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The spiralling stories of
Moana of the South Seas:
Between colonial panoramas
and va relations

Aaron Nyerges

The Sierra left Pago Pago and sailed for San Francisco in late December 1924.
As the ship approached the Golden Gate Bridge, Fialelei went on deck to see
what she could see. Beside her was Mr Flaherty, a maker of motion pictures.
Anticipating  skyscrapers, she displayed an attitude towards ‘mechanical
wonders’ that the American deemed ‘properly respectful’ (R. Flaherty, 1942).
But Fialelei saw something more alarming. Fog hung about the city, obscuring
it completely. After checking into her hotel, she wrote a few quick lines to her
brother Arthur, who lived in what was then called “Western Samoa’. She let
Arthur know that her malaga (travel) was going well, but that she was cold
and surrounded by clouds that hung over the buildings. Her arrival had struck
her with an ‘awful homesickness when [she] saw all the people coming to see
the people to see onboard’ (Fialelei, 1925a). The letter, dated 5 January 1924,
displays Fialelei’s nuanced spatial awareness. While the grammatical repetition
in the phrase ‘to see the people to see’ may well be attributed to the harried
composition of a long-distance traveller, the linguistic doubling complements
her divided sense of location. She is in two places: on a ship coming into
a harbour and, simultaneously, in her moment of homesickness, on the shore
watching the ship come in. She is both among the people to see, and apart
from them, seeing them. That a port in California could so forcefully recall
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a port in Samoa may indicate how a Samoan understanding of malaga can
place the traveller i‘inei (here, home) and fafo (overseas) at once. I would
suggest that Fialelei’s story could very well deepen an understanding of the
‘new configurations’ of Samoan mobility as they seek to ‘maintain social space,
vd, between people’, even amid the unexpected transit of time and geography
(Lilomaiava-Doktor, 2009, p. 12).

For Fialelei, the malaga to America had begun many months earlier, when
she was among the people that came to see the people to see aboard the Pago
Pago to Apia schooner. On board in April 1923 was Robert Flaherty, who
some Samoans, on account of his film equipment’s insurance bill, started
calling the ‘Melikani Millionea’ (Rotha, 1984, p. 57). He had come with
his wife Francis to make a follow-up to the very successful Nanook of the
North (1922). With them were their three children, Monica, Barbara and
Frances; a nursemaid, Annie; and Robert’s brother, David. Soon after they
disembarked, Fialelei spotted them in the streets of Apia. When at long last
she approached them, she said ‘fa'amolemole’, which Flaherty understood
as ‘to make smooth your heart’.

Fialelei so smoothed the hearts of the Flahertys that she became essential
to their travelling party, accompanying them to the village of Safune, on
the westernmost island of Savai‘i, where they determined that they would
make their film. In a biographical portrait that Flaherty wrote for Reader’
Digestin 1942, he characterised Fialelei as a member of his family and a vital
force behind the production of Moana of the South Seas (1926). The film,
beautifully photographed on Savai‘i, was the first movie to be referred to as
a ‘documentary’. Robert Flaherty himself was quick to admit that without
Fialelei the film would not have happened. And yet, as a caregiver to his
children and the primary, on-the-ground producer of ‘his’ picture, she
went largely unpaid, the recipient of personal affections rather than public
accolade or appropriate remuneration. Regrettably, neither of Flaherty’s two
biographers nor the many critics of Moana have much discussed Fialelei’s
experiences. This chapter seeks to address that omission by tracing a spiral
of va relationality that emerges from Fialelei’s own record of her experience
and the material substance of Samoan life that made it into the picture.

