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practices through the Vā Body
Rosanna Raymond

To Chase a Tuna

To chase a tuna1 to 
Sasina
Savaii
Sāmoa

In a pond more costly to women I walked as Sina, salt not battered 
awash in deep water pond, spring into life, refreshed, revitalised, 
realised, attitudinizing

I was going with the flow with my bros’ in a land, fa-fa away, when 
a sudden, reflection, direction, diversion, excursion, emersion, 
slipped through time and space offering protection as we just 
landed lactating lava lavaciously in lalolagi

Grounded sitting with mountains, head in the sky, getting the 
massage with hands on assimilation, migration, integration, 
instigation

Eyes thick with vision, decisions, descriptions,

Choking on lava

1	  Samoan for eel.
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Good reef we pierced the sky, departed divine inspired by my 
Tūrangawaewae

And in the lay of the land … lies, a plan plain. To my mother land—
the far north land, to my father less land, where burnt and bleeding 
coconuts, soak the sky, (there we cried, my sisters and I) to my 
homeland, Auckland, Tamaki-ma-kau-rau, Te Henga, I resided.

Where west coasting with Kupe the connector, the shared ancestor 
gives direct line, to my PI’s, reprazent and wreckognise, as I stand 
in admiration and appreciations for the inspirational, affirmation, 
imagination, creations, transformations … sensational

Here I stand Full Tusk Maiden Aotearoa … kssss aue aue he

Full moons in my horizons, wandering clouds passing by, east to 
west with soft caress, stained rosy, steeling, the sea shines

Dusky softly I have spoken, as in two the night my home works, 
as reflective, subjective, objective, situations are in operation, too 
much moon shinning, as the sliver delivers …

Deep come the dark, colding
longing the long the longest
the stars shine

Breathed I have bled, when the moon drops past my pants, I look 
at her in the eye, golden, slippering, it dropped into my mouth, 
dripping with fooled mooned horizons

Be aware, urban in fusion, do not be confused by this unison, 
a class ‘a’ injection, fraction, reaction, orator, orientator, defining, 
fortification, exploration, explanation, feet firm, mat laden. This is 
where my eyes doth landed, surrounded by eyeland2 cult’ya

Eyelands
This opening poem is the beginning of my urban cosmology—the genesis of 
my journey as I enter a non-Western time-space in word version. ‘To Chase 
a Tuna’ was written as part of the handover ceremony for the image La‘a Laʻa 
Luga le Fanua o le Mata—A Look through My Eyelands in 1997 (Figure 9.1). 
I wrote the poem as the artist statement, using words as another way to 

2	  The cultural and political geography of my surroundings through my eyes.
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articulate the materiality and the intangible histories embedded in the 
work. Rendering it in person, to the image, in curator Ron Brownson’s tiny 
office in the Auckland City Art Gallery3 was my way to say goodbye. The 
poem became another version of the artwork I could keep with(in) me, my 
body becoming the archival space, the storage house of shared memories. 
In retrospect, I was laying the foundations of my future relationship with 
the GLAM (galleries, libraries, archives and museums) sector.

Figure 9.1: La‘a La‘a Luga le Fanua o le Mata—A Look through My Eyelands.
Source: Drawing on photograph by Rosanna Raymond, 1997. Auckland Art 
Gallery Collection.

3	  Ron Brownson had a huge influence on the Moana arts scene as curator at the Auckland City Art 
Gallery for over four decades. He sadly passed away in March 2023.
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Manavā loloto4

Sisters and SaVĀges

In reflecting upon my three-decades long journey into the arts and (more 
recently) scholarship, I reach deep into my manava (stomach) and breathe 
deep. Although my art and academic practices came into me in a roundabout 
and sometimes painful way, they are now permeated into the core of my 
body. As a result, my body has come to serve as the primary material through 
which I acti.VĀ.te the mauli (cosmological energy)5 of my artistic creations.

My artistic journey started with the arts collective Pacific Sisters.6 Founded 
in 1992, Pacific Sisters is one of the longest established Tagata Moana art 
collectives in Aotearoa. The Pacific Sisters incorporate Moana heritage 
art and cultural practices with contemporary art forms, embracing our urban 
Māori, Pacific and queer identities, unique to Aotearoa. Emerging from the 
fringes of mainstream arts and culture, we are now recognised locally and 
internationally for our multidisciplinary practice and fashion activism.

Working with the Pacific Sisters, I developed my embodied practice. I learnt 
how to use my hands as a maker, fusing traditional techniques, oral histories 
and genealogies. We were not interested in replicating the past, but in 
creating a space where we could add to the dynamic legacy of our cultural 
heritage. My ancient self and my modern self embraced and engaged with 
each other.

