indeed, 
their future descendants). In binding themselves to a particular place, 
voyaging islanders did not cut themselves off in isolation. Instead, they 
established a dynamic nexus of relationships that radiated outward like the 
spines of a sea urchin, bristling with the potential of future alliances, be they 
economic (trade/exchange), strategic (warfare) or genealogical (marriage). 
For voyagers settling in place, home was never a static or rigid phenomenon 
but, rather, a staging post from which to launch further connections. 
Limitations on territory (physical space) could be compensated for across 
time (a metaphorical type of space), motivated by the possibility of finding 
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a ‘place’ to settle and an ability to embed or ‘plant’ oneself into that new 
landscape. As the scholar Joël Bonnemaison (1994, p. 22) elaborates, ‘man 
can forget the finite nature of his space thanks to the infinite nature of 
his routes’.

It is the myriad connections sparked by voyaging over the course of millennia 
that enabled the development of the complex networks of exchange and 
reciprocity that continue to define Oceania today. Bonnemaison (1994, 
p. 22) suggests that it was vital for voyaging groups ‘to alleviate the 
confinements of space by diversifying [their] territory, by enriching it with 
as many signs and symbols of place as was possible to invent’. The fluid 
relationships that were engendered necessitated a kind of network society 
among and between the region’s archipelagos. This model reinforces the 
many Indigenous cosmologies of Oceania that speak of islands as fragments 
of land that could become untethered, breaking off and swimming away 
from their source of origin to anchor themselves in another part of the ocean.

In that sense, islands in Oceania ‘should never be thought of merely as 
islands; they should be thought of as they always have been since their 
discovery [by the earliest navigators], and that is to say—as canoes’ 
(Bonnemaison, 1994, p. 22). Bonnemaison elaborates on how this might 
look visually, suggesting that these archipelagos ‘are not groups enclosed by 
some ‘frontier’, but networks of little local societies in relatively constant 
communication one with the other’ (p. 22). It is neither the divisions nor 
the limits of the land that are important, he concludes, but the relations 
that are established along the route. There is equity and balance in this 
paradigm. Each node in the network is essential: no single link in the chain 
rises to greater prominence, and interactions are in continuous flux and 
flow. With no fixed centre, people, like canoes, can keep moving; wealth 
and valuables remain itinerant in a system that does not encourage accrual 
or concentration in the hands of the few. In this model, ideas pertaining to 
‘wealth’ can be understood in terms of an investment of effort and strongly 
reside in nurturing relationships that connect the various constituent 
parts of the system. These link related peoples in past, present and future 
(i.e. temporally) even as they occupy different places within the network 
(i.e. spatially). Further, the resilience of the network is ensured by a customary 
system that regularly reviews, nurtures and renews these connections (teu le 
vā, in Sāmoa), a cultural ethos that guards against stagnation or entropy.
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Within this agile and fluid system, origin sites are also departure points: 
voyaging islanders established homelands in places where routes converged, 
and new nodes in the network swelled with the energy of settled communities 
before breaking off to form further branches. These were the places that 
held, in themselves, ‘the fundamental principles of origin’ (Bonnemaison, 
1994). Above all, it is the ‘modernity’ of this ancient Oceanic system 
that is so striking: a highly mobile society articulated by fluid relations of 
proximity and intermittent settlement resonates strongly with the dynamic 
digital and virtual networks that continue to expand the parameters of our 
own lifestyles in the twenty-first century.

Figure 6.1: Gabaela or ‘Nga: A lime 
spatula and currency holder, Milne 
Bay Province, Papua New Guinea, 
19th or early 20th century.
Note: Made from turtle shell by  
a Massim artist.
Source: The Metropolitan Museum of Art 
(1979.206.1464).