In the pages that follow I will try to recreate and do justice to Fialelei’s
intricate, historical navigations, situating her as a woman who moved back
and forth between the forking paths of a colonial encounter that wove
together tiga (pain) and alofa (love). To tell this story, I will make use of a
selection of letters she wrote during her trip to the US to promote Flaherty’s
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1926 film, a celluloid poem to fa‘a Samoa. Fialelei’s handwritten missives
to her brother and to various members of the Flaherty family are included
among the Flaherty Papers in Columbia University’s Butler Library. In that
setting, they memorialise Fialelei’s feelings about travelling to the US, where
she assisted with the process of post-production, and her lasting affection
for the Flaherty family. They also demonstrate her efforts to uphold the va
in committed communications to ‘diga (extended family) amid the hardship
of distance. For instance, in March 1925, several months into her US stay,
she wrote to her brother Arthur from New Jersey:

My Dear Brother,
I am dropping you a few lines again this afternoon. I was just went

town [sic] the Post Office to post my letter. Well I am only wishing
to come home. The children are very happy. (Fialelei, 1925d)

Across all her correspondence, Fialelei is consistent in showing a deep care
for her ‘aiga in Samoa and for the Flaherty family in the US. These letters,
of course, made an interesting journey of their own, first being sent from
various locations in the US and Samoa, and then gathered by the Flahertys
and donated to Columbia. There they live today amid Robert’s business
records, Francess diary of her time in Samoa, and publicity documents
about the film. This set of documents, I would argue, is by no means static,
but is rather, like the Pacific itself, always changing and ever in motion.!

Both Moana of the South Seas and Fialelei’s letters, I aim to demonstrate,
amount to a meeting place of interacting maps and fictions. They exist in
‘the spiral which encompasses the stories of us, in the ever-moving present,
in the Va, the Space-Between-All-Things which defines us and makes us
part of the Unity-that-is-All' (Wendt, 1991). Thinking about these letters,
and the film to which they relate, as a spiral of stories helps us to recognise
the interwoven time and space of va—that, as we step into the past, we find
the future waiting in the arms of those who have gone before us, a future
that learns from and amends the ongoing frictions of colonial relationality.

1 Though I am not myself native to the Pacific, I have lived in Sydney/Eora, Australia, for 15 years,
after moving there from New York to undertake my postgraduate studies in 2008. I came upon Fialelei’s
letters while researching the Flahertys” production of Moana and T immediately recognised them as a
unique treasure. The experience initiated my deep interest in Samoan culture, history and philosophy.
During the Va Moana talanoa hosted by Auckland University of Technology in 2021, I was able to
provide scanned copies of Fialelei’s letters to members of the Samoan community in Auckland, where
some of her relatives reside. I would like to acknowledge the graciousness of I'uogafa Tuagalu, who
received Fialelei’s letters with enthusiastic interest, and helped me to better understand the significance
of her genealogical lineage from Seumanutafa Pogai.
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Transiting the imperialist imagination

One arc of Fialelei’s relationship with the Flahertys is that, in travelling with
them, she travelled with agents of an imperialist imagination. With reference
to the ‘South Seas” picture, it is beyond doubt that Hollywood producers
purveyed ‘grotesque colonial caricatures’ (Wendt, 1976). As Maualaivao

Albert Wendt (1976, pp. 52-53) commented:

There was no fall, no sun-tanned Noble Savages existing in South
Seas paradises, no Golden Age, except in Hollywood films, in the
insanely romantic literature and art by outsiders about the Pacific.

Referring specifically to Moana, Fatimah Toby Rony (1996, p. 133)
describes it as portraying ‘a lost Golden Age, a garden of Eden implicitly set
in opposition to the troubled world of “civilization™.

The temporal division between ‘tradition’ and ‘civilisation'—between the
Edenic past and the modern world—directly informed the imperial lines
imposed on the Pacific. Western Samoa was made a ‘mandate’ of New
Zealand as part of the Treaty of Versailles. That American Samoa and Guam
are today ‘unincorporated’ US territories is based on a racist distinction
between tradition and modernity—a divide upheld by, to paraphrase
Wendst, the insane romanticism of artworks such as Moana. Fialelei’s letters
show her sensitivity to being linked, incessantly, to the figure of the past
and tradition. She expressed her frustration with what the anthropologist
Johannes Fabian (1983) would later call the ‘denial of coevalness’ perpetrated
by the romantic and ethnographic imagination of Europeans.