By 2010, I had formed the SaVĀge K’lub7 and been living in the UK for 
over 10 years, working with museums in various guises: as a researcher, 
artist, poet, cultural commentator, workshop leader, and member of 
cultural groups Ngāti Rānana, Maramara Tōtara and Beats of Polynesia. 

4	  Manavā loloto can be translated literally from Samoan as ‘breathe deeply’, signalling a long/extended 
ancestral lifeworld.
5	  For a great redefinition from an Indigenous perspective, see: Metzger (2022).
6	  Pacific Sisters is a collective of Pacific and Māori artists, performers, designers, jewellers and musicians. 
Formed in 1992 by Selina Forsyth (Samoan), Nephi Tupaea (Ngāti Katoa) and Suzanne Tamaki (Tūhoe, 
Te Arawa, Ngāti Maniapoto), the sisterhood also includes Rosanna Raymond (Samoan), Feeonaa Clifton 
née Wall (Samoan), Ani O’Neill (Cook Islands), Lisa Reihana (Ngāpuhi), Jaunnie Ilolahia (Tongan), Ema 
Lyon (Ngāti Porou), Henry Taripo (Cook Islands), Karlos Quartez (Cook Islands), Greg Semu (Samoan), 
Salvador Brown (Samoan), Rameka Tamaki (Tūhoe) and Tuvaʻa Clifton (Samoan).
7	  For a comprehensive history of the SaVĀge Kʻlub, see: savage-kronikles.webflow.io/.

http://savage-kronikles.webflow.io/
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During this time, I encountered the vā. It became central to my practice.8 
The body became a genealogical vessel that collapses time and space. The 
capitalisation of VĀ in SaVĀge privileges vā, to maintain the mana of 
Moana-based relational practices and protocols at the heart of my creative 
practice, allowing a rethinking of the ‘savage’ (Strauss, 1962) as an active 
agent of vā.

Vā, a Samoan term for space, is not linear or indeed empty. The vā is an 
active space. It binds people and things together. It forms relationships and 
necessitates reciprocal obligations. I feel the vā needs a body: a tangible 
presence, a performative body that attracts, sustains and maintains 
relationships. A vessel for the genealogical and the geographical to come 
together within, allowing the past to have a presence in the now.

Consequently, I am a Culti.VĀ.tor, FAB.ricator and Acti.VĀ.tor of spaces, 
people and things.9 My body is used as a site of resistance, a choreographic 
practice encapsulating art and activism, ritual and regalia, and group 
enactments that extend far beyond the context of art. My practice activates 
space and collapses time using the body and genealogical matter as content. 
My body, its own inherent language and the language of the measina 
(cultural treasures) that I adorn it with, converge to form a powerful space 
in which my art practice and cultural heritage come together, traversing 
genealogical and geographical spaces, forming a vāNOW.

Museums inside the artist
The Vā Body challenges and negotiates a space for Indigenous Moana voices 
inside the museum. My 20 years of working with museums has focused on 
the revitalisation and reactivation of the mana (power) and mauli trapped 
in body adornments or measina in museum collections.10 Some of these 
adornments have been crafted by my own hands. Many have been crafted by 

8	  The work of Albert Wendt, Albert Refiti, ʻŌkusitino Mahina, Karlo Mila and Tēvita Ka‘ili—pioneers 
of the vā and tā/vā theory—has hugely influenced my creative practice.
9	  Acti.VĀ.tion came first as an embodied methodology in 2010. Since then, I have expanded it, 
creating the SaVĀge Faigaluega, SaVĀge Methodology, with four tenets: Culti.VĀ.te, research phase; 
FAB.ricate, construction/installation; Acti.VĀ.te, using the Vā Body to animate the mauli imbedded in 
the works creating a space of connection; D’acti.VĀ.te, to close the space.
10	  An example is Frank Burnett’s collection of Samoan measina in the Museum of Anthropology, 
Vancouver, Canada, where I was invited to create a response for the exhibition, Border Zones, in 2010.
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‘unnamed’ creators and have become what Nicholas Thomas (1991) refers 
to as ‘entangled objects’, artefacts that are permanently enmeshed with the 
colonial legacies that acquired them—a legacy that I share with them.

Pasifika Styles
Pasifika Styles—Artists inside the Museum11 was an exhibition that ran for two 
years from 2006, reconnecting 35 artists from the Moana to the historical 
collections of the University of Cambridge’s Museum of Archaeology and 
Anthropology (MAA). The exhibition was a collaboration between my 
long-time friend, Amiria Salmond, and myself, and changed the course of 
my art practice. Pasifika Styles had been inspired by my first interactions 
with the Museum of Anthropology in Vancouver where I experienced the 
possibilities of a reciprocal and exchange-based museum model (Figure 9.2).