This cosmopolitanism is key 
to understanding Oceanic art. 
The work in The Met’s collection 
that perhaps best encapsulates this 
conceptual circuitry is a lime spatula 
and currency holder, likely from 
Vanatinai, in the Massim region of 
south-east New Guinea (Figure 6.1). 
Fashioned from translucent turtle 
shell, this delicately crafted object 
has a dual function and a multiplicity 
of meanings. In its capacity as a lime 
spatula, the bladelike lower tip was 
used to extract lime from a gourd 
container during the chewing of 
betel nut. The domed upper section, 
which is perforated, indicates that 
it was also a gabaela, a ceremonial 
armature used to hold and display 
its owner’s wealth. The line of small 
holes along the upper border once 
allowed for the attachment of small 
disks of bright pink and orange 
Spondylus shell, an extremely 
valuable material that served as 
ritual currency. Currency holders 
were among the most important 
valuables in the region’s ceremonial 
exchange network and were traded 
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throughout the Louisiade archipelago off the south-eastern tip of New 
Guinea. A highly conspicuous and durable form of wealth, gabaela were 
used to pay for feasts, land, canoes and other items.

Along with its dual function, the piece can be interpreted variably 
depending on its orientation and how it is held. According to the people 
of Sabarl Island, when the gabaela is positioned with the blade pointing 
downward, it represents a highly stylised human face or figure: the shell 
disks (absent in the present work) represent the hair; the unadorned band 
below, the forehead or chest; and the tips of the curved portion, the figure’s 
arms and hands. Two stylised birds’ heads always appear at the bottom of 
the shaft, and their eyes are said to form the eyes or testes of the human 
image, whereas the descending blade is variously identified as the nose, 
leg or phallus. When turned so that the gabaela is positioned with the 
blade pointing upward, it can be interpreted as a waga (canoe): the blade 
represents the lawalawa (mast), the carved designs on the crescent-shaped 
portion are the tanatana (gunwales), and the shell disks stand for the islands 
among which the vessel sails.

Man becomes canoe, becomes man.

So much coheres in this single piece. The mobility of the canoe as it moves 
through space; the birds that inhabit the sky region, guiding us to land and 
acting as important messengers between this realm and the next; and a first-
born man from whom many generations of ancestors will be born.

Conclusion
Oceania is a place of connection and separation, but above all, of intersection. 
The circulation of goods and valuables in networks of exchange is as much 
about prestige and the vital relationships that are garnered in a system where 
connection is everything. Art produced throughout the region speaks to this 
inherent mobility, with circulation not limited to people and things. Ideas, 
knowledge and motifs transform within newly updated contexts in a system 
designed to encourage innovation. The component parts of canoes and 
houses (the designs associated with them, as well as the tools used to make 
them) were all transferable, allowing them to be disassembled and carried to 
other places, their constituent parts unbound, reassembled or repurposed. 
In a demonstration of further conceptual and linguistic neatness, we find 
in the Proto-Austronesian term *waga, which means ‘canoe’ or ‘vessel’, 
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a cognate of vaka (used in Tonga, Fiji and Sāmoa), vaʻa (Tahiti), waʻa 
(Hawaiʻi) and waka (Aotearoa New Zealand), all terms that likewise denote 
a canoe or vessel. The term vaka compounds the terms vā (space) and kā 
(or tā, time), so that the conceptual underpinning of feast bowls, or the 
ubiquitous kava bowl, embodies precisely the same spatio-temporal ideas 
that are foundational to understanding art from the region—namely, that 
vessels (in the broadest sense of the word) afford a space for interactions 
and relationships to take place across vast distances. Across Polynesia, ritual 
spaces are conceived of as canoes that have come to settle in the land—not 
unlike the Abelam conception of the wak, the sacred mound, (and focal 
point of the community’s spiritual energy) to which the ceremonial house 
(or ‘canoe’) was tethered during rituals that recalled the arrival of the 
community to the village.