Along another path of Fialelei’s spiralling story, though, she sought to heal
the wounds of colonialism, including those borne by the racists themselves,
which, as the great civil rights activist James Baldwin took pains to indicate,
are in some ways worse than those they inflict on others. Following this arc,
we might characterise Fialelei as a custodian of va, seeking to uphold and
adorn the appropriate social relations between people. What outsiders such
as the Flahertys took to be the immemorial traditions of Pacific peoples
might better be understood here as complicated spatial innovations, new
configurations of social protocol woven into va relationality. Systems of
metaphysics, law and behaviour were tested by the arrival of uninvited
outsiders and alien technologies such as the movie camera. Flaherty’s (1942)
profile of Fialelei reveals how adept she was at righting the balance that their
visit upset:
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Being the granddaughter of a great chief, she knew the intricacies
of island etiquette and petty jealousies, and could deal with chiefs
on equal terms. With sympathetic understanding, she became our
interpreter, acted as diplomatic counselor and emissary, expert on
native protocol.

As the granddaughter of Seumanutafa Pogai, a matai of Apia who negotiated
some of the earliest and most fractious interactions with European settlers,
Fialelei was prepared by her genealogy to serve as a diplomat and counsellor,
charged with maintaining Samoan protocols of social relation. The film’s
introductory intertitle card credits her as an ‘interpreter’, but the Flahertys’
unpublished papers refer to her as tulafale, meaning orator or talking chief,
a position seldom held by women in her time.” One way of understanding
her diplomatic actions and protocol expertise would be to see it in relation
to the maxim teu le va, often translated as ‘nourish or cherish the v4’

(Wendt, 1999).

The meaning of the word va changes depending on context, as well as
its placement in the grammar of Samoan language (Refiti, 2008). In the
phrase teu le va, it refers to a relation and sacred space between people,
family, community and environment. Va has been the subject of rich
discussion that describes it in terms of spiralling stories (Wendt, 1991),
Indigenous religious knowledge (Efi, 2015), a ‘ta-va (time-space) theory of
reality’ (Mahina, 2010, p. 170), sacred and social space (Amituanai-Toloa,
2007; Tuagalu, 2008), a redefinition of native anthropology (Anae, 2010,
p. 225), relational ethics (Anae, 2016), women’s relations between and
across diaspora (Fuluifaga, 2017), and an opening up of emotional territory
(Manu, 2013). Va can also refer to protocols and approaches to art-making
that uphold the sacred space between, and that beautify social and sacred
relations (Ka‘ili, 2007; Refiti, 2008).

2 I am grateful to Leali‘ifino Dr Albert Refiti for illuminating the uncommonness of the role of
tulafale being held by a woman in this era. There is space for more research and commentary on the
way gender affected the Flahertys™ attitude towards Fialelei. It is clear from their correspondence that
she took on the role of a surrogate maternal figure to their children, providing care and domestic labour
that enabled their artistic pursuits. In the broader context, the interplay of race, gender and imperialism
in the Pacific is highly complex, and it may be profitable to imagine a future research methodology that
compares such an interplay in the continental US, drawing from the scholarship of Beth Piatote, Saidiya
Hartman and others, with the work of thinkers such as Haunani-Kay Trask and Vernadette Vicuna
Gonzalez who have critiqued the way the imperialist imaginary in the Pacific has made use of the figure
of the hospitable native woman.
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Since teu le va calls for adornment and beautification, this chapter will
pursue a method for reading Fialelei’s letters and the film to which she
contributed as a spiralling configuration of aesthetic practices. Its intent is to
adopta posture of respect for the history and future of Oceania’s social, sacred
and lived principles. My goals are not to include Fialelei’s spatial practice
within the critical literature of Hollywood. Instead, what I am suggesting is
that cinematic artefacts such as Moana, although invested in colonial space-
making, contain unacknowledged alternatives to that space within them.
While the making of Moana, inclusive of Fialelei’s contributions to the
film, amount to a colonial ‘entanglement of discourse, text, and event’, they
nevertheless contain what Bronwen Douglas (2009) calls ‘countersigns” of
Indigenous agency and positionality. If future readings of the film attempt
to contemplate it from Indigenous perspectives, they may open up a still
emergent understanding of space that stands to challenge the ‘artificial
frontiers drawn by the colonial powers’ (Wendt, 1976). Since Samoan
conceptions of space and motion foreground the social relations of the va
(Lilomaiava-Doktor, 2009), they work to defy the geographic boundaries
that European nation-states impose on the Pacific.