Figure 9.2: FAB.rication, installation view of Pasifika Styles, 
Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology.
Source: Photograph by Kerry Brown, 2006–2008, University of Cambridge.

11	  This exhibition also included an extensive two-year public program with the UK-based Pacific 
community, a theatre festival and a publication titled Pasifika Styles—Artist Inside the Museum (Salmon 
& Raymond, 2008).
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The MAA was a context par excellence for exploration and experimentation. 
Its extensive ‘ethnographic’ collections include some of the earliest 
measina collected from the Pacific and have been both a fulcrum for early 
seminal anthropological works, including James Frazer’s (1890/1998) 
The Golden Bough, and the impetus for early ethnological expeditions and 
further collecting.12

Artists were invited to respond to the collections in an attempt to challenge 
the divide between art and artefact, past and present practices. This was 
a chance to talk to the legacies found inside the museum: art and artefact 
brought together. It was the presence of the artists themselves that had the 
greatest impact on the museum staff and protocols, and on the artefacts 
themselves, as noted by curator Carine Ayélé Durand (2008, p. 76), here 
describing Pasifika Styles:

As the project unfolded, it became clear that the artists’ knowledge 
and skilled practice offered insights into both ‘material’ and ‘cultural’ 
aspects of the objects that were highly valued within the museum 
environment. This made me reconsider how ‘mainstream’ museums 
and academics relate to people who have cultural connections to the 
collections, as well as how these people might go about asserting 
a greater degree of control over research into their own culture and 
material heritage. In the process, my own research methodologies 
were reconfigured in ways that have a broader relevance to current 
debates and methodological initiatives in museum studies and 
social anthropology.

Pasifika Styles welcomed my involvement over a five-year period in all aspects 
of the decision-making, from the conception to the closing ceremony. The 
relationships formed throughout the exhibition spilt out of the museum, 
with many artists developing subsequent projects with other museums 
as a result. After the artists left, the local Moana community continued 
to visit and were part of outreach programs and the closing ceremonies. 
Unfortunately, it seems the location of the exhibition inside the museum 
could not break free of its ethnographic shackles and there was very little 
response from the ‘mainstream’ artworld. Yet, Amiria and I were able to 
develop new protocols inside the museum—for instance, tāonga/measina 

12	  Alfred Haddon, a lecturer in anthropology and a contributor to the management of what is now 
known as the MAA, led the 1898 Torres Strait Expedition, and encouraged students to collect for the 
museum as part of their fieldwork.
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were used in ceremony and musical instruments were played, brokering new 
ways of interfacing with the collections for staff, artists and community that 
remain in use today (Figure 9.3).

Figure 9.3: Acti.VĀ.tion, Jerome Kavanagh (Pūoro Jerome) testing a pūkāea 
from the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology stores, 2007.
Source: Photograph by Carine Durand, University of Cambridge.
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MAA is where I experienced mana, mauli and the measina as tangible 
entities, inspiring me to use my body to push the boundaries and scope of 
the anthropological museum. It is where I saw the collections reinvigorated 
by the presence of their gafa (living descendants). This cemented my feeling 
that the museum had a feagaiga (a covenant) with the living, which needed 
to be conserved; it was not enough to conserve the past or the physical 
condition of the measina. Rather, museums need to acknowledge the 
relationships, past, present and future and to tend to them, to teu le vā.

Teu le vā became a critical cultural context used inside the museum,13 
asserting the need to conserve relationships embedded in the measina in 
collections. My work in the museum highlighted the need for sustained 
relationships with living descendants of measina.

Teu le vā
In the late 1990s, the first wave of Pacific artists became the original group 
of people to acknowledge the vā, and especially teu le vā, as an important 
notion for creatives.14 Almost all acknowledged Albert Wendt (1999) as the 
first to present the idea to them in the now well-cited paper ‘Tatauing 
the Post-Colonial Body’. Wendt’s essay is a seminal text in the development 
of a theory of vā outside the village in a cosmopolitan urban context.15

Wendt gave voice to the extent and potency of the vā, a context ever-present, 
yet seldom described or discussed within Sāmoa (Tuagalu, 2008), requiring 
and acquiring a new life and interest in the diaspora. Historically, Sāmoan 
cultural understandings of the vā have been grounded in relational and social 
space within a village setting in Sāmoa. The notion of the vā is changing as it 
spreads throughout our transnational communities. Yet despite two decades 
of largely diaspora-based writing and thought on the vā (Ka’ili et al., 2017), 
little scholarship has been afforded to the Vā Body. The emphasis is often 
placed on the relational and social space, how it is formed and maintained; 
rarely is the body’s presence as a vessel for the past, present, future and how it 
activates the mauli (the spark of life) brought into the vā theory.

