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Tausiga ʻo Vā: The vā relational 

turn in 1990s Pacific art
Ioane Ioane, Lemi Ponifasio, Brett Graham 

and Lily Aitui Laita with Albert L. Refiti

Vā as a concept to work with struck the interest of Pacific artists in Aotearoa 
in the late 1980s. This interest burgeoned in the 1990s as artists, curators, 
dancers and architects collectively and individually began to refashion vā as 
a way to explore relationality and spatiality in their diasporic home. In this 
talanoa, Albert L. Refiti talks about this moment in time with artists Ioane 
Ioane, Lemi Ponifasio, Brett Graham and Lily Aitui Laita, and asks their 
thoughts about vā and its place within their art-making practices.1

Albert L. Refiti: We all met in the late 1980s and early 1990s, at a time 
when Pacific arts in Aotearoa emerged. In remembering conversations then, 
with John Pule and Jim Vivieaere about Maualaivao Albert Wendt’s re-
imagining of vā in ‘Tatauing the Post-Colonial Body’—the paragraph that 
has become the main reference for vā in its re-articulations—some of you 
might want to talk about how you came across vā, perhaps around that time 
or even before. So, this panel brings together some of Wendt’s ‘children’ in 
the visual arts.

Ioane Ioane, of Samoan heritage, has a Bachelor and a Graduate Diploma of 
Fine Arts from Elam (University of Auckland), as well as a teaching diploma 
from the Auckland College of Education. Ioane has exhibited widely in 

1	  This talanoa was originally the final session for the 2021 Vā Moana conference. This transcription 
has been shortened and edited for clarity.
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Aotearoa, the Pacific, Australia, Europe and the US. His solo exhibition Fale 
Sā opened at the Auckland Art Gallery in 1999, where I first heard Wendt 
speaking at the launch about connections between the exhibition and vā, 
and Pacific art in general. Ioane taught at and managed art departments 
in Auckland and in the Hauraki Plains and was Creative New Zealand’s 
artist-in-residence to Sāmoa (2016–17), from which point on reconnecting 
vaʻa and contemporary installation have been important aspects of his work 
on the vā. I also remember him talking about vā at The Fourth Window 
installation he did at Artspace in 1995. Exactly at that time, John Pule 
told me of a small conference he went to in Waikato, where Wendt first 
presented the paper which has now become so important. So, thank you for 
being with us Ioane.

Ioane will be followed by Lily Aitui Laita. Lily is of Samoan and Ngāti 
Raukawa heritage; she has a Bachelor of Fine Arts and a Master of Painting 
from Elam School of Fine Arts. Like Ioane, she has exhibited widely here, 
in the Pacific, Australia, Europe and the US. Lily has taught at Whanganui 
Polytechnic and is now head of department of visual arts at Western Springs 
College. She has collaborated with Niki Hastings McFall and Lonnie 
Hutchison in the Vahine Collective. In 2012, they were Creative New 
Zealand and National University of Sāmoa artists-in-residence, spending 
a month in Sāmoa to extend on research for their 2002 exhibition, Vahine, 
on the ancient platform Tia Seu Lupe in Sāmoa, the pigeon snaring mounds. 
Lily alerted me earlier that Samoan artist and poet Momoe Malietoa von 
Reiche introduced her to the notion of vā, which inspired her to create 
several works based on vā. Thank you for being with us here Lily.

Brett Graham is of Ngāti Koroki, Kahukura and Tainui descent. A graduate 
of Elam School of Fine Arts with a Bachelor and later a Doctorate of Fine 
Arts, he completed a Master of Fine Arts at the University of Hawaiʻi 
(Manoa) in between. He is the 2021 Arts Foundation – Te Tumu Toi 
Laureate Awardee and exhibited at the Sydney Biennale in 2006 and 
2010, the Honolulu Biennial in 2017 and the Venice Biennale in 2007 in 
collaboration with Rachel Rakena. He and Selwyn Muru were instrumental 
in setting up the Toihau Māori Arts Department at the Elam School of Fine 
Arts in the 1990s, where I first heard Brett talk about vā in connection with 
students, including some of the younger artists who might be here today.

Finally, Sāmoa-born Salā Lemi Ponifasio, internationally renowned 
performance artist, choreographer, theatre-maker, designer and provocateur. 
Salā has become a public intellectual in Europe, South America and in the 
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US. Lemi and I have been talking about vā since we met in a seedy little 
restaurant on Queen Street in 1994. Importantly, he introduced me to the 
concept of the Vā Body, or ‘mau a le tino’ as he calls it. The Vā Body emerges 
out of a renunciation of the body as an agent of identity politics; his work 
shows us that the body is more than the sum of its parts and the techniques 
we load on to that body.