Moanais, in many ways, an artefact of Hollywood imperialism. It documents
the fantasy of colonialism to which its directors implicitly subscribed and
reinforces an ideology of overseas expansion that Paul Lyons (20006) calls
‘pacificism’. Pacificism is a structure of thinking with two components
that asks the US public to imagine Oceania in a paradoxical way, as both
strategically essential to its national interests and romantically distant from
its national life. From one point of view, the islands of Oceania are deemed
vital to US military and economic logistics—they are refuelling stations on
the way to Asia. From another perspective, the same islands are imagined as
atavistic enclaves, situated outside of time, and uncorrupted by modernity.
‘South Seas’ films, from the silent era and beyond, contribute to pacificism
by supporting this second fantastical strand. Lyons (2006, p. 25) argues that
Friedrich Wilhelm Murnau’s 7zbu (1931), for instance, presents Oceania as
a ‘lotus-land outside Western time’. Incidentally, Flaherty returned to the
Pacific to shoot 7abu, which he co-wrote with Murnau, but the two directors
drifted apart during the production. Rony (1996, p. 130) sees Moana as
an exercise in ‘ethnographic reconstruction’, which ‘makes the indigenous
subject into a document’. It is possible that the village leaders (matai) of
Safune were already circumspect about such aspects of film politics. The
Flahertys downplayed their Hollywood connections when discussing their
plans with the matai, and played up their links to New York, perhaps because
of its association with financial power and cosmopolitanism (Rotha, 1984).
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The Flahertys’ process of making the Indigenous person into a document
affected their relationship with Fialelei. In a letter to her brother in January
1925, she relates the story of attending a fancy-dress party for New Year’s
Eve aboard the Sierra. She had intended to dress up as a football, but the
Flahertys asked her to ‘dress up faa Samoa’ and ‘wear a fine mat dress’.
They also asked her to dance for the passengers. Though she seems pleased
that ‘they all loved [her]’, there is a subtext of frustration. She relates that
people were trying to buy her dress from her, and she worried that she
might be expected to continue to dance for audiences in Hollywood. She
concludes the vignette with the sentiment that there is no place like home

(Fialelei, 1925b).

Fialelei was undoubtedly and genuinely ‘beloved’ by the Flahertys, to use
the word from Frances’s diaries, but she was also made over by them into
an object of their colonialist prerogative (F. Flaherty, 1924). Fialelei’s letters
reinforce the impression that the Flahertys were ‘cinematic taxidermists’,
using the medium of film to collect and exhibit specimens in an evolutionary
narrative that ranked their ‘civilization’ above native ‘tradition’, and imagined
the world in terms of an allegorical struggle between the ‘primitive’ and the
‘modern’ (Rony, 1996). As the romantic narratives of Hollywood spilled off
the screen and into her real life, Fialelei was cast as a more primitive ‘other’
that reinforced the Flahertys’ satisfaction with their own modernness.

Another irony that pained Fialelei was that the Flahertys' interest in the
authentic tradition of fa'a Samoa was itself a fabrication. After seeing Moana
at the St Frances Theatre in San Francisco, she reported back to Mr Flaherty,
then in New York, on several aspects of the West Coast premiere. The songs
sung in the lobby were Hawaiian, not Samoan, the posters outside were
lelei lava (okay, good enough) and the picture itself was also lelei lava. But
watching it forced her to leave the cinema out of homesickness (Fialelei,
1926). One way of saying homesick in Samoan is manatu i le ‘@iga, which
means to have one’s recollections or thoughts directed towards aiga—
arguably an example of teu le va or tending the va. Manatu is a word that
connotes perspective, imagination and opinion, as well as both memory
and forward contemplation. As related by Hufanga-He-Ako-Moe-Lotu
‘Okusitino Mahina (2010, p. 170), Moana (Oceanian) people:

are thought to walk forward into the past and walk backward into
the future, both taking place in the present, where the past and
future are constantly mediated in the ever-transforming present.
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The screening of Moana in San Francisco finds Fialelei standing in a divided,
forward-and-backward-at-once perspective, a situation of remembering
back to her ‘iga and thinking forward to it simultaneously. Meanwhile,
her comments on the singing and music are a gentle rebuff. She had been
working with the film’s musical director to ensure that the accompanying
music was Samoan, but the orchestra did not play ‘the Samoan music all the
time’ (Fialelei, 1926). In the 1970s, Monica Flaherty, after whom Fialelei
named one of her daughters, returned to Savai‘i to record Samoan singing
for a new release of Moana, a long-deferred answer to Fialelei’s complaint.
Like Flaherty and Murnau, Fialelei and the Flahertys were coevals who were
not afraid to air their creative differences.