13	  See: Anae and Samu Tui (Chapter 11, this volume).
14	  The following artists have all, at some stage, referenced vā or teu le vā in their work: Lily Laita, Lyle 
Penisula, Michel Tuffery, Ioane Ioane, Niki Hastings-McFall, Leafa Wilson and John Pule. See: Tamaira 
(2009).
15	  Lana Lopesi coined the term ‘Moana Cosmopolitanism’, which aligns with developments related 
to urban Moana diaspora. See: Tecun (2020).
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While Wendt’s essay helped me situate my position within the context 
of vā theory by bringing attention to a postcolonial body, Wendt did not 
connect the postcolonial body and the vā directly. Following Wendt’s essay, 
though, Samoan choreographer Lemi Ponifasio suggested the concept of 
a ‘vā-body’.16 It does not surprise me that I found someone who naturally 
brings the body to the vā through the words of another artist. Ponifasio 
brings the two together in his work, as noted in an interview for the Te Papa 
publication Pacific Art Niu Sila (Mallon & Pereira, 2002, p. 140):

Here in the Pacific, the vā is the lived and cognisant body relationship 
with the world. The vā or the body’s intentionality is the foundation 
of all expression, including dance.

Later, in a 2010 interview, Ponifasio extrapolated on the concept, 
using the term ‘vā-body’ as ‘a conscious and responsible state of being’ 
(The Newsroom, 2010).

Tattooing the vā
The use of the body as a tool to re-centre Indigenous ways of being and 
knowing is also found in the work of other First Nations artists and thinkers, 
such as Anishinaabe scholar Leanne Betasamosake Simpson. Simpson’s 
(2017, p. 182) words may be rendered in English, as are my own, but as 
she describes ideas connected to her tribal land in Turtle Island far beyond 
the Moana, she conceptually describes ideas that are like the vā—a Vā Body:

Recognition for us is about presence, about profound listening, 
and about recognising and affirming the light in each other as a 
mechanism for nurturing and strengthening internal relationships to 
our Nishnaabeg worlds. It is a core part of our political systems because 
they are rooted in our bodies and our bodies are not just informed 
by but created and maintained by relationships of deep reciprocity. 
Our bodies exist only in relation to Indigenous complex, non-linear 
constructions of time, space, and place better continually rebirthed 
through the practice and often coded recognition of obligations and 
responsibilities within a nest of diversity, freedom, consent, non-
interference, and generated, proportional, emergent reciprocity.

16	  See also: Ioane et al. (Chapter 12, this volume).
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Why would the vā need a body? Maybe because I have a body-centred arts 
practice, I just assumed there was one. Or maybe I needed to see it, like 
Wendt (1999) who ‘kept visualising the Post-Colonial body as an actual 
human body’ and was then compelled to tatau it. Another meaning of teu 
that I engage in my practice is the ability of teu to embellish or decorate 
(Milner, 1992). As a FAB.ricator and Acti.VĀ.tor, I had a need to tatau 
the vā with a body. What is proposed here is no longer the postcolonial 
body that Wendt had tautau-ed or signalled in ‘Tatauing the Post-Colonial 
Body’, but a Vā Body that can disrupt colonial tropes by creating a physical 
presence, that can be fluttered like the fa‘alelegapepe17 of old.

Tino ō faiā18

I encountered the idea that ‘the body is the exemplary agent of vā 
relationships’ (Refiti, 2007, n.p.) with Albert Refiti in 2008, during a small 
gathering in the bowels of the Royal Festival Hall in London. This was 
my first encounter with Refiti’s notion of gene-archaeological body as it 
unfolded before me: 

Understanding the gene-archaeological matter is to realise that your 
body and being represent a line of ancestors/land/community/family, 
which is part of you. Therefore, the body belongs to the ancestor. Your 
being there allows them (these ancient bodies) to be present there too.

Our body therefore is already a vā matter, the ultimate vā, a porous/
holey boundary between the ancestor and the world. (Refiti, 
2007, n.p.)

Through Refiti’s gene-archaeological body, Ponifasio’s Vā Body and Wendt’s 
postcolonial body, I began to contemplate my own body as a corporeal vessel 
that shares time and space with all my genealogical past. Both male and 
female, atua and aitu, the Vā Body is both the interpretive and generative 
potential that brings things into existence. I began to imagine the Vā Body as 
the physical connective tissue enacting all forms of the vā—spiritual, social, 
tapu (restricted) and noa (unrestricted). A non-gendered body or space 
where all ancestors are housed. The non-gendered space of the ancestors is 
also reflected in the pronoun of most Moana language groups, ia (she/he), 
which addresses both male and female.