Museums speak strongly to their coordinates and local constituencies. 
For those of us born overseas, the collections we encounter, connect with and 
care for in museums outside of Oceania can act as anchor points connecting 
us to home. They are a link that creates connection—a convergence or 
‘node’ in the network—bringing us into immediate relation with each 
other. Our tūpuna (ancestors), our Austronesian-speaking forebears, had the 
imagination to visualise, and make tangible, these deep (virtual) networks 
of ancestral relations. They wrote these lineages into their skin, beat them 
into tapa (barkcloth), plaited and painted them into masks, and planted 
them into wood as notches in carvings. Our unique and distinctive ‘way 
of being’ in the world, that instructs and guides how we navigate this life 
and the worlds that lie beyond—in short, the unique conceptual landscape 
that is gifted to us—all this and more, is embedded into each carefully 
crafted work: the slit gong drum, the shark reliquary, the barkcloth mask, 
the pearl shell pendant. Meshing their values, ideas and philosophies into 
the surfaces and intricate folds of these ‘things’, our artists ensured these 
tangible templates for life would be revealed long into the future.

When we gather with our taonga (treasures) in spaces far from Oceania; 
when we speak and sing; when we move and gesture, enacting our protocols 
(see Figures 6.2, 6.3 and 6.4); we bring into effect the collapses in time 
and space that taonga are designed to elicit. This is power and agency at its 
fullest—efficacy, conceived in material form, by our ancestors. They saw 
no limits in life. They saw no limits to the ocean that spread before them, 
continuing onward towards the horizon to discover its broadest parameters, 
making homes, and creating culture, in new islands.
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Figure 6.2: Delegates from Pohnpei perform at the Farmers Co-op in 
Dededo, Guåhan (Guam), May 2016.
Source: Photograph by Manny Crisostomo.

Our ancestors deployed the things they built (houses, canoes, kava bowls) to 
ensure their necessary mobility between places would not detract from their 
ability to pause when needed, and interact with gods and ancestors, former 
generations of bloodlines: those who would guide them and offer spiritual 
sustenance for the next planting season, for the next journey, for the next 
stage of life or transition into death and ancestorhood. Travelling from A to 
B and back again, spiralling out from one archipelago to another, planting 
a branch of family in a neighbouring set of islands—these were ways to 
establish and extend influence and, above all, relationships, which we know 
to be the core of everything. Portable vessels like kava bowls could embody 
ancestors in the same way as a house or a canoe. A people on the move! 
And bringing their ancestors along for the ride. Ingenious.
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Figure 6.3: The Tongan delegation performs for the audience who 
gathered to bless and celebrate the new Guam Museum, Hagåtña, 
Guåhan (Guam), May 2016.
Source: Photograph by Manny Crisostomo.

Figure 6.4: Je-andralyn Duenas and the Paʻa Taotao Tano’ cultural dancers 
perform at Paseo de Susana, Hagåtña, Guåhan (Guam), May 2016.
Source: Photograph by Manny Crisostomo.
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And so, I end at the beginning, with the conceptual vastness of vā encapsulated 
within that single syllable. We are these same vessels. Embodiments of our 
ancestors. Skin and bone. Like the tapa or fibre skin that we strip from the 
upright trees of our islands and wrap around ourselves, or stretch over a fibre 
frame to make a mask, a vessel for our ancestors to temporarily reside in.

A house. A canoe. A body.
A mask. A shield. A club.
The art around us is a forest of ancestors.
Connecting us. Anchoring ourselves to the past and binding us to 
the present.
Vā—as it inheres in people, and places, across time.
The vā of song and story, as it is spoken and danced.
The vā of ‘precious things’: measina, koloa, mea makamae—our 
spiritual wealth that, like our people, keep moving, shifting in 
and out of different worlds in different horizons, just as they were 
designed to do.
The vā as it inheres in our ongoing work, the work we are 
all engaged in that looks to build, nurture, and enliven these 
relationships—between people, and places, across time.
The vā, dynamic and evolving, like the ocean within us.
Ko au te Moana. Te Moana ko au.
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