While it is important to recognise Fialelei’s belated influence on the score
and sound of the film, her entreaties to Flaherty, and her complaints about
the film’s fabrication of Samoan culture, were largely ignored by Hollywood.
This complicates the film’s status as a ‘shared ethnography’ made by palagi
and Samoan hands (Geiger, 2007). In fact, by romanticising Samoa as a lost
Eden, the film denies Samoans ‘a shared conception of contemporaneity
and thus of shared human experience’ (Geiger, 2007, p. 145). This point
is emphasised by the Flahertys’ fear that Fialelei would come across as too
contemporary if she were to go to a fancy-dress party as a football—much
better her being ‘costumed’ in a fine mat dress.

Another story that is often told to present Moana as a product of communal
effort is that of Samuelo and Ito, two boys from Safune who developed
and printed hundreds of thousands of feet of film alongside Robert. They
made their darkroom in an underground cave. Frances’s presentation of
their work to the public proves that she did not include Samuelo and Ito
in a shared conception of modernity. For years she introduced screenings
of Moana with lectures that related how the two boys would run through
the village, boasting about how well they had ‘cooked’ the footage, and,
‘with a final ceremonial flourish, lay it as a food offering before [her] feet
(E Flaherty, 1960). What she omitted from those roadshow lectures was
that the same two boys were incarcerated for manslaughter during, and
partially as a result of, the Flahertys’ stay in Safune. The event must have
been deeply tragic for all involved, horrific for Samuelo, Ito and the victim’s
‘aiga, and a considerable strain on Fialelei’s diplomatic skill. More complex
still, the footage printed by the boys had been screened daily in a coconut-
thatch theatre. In this sense, Moana was not merely, as Rony puts it, a way
of turning Indigenous subjects into documents. Despite the havoc their
visit caused, the Flahertys deemed the subjects of the film an audience for
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it too, something that cannot be said for all ethnographic productions of
knowledge. These conflicted attitudes converged on Fialelei as she sought,
in her official capacity of tulafale, to navigate the film’s production, and to
maintain the balance upset by the outsiders” arrival. This difficult context
reveals how stories imposed on and stories emerging from the Pacific can
spiral together, defining the ever-changing present in which a leader like
Fialelei sought to nourish va relations.

The ta and tau within Moana’s
panoramic form

Spiralling stories of va emerge not just from the context of the film’s
production, and Fialelei’s malaga through Hollywood pacificism, but
also from the material aesthetic of the film itself. Rather than merely
‘documenting’ faa Samoa, or the European romance with it, in some
ways, the film develops from a Samoan visual imaginary. The nineteenth-
century missionary-cum-ethnologist George Turner (1984) was perplexed
by Samoan legends that spoke of ‘wonderful pools’ that worked like cinema,
or of a person being transformed into a ‘liquid shadow’ and carried around
in a bamboo bottle: he called these stories a ‘problem for the photographer’.
While often warped and manipulative, the documents of a palagi
ethnographer such as Turner or Flaherty can sometimes open up onto the
‘sophisticated indigenous understanding of the visual’ that Teresa Teaiwa
(2010, p. 773) locates in Pacific literature. An audience member of Moana
with the sophisticated understanding that Teaiwa recognises may very well
see things beyond the colonial Hollywood romanticism that the Flahertys
projected onto Savai‘i. To view the film as a source of such possibility
requires attempting to separate Indigenous Samoan conceptions of space
and aesthetics from papalagi assumptions that distort and misrecognise
them. In terms of Moana, we are confronted with the prospect of reading the
film in terms of va, and at the expense of reading it in terms of ‘panorama’.