17	  Fa‘alelegapepe, literally the flight of the butterfly, is a Samoan term for the process of publicly 
showcasing finished fine mats the village women have made.
18	  A body formed from relationships, a Vā Body.
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Searching for mauli
As I journey to the Vā Body through Sisters and SaVĀges, postcolonial 
bodies, gene-archaeological bodies and ceremonial bodies, I would like to 
mention Fanaafi Aiono Le Tagaloa’s (2003) work on Samoan spirituality. It is 
important to remember here the role of the church in literally redressing the 
native body. Tony Ballantyne (2014, p. 12) wrote that when Cook arrived 
in New Zealand, ‘tapu and noa were absolutely fundamental in shaping the 
understandings of the body in all its states and these concepts were at the heart 
of most social and ritual spaces’. Much of the Moana also practised tapu and 
noa, which has remained deeply entrenched in our cultural values today.

Samoan paramount leader Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Taʻisi Efi (Sauaalii-
Sauni et al., 2008, p. 175), for instance, has written about tapu for Sāmoa 
in relationship to vā tapuʻia:

The term literally refers to the sacred (tapu-ia) relationship (va) 
between man and all things, animate and inanimate. It implies that 
in our relations with all things, living and dead, there exists a sacred 
essence, a life force beyond human reckoning. The distinction here 
between what is living and what is dead is premised not so much 
on whether a ‘life force’, i.e. a mauli or fatu manava exists in the 
thing (that is, whether a ‘life-breath’ or ‘heartbeat’ exudes from 
it), but whether that thing, living or dead, has a genealogy (in an 
evolutionary rather than human procreation sense) that connects to 
a life-force. The va tapuia, the sacred relations between all things 
extends in the Samoan indigenous reference to all things living or 
dead, where a genealogical relationship can be traced.

This important Samoan cultural index is also echoed by scholar Le Tagaloa 
(2003, p. 7) who maintains that the first and most important vā is ‘the 
relationship between the creator and the created, between the created and 
other creations’.

These definitions have extended my belief that we also need to be able to 
maintain our relationships with our measina in the museums. Our cultural 
belongings are not just mere objects or artefacts. Their gafa or genealogy not 
only exists through the hands that created them but also inhabits the very 
substance they are made from, and thus they connect us to our cosmological 
genealogical origins. The vā is not just a space for humans to relate with/in, 
but also the potential for how we can relate to the world of other animate 
and inanimate things where mauli or the life force runs through all.
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Body adornments from the Moana are inherently imbued with potent 
genealogies, mythologies, rituals and oral histories, and thus their retelling 
via storytelling is how we make sense of our past in the present. The 
mythopoetic narratives they carry, I believe, converge and are channelled 
through the Vā Body.

Fāgogo as method
Indigenous First Nations scholar Jo-ann Archibald formulated the term 
‘Indigenous storywork’ as a method, to work with the stories not just tell 
them, thereby ‘activating decolonising methodologies as a dynamic cultural 
revitalising strategy’ (Archibald & De Santolo 2019, p. 11). Tui Atua 
Tupua Tamasese Ta‘isi uses fāgogo, the stories from and of the past, to 
teach us in the present (cited in Sauaalii-Sauni et al., 2008). In the Moana, 
storytelling and performance are intrinsically linked. The storytelling style 
of Sāmoa, fāgogo, is performative; curator Sean Mallon (2002) likens it 
to a performance art. Fāgogo by means of Indigenous storywork offers 
a powerful context, allowing me to create my own mythologies to retell the 
stories embedded in bodies and museum collections (Figure 9.4).

Figure 9.4: Rosanna Raymond, Ie Malie I Uta, 2017.
Note: Make-up effects by Jocelyn Ng.
Source: Photograph by Jermaine Dean.
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Anchoring the aitu
Performativity and spirituality had a place in Samoan life through the 
aitu. This much-maligned entity, like the native body, was targeted by 
the missionaries as incongruous to Christian doctrines. Aitu are said to 
be descendants of the original atua-gods, permeating all aspects of life in 
lalolagi-earth, from birth to death. They had their own priesthood known 
as taula-aitu (anchors of the spirits). Though described as a tutelary deity 
(Freeman, 1984), aitu are often defined as ghosts, spirits or demons. 
Le Tagaloa (2003, p. 41) disputes this, claiming the aitu is not a ghost or 
the spirit of a dead person, ‘the aitu is the creative and cheeky part of the 
inner being of the person’ and, like mauli, continues to exist when the ola 
(life) takes leave of our bodies. Art laureate and designer Lindah Lepou 
describes them as ancestral spirits, seeing them as ‘role models—symbols 
of strength and identity who can be called upon for support’ (City Gallery of 
Wellington, 2012).

Intersectional aitu
Aitu exist in multiple spaces. These can be theatrical, political and spiritual, 
intersecting the realm between the living and the dead, and/or residing in 
the tagatalilo (inner self ), where mauli is said to reside. One gets to meet 
aitu in hypernatural spaces, in intentional situations that break down the 
regular norms of everyday. Aitu are for special occasions, both portentous 
and absurd. They are still called upon to help solve serious issues by chiefs, 
a practice known as fono ma aitu (to hold council with the aitu).

Niu Aitu
I have brought the aitu into the vāNOW. As I have adorned the vā with my 
body, I adorn my body with the materials and fibres that connect me to the 
land, sea and sky. The conventional idea of a costume does not convey the 
depth of the spiritual and physical form and function embedded in these 
creations. This is why I refer to them as Niu Aitu. They are fully formed, 
fleshed-out charismas as they embody the mauli and the mana of the fāgogo 
and gafa they relay.
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The Niu Aitu I create are FAB.ricated for living, moving Tagata Moana 
bodies, not gallery walls, mannequins or acid free cardboard boxes. Those 
means of storage and display render the Niu Aitu stationary, reduced to a 
state of moe mauliuli (suspended animation), one part of a whole, causing 
lēutuvā (disrupting the vā) between Niu Aitu and the active Vā Body.

HandoVĀ
Over the past 30 years I have developed my own protocols for the trade and 
exchange of my Niu Aitu. I have begun to see the museum like a retirement 
home, for when wear and tear compromise the garment and the mana of 
the Niu Aitu is adequately charged. The more the Niu Aitu has been acti.
VĀ.ted, the more mana it accrues. Mana and mauli stem from the person 
who made the Niu Aitu or measina and are passed onto who and what it 
adorns and the materials it is made from.

When a Niu Aitu goes into a museum, or finds a niu home, I feel fa‘anoanoa 
(sad and lonely) because they are an indelible part of me. We live through 
each other; we have shared history. In their memory, I make their avatar.19 
Same Niu Aitu, but different formation; same mauli that I hold in my Vā 
Body as the FAB.ricator and Acti.VĀ.tor. So far, seven Niu Aitu20 have had 
reincarnations or, as I call them, ^V^T^ (pronounced avatar). These are the 
reincarnations of Niu Aitu no longer with me.

Working with ancestral knowledge requires diligence and comes with 
responsibilities. I call this ‘Cultural Health and Safety’; it is an important 
part of my practice and is embedded in the core of the SaVĀge Faigaluega. 
Experiencing the tangible properties of tapu and noa, I have learnt the 
importance of following Cultural Health and Safety measures. For example, 
karakia (ritual incantation), fasting and taking council with elders and aitu. 
These are important considerations when taking the Vā Body inside the 
museum space, which is filled with ancestral mana and measina waiting to 
be reanimated by the living descendants they are connected to.

19	  Here I reference the Hindu notion of avatar as a manifestation of a deity or released soul in bodily 
form on earth, but I am also inspired by the Nickelodeon series Avatar: The Last Airbender, Episode 7, 
6.02mins, 2005–08.
20	  These are Gʻnang Gʻnear, Ina and Tuna, Aolele, Full Tusk Maiden, Backhand Maiden and MamaTane.
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Faʻalavelave
Museums are a multiverse of red tape. The bigger the museum, the 
more complicated it can become. Learning how to navigate this space is 
important. All this negotiating is a complex but necessary part of my art 
practice inside the museum. What could be seen as burden has helped 
me re-Acti.VĀ.te old relationships and create new ones with the people 
that work within the museum. As I fa‘alavelave (ceremonial and family 
obligations) or entangle myself with the museum, I am reminded of Albert 
Refiti’s (2013, p. 12) rethinking of fa‘alavelave, not as trouble or a burden 
as it has come to be known, but as ‘the entanglement to oneself to the 
community’. Here the community comprises museum professionals and 
the measina, as I renegotiate terms of access and ownership.