Frances’s Samoan journal claims that she and her husband found the
film’s style in the form of the panorama. As Katie Trumperer and Tim
Barringer (2020) argue in the introduction to their edited collection Oz the
Viewing Platform, the history of panoramic views is tied to the history of
imperialism. The creation of completely circular paintings to be viewed
from an elevated platform was first patented by Robert Barker in London
in the late eighteenth century. These views, often depicting cities or famous
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battlefields, drew from a military ideal of taking control of space through
total overview, but they often induced as much dizziness and ambiguity as
they did a clear perception of terrain (Kaplan, 2018).

Moana was marketed by Paramount Pictures as a ‘living panorama’
of Samoan life. Editorially, it stitches together multiple scenes of fa‘a
Samoa—or, at least, what the Flahertys took it to be—in a slowly rotating
perspective. It narrates a single, golden, timeless day. The harvesting of palm
fronds, coastal fishing, digging for clams, climbing for coconuts, cooking
on pandanus leaves, capturing a sea turtle, then a wild boar, digging and
cleaning taro root, the anointing of oils, dancing and, most dramatically,
tattooing: this sweeping sequence of activities is meant to document the
maturation rites of its title character, Moana. But what is at stake in the
term ‘panorama’? The English prefix ‘pan-" comes from the Greek word for
‘all-inclusive’ or ‘whole’. Frances and Robert posit the film experience as
something complete, unbroken and continuous. Their use of ‘panorama’
gives one the impression that they captured the Samoan way of life as whole,
unbroken by European influence. However, as I argue above, their pacificist
gaze was selective and othering, aimed at maintaining a gap between
‘civilised’ and ‘primitive’ peoples, a spatial and temporal division distinctive
of European—and by extension, Hollywood—colonialism.

Itis possible to spiral one’s view of the film in a different direction, away from
the panoramic vision asserted by the Flahertys. The greatest depths of the
film are found far from Hollywood’s racist and imperialist structure of vision.
These are best approached via the sophisticated Indigenous understanding
of visuality that Teaiwa addresses. In Samoa, va also means “to rival” in
terms of being divided or separated’ (Refiti, 2008, p. 99). By continuing
to foreground an Indigenous spatial perspective, we might adopt a manatu
towards the va that flows from the film’s complex construction. A crucial
moment in the film’s making occurred when Tu‘ungaita, the woman who
plays Moanas mother, introduced the Flahertys to the making of tapa
cloth by pounding out the bark of a mulberry tree. In Frances’s diary, she
remembers this as the moment that the film found its theme (E Flaherty,
1924). A beautiful scene in the film displays Tu‘ungaita’s labours as she
unfolds the tree’s materiality, allowing its interior to proliferate into a visible
exterior. If the Samoan motto ‘ia teu le va@' implies the adornment and
beautification of sacred relations, we might consider how Tu‘ungaita’s art
embellishes the ‘va relationships between families, communities, people and
environment’ (Refiti, 2008, p. 100). By the act of ta (striking space) she
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prepares wood for the ‘act of susi (scripting space and time)’—‘the art of
writing and staining together of elements in a two-dimensional format as in

tapa’ (Refiti, 2008, p. 100).

The film to which Fialelei contributed her own expertise about Samoan
custom would benefit from a deeper understanding of the physical, aesthetic
methods by which va is upheld. Refiti’s research on the art of va addresses the
practices of tattooing and architecture as they adorn the sacred in-between
space of relations. Everything is divided by the many that co-inhabit the one,
he explains, as the human body is itself ‘woven from the flesh of the dead’
(Refiti, 2008, p. 99). Drawing from Alfred Gell’s ethnography of Polynesian
tattooing, Refiti stresses how the folded skin of the tattooed body ‘makes
an inside of an outside and an outside of an inside’. Likewise, the making
of siapo, or tapa cloth, makes an interior of an exterior and an exterior of
an interior. The interior of the tree is ta (struck) and unfurled or folded out
into an exterior. By wearing tapa, one makes their skin an interior. In this
way, the final embellishment of tusi, or scripting space and time, adorns the
interior of the mulberry tree and the exterior of the body simultaneously.