Aolele
Aolele was incarnate beauty—her eyes darker than lama juice, 
her lips thick like oars from a war canoe, her breasts firm like the 
heart of tanoa, her teeth whiter than virgin siapo, her nose noble, 
experienced, preconditioned for greeting … Her feet were strong 
too, like the foundations of a fale … her hair … dark, dark hair that 
fell down her back. Like the fern upon the back of a tamaligi tree. 
(Figiel, 1996, p. 69)

During my first ever visit to Sāmoa,21 I was given a book by Samoan author 
Sia Figiel (1996), The Girl in the Moon Circle. In it, the Pulu Leaves whisper 
to Samoana, the main character, of the ancestral story of Malaefouapili, 
which involves Aolele, the wandering cloud of incarnate beauty, gracious, 
educated and industrious; and Pili, a progeny of Le Tagaloa and known to 
Winds and Waves, Clouds and Fire, Shark and Bird and Boar. The Pulu 
Leaves tell her of the seven brothers of Aolele—Tasi, Lua, Tolu, Fa, Iva, 
Fitu and Ono—and their feagaiga with their sister, whom they died for. 
It is a tale of seduction, transformation, deceit, defeat, shame, forgiveness, 
humility, mana and remembrance.

21	  I was part of the Pacific Sisters Malaga to participate in the 7th Festival of Pacific Arts, Tala 
Measina, in 1996.
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Figure 9.5: FAB.rication, installation photograph, Aolele-Wandering Cloud, 
Pacific Sisters He Toā Tāera | Fashion Activists, 2018.
Source: Photograph by Rosanna Raymond, Te Papa Tongawera.

Sia Figiel’s words and story set the aganu‘u (ethic) for my recreation of 
Aolele as I re-imagined her, taking her off the page. She materialised using 
the visual language of ornamentation, sound and movement, to articulate 
Figel’s narrative. Her first appearance was with the Pacific Sisters at the 1997 
exhibition Lapa, curated by fellow sister Toni Symons at Lopdell House 
(Figure 9.5).22 After the Lapa exhibition, Aolele was again Acti.VĀ.ted at 
the Auckland City Art Gallery, in front of my Eyeland: Part 1, An Urban 
Excessification Installation.23 I used the same movements and soundtrack to 

22	  Other artists included Greg Semu, Ani O’Neill-Pacific Wave, Sofia Tekela-Dusky Maiden, Nephi 
Tupaea-Ngarara and Suzanne Tamaki-Kurangaituku.
23	  As part of a group show Open Skies, Divided Horizons, curated by Ron Brownson, Auckland City Art 
Gallery, in 1997.
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tell the story to a new audience in the inner city. Unbeknown to me, I was in 
the presence of Sia Figiel. When I saw her in the audience, her face was filled 
with emotion, tears of joy rolling down her face, bringing us both to tears 
as Aolele’s mauli was made tangible in both of us. Since that meeting, Sia 
Figiel has called me Aolele. She remains an inspiration to me as a powerful 
writer and tusitala (storyteller).

^V^T^
The second iteration of Aolele was (re)formed in 2018 for the opening 
ceremony for Te Papa’s Pacific Sisters: Te Toa Tāera | Fashion Activists, the 
Pacific Sisters’ first major retrospective exhibition. I knew that Aolele was 
now in a quiescent state inside the museum, inside a box awaiting display 
on a mannequin, not a body: this iteration became my way of bringing her 
back into the vāNOW. It was important for us to present our Niu Aitu in 
their Acti.VĀ.ted state on a body (Figure 9.6). This was our way of telling 
the stories imbued in our works by animating the mauli and mana, bringing 
our community together to celebrate and share the same time-space with us. 
These practices have become the foundation of our collective and individual 
praxis when working with museums and galleries.

Though the aganuʻu remains the same, the intent of Aolele’s ^V^T^ is not 
to replicate her past form. Each iteration is site specific: Aolele and I are in 
a different time, a different place. This brings to mind the Hindu notion 
of an avatar, brought into my children’s (and my) imagination through the 
popular 1990s American television series Avatar: The Last Airbender. I was 
struck by some words of encouragement to the young avatar: ‘Who better 
to solve this crisis between the world and the spirit world than the Avatar 
himself? You are the great bridge between man and spirit.’24 By creating 
a reincarnation of Aolele, I enable her mauli to be present, gathering 
mana as we share time-space through my Vā Body. Aolele2Gen was Acti.
VĀ.ted alongside her Pacific Sisters during the opening ceremonies for the 
Wellington and Auckland exhibitions.25

24	  Avatar: The Last Airbender, Episode 7, 6.02mins, originally screened on Nickelodeon 2005–08.
25	  For a more on this process, see: Salmon (2018).
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Figure 9.6: Acti.VĀ.tion, image still from XoV^, 2021.
Source: Photograph by Salvador Brown, Te Papa Tongawera, Wellington.