By attending to these aesthetic dimensions of the va, the materiality of
its adornment, one can acknowledge the shared humanity and shared
contemporaneity of the Samoan artist in front of the camera and the
American artist looking through it. During the 1920s, the very decade
Moana was being made, the tusi of Samoan siapo was undergoing a
contemporaneous shift in technical affordances. The method of printing on
cloth was transforming from frechand drawing to the use of an upeti, which
transferred the design to the cloth via a rubbed surface. Somewhat like a
lithograph, the upeti allowed many reproductions to be copied from a single
source. Critics and historians of the film alike consistently overlook ongoing
changes in Indigenous art practices, as they would shatter the colonial
dream of Samoa as a lotus-land outside of time. Instead, they comment
on Flaherty’s technological experiments that involved, for instance, a new
panchromatic film stock designed by Eastman Kodak in 1922 for colour
cameras. Importantly, that same film stock, despite its fragility, became a
material with which Safune’s textile makers skilfully wove. The offcuts and
discards of film footage soon found its way into what Refiti (2008, p. 100)
calls the ‘act of fau/tau (binding/weaving space)’.

The Flahertys marvelled at the presence of their celluloid ribbons being
woven into Samoan cloth. Off-screen, they did not ignore the ever-changing
livingness of Samoan artistic practice. In fact, they appropriated it into a
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Hollywood marketing spectacle. Inspired by the novelty of seeing Kodak
stock woven into Samoan textile, the Flahertys convinced Jessie Lasky,
owner of Paramount Pictures, to promote Moana by draping the lobbies of
US cinemas with faux-Polynesian weavings, made from strips of celluloid.
On-screen, Moana orients itself to those practices of adornment that divide
and bind the Samoan configuration of space. Even as the transition from
orthochromatic to panchromatic film allowed the Flahertys to visualise
the depth and roundness of their Samoan panorama, their camera dwells
on the pounding of siapo as a corollary to its own representative powers.
And as the Samoan art of tusi, scripting space and time, was modified
though alternative processes of upeti, Samoan visual arts were also evolving
in accordance with their sacred, underlying principle: teu le va. Not only
have the stories of Fialelei’s malaga been excised from narratives of Moana,
but also so too have these contextual details that point to the shared
contemporaneity of Samoan and palagi artistic practices.

Interwoven words of lofa

I want to close this chapter by returning to Fialelei’s malaga to the US—
reading it as a literary weaving (tau) of geographic standpoints. As I indicated
at the beginning of the chapter, the film credits Fialelei as a tulafale, or
orator, a rare title for a woman to hold in the 1920s. More recently, the
tulafale has been presented as a model for interpreting Pacific literature
when, in the wake of the 1994 Faber Pacific anthology controversy (in which
four major contributors—Albert Wendt, Patricia Grace, Keri Hulme and
Witi Thimaera—withdrew because its editor, C. K. Stead, admitted his
indifference towards Indigenous Pacific fiction), Vilsoni Hereniko and Sig
Schwarz (1999) addressed the need for ‘talking chiefs’ to anthologise and
criticise Pacific literature. In Samoa, they explain, the arrangement between
the talking chief and the high chief (ali‘i) is a relation called feutagai, which

implies service and respect but not subservience.

As we have seen, Fialelei delicately criticised Moana for staging authenticity
through inauthenticity. On the whole, her correspondence with her brother
Arthur, which she was asked to copy out for Robert, positioned her at a
forked centre of social relations. On one hand, she had the agreement of
the feutagai, one of diplomatic service and autonomy, a formal relationship
that was mixed with both her affections for and frustrations with Robert.
Her regard for Arthur demonstrates that she respected the covenant between
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brother and sister known as feagaiga. The letters dance in the space between.
They teu le va in the sense that they allow a space for the variable pressures
of friendship, family and film diplomacy to be modified and mollified amid
her voyaging. Fialelei was nothing if not a prolific letter-writer. In the year
she spent in the US, she wrote many letters. Perhaps the primary theme of
this epistolary literature is homesickness, a melancholy retreat from the here
and now into the dream of home. ‘Every night I always dream about you
people’, she wrote to Arthur. In another letter to her brother, she deepens this
perspective by describing how the hotel’s interior is at odds with her own:

Well this Hotel always have dances every week on Thursday but
I don’t care I rather go out or go to bed, because it makes me feel
homesick. Lots of nice people in the Hotel they always want to know
what do I think of Hollywood + and they said which do I like best
Hollywood or Samoa + I told Samoa and they all laughed at me.
It’s getting cold + you could hardly see the lights out side + also the
houses on account of the fog. (Fialelei, 1925c¢)

The despondency communicated by ‘I dont care’ shows a growing
disconnection from the social atmosphere of Los Angeles. While people
laughed at her for preferring Samoa over cold, foggy California, she retreated
into a written version of Samoa’s equatorial warmth. She admits to poring
over her brother’s letters: ‘Everyday I have to look and look at the letters it
seems to me if I am look[ing] at the letters I feel that I am home.” Apparent
here is the fact that written correspondence with social and familial relations
offered Fialelei a vehicle of malaga, of transport. In hotel rooms across the
country, she would spread her brother’s letters out in front of her. They may
have been a visual sign of fa‘aaloalo, the respect given to sister by brother.
She could have read them like a map of ‘Giga. By looking at them she felt
that she was home.

At the same time, her letters to Arthur provide an intricate counter-
cartography of the US. They show how, here and there, i‘inei and fafo

overlapped in her imagination. In one letter, she wrote:

San Francisco is bigger than Hollywood but Los Angeles is bigger
than Hollywood but Hollywood + Los Angeles is just the same place
its very beautiful + I am only wishing you where [sic] here to see all

this buildings. (Fialelei, 1925b)
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Fialelei’s writing style is emphatic and circular, impressing a novel view of the
US landscape. Overlooking San Francisco from a hilltop, she observed that
the city seemed to spread out like sand beneath her feet. Such observations
accompanied a rearranging and re-scaling of cityscapes performed by her
imagination. Los Angeles, San Francisco and Hollywood—these toponyms
toss around in her prose like driftwood on surf. ‘Los Angeles is bigger than
Hollywood but Hollywood + Los Angeles is just the same place.” There is
an almost wave-like velocity and curl to the syntax, as the geographic litany
turns overtop itself, breaking up at the edges. Her vision implies continuity
and discontinuity at once: the mutual identity and non-identity of what it
represents. Amid this tidal choreography of city names, Fialelei imaginatively
remakes US cartographies in terms of flux and fluidity. This might remind
us that the ocean serves as a ‘metaphor for the va' (Manu, 2013). Fialelei’s
malaga remakes territory into an alternative sort of atlas, reconstructing US
geography through an Oceanian visuality of counter-mapping.

In this chapter I have been attempting to navigate the ‘slippery terrain’
between European and Indigenous conceptions of space (Refiti, 2008).
If the art of va points to the ‘porous and leaky boundary between exterior
and interior’, perhaps it can help to weaken the boundaries of imperial
geography that film art such as Moana sought to maintain. By reading the
malaga correspondence between Fialelei and her brother, I have sought to
add a new strand into the immense literary history of the Pacific, its diverse
conceptualisations of the va. Fialelei’s writings remind us that it is social
relations ‘rather than geographical boundaries that are central to Samoan
conceptions of movement (Lilomaiava-Doktor, 2009). As Caroline
Gabbard claims in her study of Samoan diasporic writing, or what she
calls ‘literary cartographies’ of the va, Oceanian understandings of space
provide a course correction after centuries of epistemic violence (Gabbard,
2017). The making of Moana contains stories that can easily sit within a
colonial epistemology. By reading the stories of Fialelei’s malaga and the
aesthetics of the va that spiral from Moana, 1 have sought to show that it
can be read otherwise, as a decolonial image, erasing geopolitical boundaries
by moving between them. In a minor way, I hope this reading may have
contributed to Wendt’s view of Pacific maps and fictions: ‘maps emerging
out of the Pacific, maps brought in and imposed, maps combining the two’,
some as ‘deliberate erasures and replacements’, others as ‘new fusions, new
interweavings (Wendt, 1991).
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