Ua segia o latou mauli26

In 2018, Te Papa purchased several Niu Aitu, including Aolele. After a 
short respite, the Pacific Sisters: Te Toa Tāera | Fashion Activists was exhibited 
again at the Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. In July 2019, the Auckland 
exhibition finished with a closing ceremony, then the Niu Aitu were packed 
up and sent back to my studio or to their new home at Te Papa. Though 
we collectively closed the exhibition space with ceremony, Aolele and the 
other Niu Aitu who went to Te Papa were now moving back into a state of 
moe mauliuli. I had no contact with Te Papa during 2020 due to the global 
pandemic. I needed to Re-acti.VĀ.te the vā with Te Papa and D’acti.VĀ.te 
Aolele according to my protocols, lest she suddenly realise she is not ever 
going to come home and her mauli leave her.

26	  ‘Ua segia o latou mauli’ is a Samoan expression, ‘their mauli was snatched’, said to happen if one gets 
a fright or is startled suddenly.
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Thus, over a single weekend at Te Papa in March 2021, three decades 
of working with Aolele and with museums coalesced in accord with the 
SaVĀge Faigaluega to D’acti.VĀ.te Aolele. I had Culti.VĀ.ted relationships 
with Te Papa staff that permitted Aolele once again to adorn my Vā Body, 
something integral to my conception of conser.VĀ.tion but often at odds 
with museum practice.27 Not only had I Culti.VĀ.ted new relationships 
but I had cemented old ones with my Pacific Sisters, Sia Figel and Aolele. 
I had FAB.ricated new measina: a meaalofa (gift), in the form of an ula lei 
(necklace) for Aolele, as well as generating her ^V^T^ Aolele2Gen.

This was an intimate gathering. Curators, collection managers, conservation 
specialists, designers, historians and heads of departments came because 
they had a connection to Aolele. After the formalities, we shared some light 
refreshments and reminisced about the Pacific Sisters’ project. We exchanged 
personal thoughts on museum practice and discussed future projects. There 
was laughter, hugs, even a few tears were shed. As the boxes were closed, we 
had one last karakia to close the space, Aolele was placed on a trolley and 
wheeled away. Her mauli passed to Aolele2Gen during the ceremony. Aolele 
is not locked in the past, in the back of house, as the ^V^T^ takes us into 
the future, outside the confines of the museum.

Mā te wā, not a goodbye; instead, see you later.28

Vā in Conser.VĀ.tion
The longevity or afterlife of my performative works does not just reside in 
the archival flotsam and jetsam, but through a Vā Body. The Vā Body is like 
a bridge, a pathway for my ancestral past to re-emerge from the inner self. 
It is not the mundane body; it needs to be Acti.VĀ.ted. Acti.VĀ.tion goes 
beyond performance and mere entertainment. The layering of the genetic 
material, the creation of physical adornments, visual artworks, poetry, sound, 
ceremony and the performative body cumulate to recharge the measina, 
ensuring collections are not locked in the past. Acti.VĀ.tion is maintaining 
past–present–future relationships, not just preserving the physical condition 
of the measina. The Vā Body is mediating different cultural and spiritual 
settings, allowing mauli to be rendered tangible, enabling a cohabitation 
with the past, present and future.

27	  To preserve the relationship as much as the physical make-up of measina.
28	  A Māori expression I use often meaning ‘time will tell’ or ‘see you later’.
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The mana of Indigenous Moana arts and culture is recharged and 
experienced in contemporary museums and exhibition spaces, through the 
living descendants and creative practitioners of today. Each new project or 
RE-version is an opportunity to strengthen relationships and keep cultural 
and artistic practice acti.VĀ.ted. The vā fealoaloa‘i (respectful, relational 
space) is conserved. These are important considerations when taking the 
Vā Body inside the museum space, which is filled with ancestral mana 
and measina waiting to be reanimated by the living descendants they are 
connected to. The real ‘art’ of my work is in the FAB.rication of the Acti.
VĀ.tion, the relationship between the tāonga and my genealogical self. This 
process allows the mauli of the collections to live once more beyond the 
confines of the museum enclosure.

Museums are disputed spaces,29 imperial mausoleums where cultural 
belongings are suffocated and permanently entangled with violent colonial 
histories (Thomas, 1991). I employ the vā as an embodied practice to keep 
Moana cultural belongings acti.VĀ.ted and connected to their Indigenous 
histories. While I may not be able to untangle these complex inheritances 
completely, I have attempted in my acti.VĀ.tion art practice inside museums 
to develop a new methodology to re-centre Indigenous practices and 
narratives. I engage the Vā Body in the hope of creating an ongoing living 
dynamic engendered by measina, to ensure they are alive in a relationship 
that is not stuck in the past—highlighting the VĀ in the Conser.VĀ.tion.
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