Let us talk about when you first came across the notion of vā, and how that 
is reflected in your work.

Ioane Ioane: My experience with the vā is very simple. In my teenage 
years, I was a naughty boy, a very challenging teenager, and when I was 
15, I’d done something and my father gave me a hiding. Sometime later, 
he came back still angry at me, and he told me about this thing called vā. 
I didn’t understand what he was talking about, but of course I listened 
to him, and since then I’ve always placed it in my back pocket. I wanted to 
make sure that he never was disappointed in me—so I held on to that thing 
called vā. From there, I lived my life, grew up and got married and had 
children. In my late 20s, I courted death. I had taken my family outside of 
Auckland, away from Pasifika to the rural Thames Valley, and I was very 
lonely. So I played rugby to distract myself but when the rugby finished, 
all the realities came back. They call this now ‘mental health’, but back 
then I didn’t have the tools to understand. Luckily, I was saved, but in that 
twilight between death and life, vā came out of my back pocket, and it 
started to speak to me.

Right up to that stage, I was like most Western-educated people, but 
somehow that something said to me: ‘You need to look for another language 
than the language stolen from nature and abstracted by the fiction of Man, 
this Western language that we all talk with.’ In 1995, as Albert mentioned, 
the audiovisual installation The Fourth Window was at my doorstep. I was 
a painter, like Lily, but something made me come up with audiovisual 
installation; I suspended a sliver of water 10 metres from the ground in 
a dark gallery. On the ground below, sand and three boulders, above, the 
water tray made of Perspex, light. I couldn’t articulate the twilight, this vā. 
I could only do it through this installation, and I insulated the gallery with 
sound, or ambiance.
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From 1996, I used my body, much like what Lemi was talking about, in 
performance art … though I don’t see it as performance art, to me it’s ritual, 
to lift the tapu (restriction) and to add tapu. In 1996, I had a show called 
Vā, which included sculptural works and was about the logic and mysticism 
that sleep beautifully together.

In 1999, I had the show Fale Sā, which means ‘church’, a place of affirmation 
in the vā within oneself, the body. I had not read anything of Albert Wendt’s 
then, because my university is in my body, inside me. The year after Fale 
Sā, I had twin sons, and one died in the same year. From 2000 to this very 
day, I have used my body as the passage or decoder to understanding the 
quantum physics of the vā.

Lily Aitui Laita: The first time I became aware of the vā was 1996, when 
I had the opportunity to visit the MADD Gallery in Sāmoa, operated by 
Momoe Malietoa von Reiche and her son Stefan von Reiche. They had 
created this two-week window of opportunity in parallel with the South 
Pacific Arts Festival. At the MADD Gallery we were a group of artists that 
just happened to know each other; we lived there, we stayed upstairs, we 
made work and we moved around; we partied a lot. It was also a way to 
create a space for people from the official festival to come and do whatever 
they wanted. It was a great space to be in with all the creators that had come 
over, that were running away from their official countries at the time.

It wasn’t that I consciously went to find out about the vā, but while I was 
there, Fatu Feu‘u had organised an exhibition with work about his village 
Siumu, through the Sinalei Resort, and he asked artists that were associated 
with Tautai to create work and to spend one night over there. So, I went 
over to Sinalei to work. During that time, I had a lot of visitations from aitu 
(spirits), and I wanted to talk about the time and the space that these things 
are activated in. So I asked Momoe, and as she was giving me a translation 
and explanation, it occurred to me that I am asking someone from another 
genealogical line, another rank, and probably for the first time I really felt 
my classlessness. We live in an age of Google and the internet, but oral 
histories are so important, and if you are not connected through blood or 
lineage or proximity, you are locked out of that knowledge. So, what she 
was giving me was basically a gift, and it was vā i tā (sacred space in time). 
Whenever I receive a translation—sometimes it’s from family, sometimes 
it’s friends—it’s always a gift, helping me understand what I’m trying to say. 
I’ve used vā i tā a number of times since then.
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The way I think about it in terms of my work is that it’s the space 
beyond a pictorial plane. If we talk about things in terms of ‘art history’, 
there’s a painting, and there’s the space beyond the surface, this other world, 
otherness. Being of mixed race, you are aware of your otherness, yet you don’t 
necessarily fit in a box that is nice and neat—there is that sense of existing 
in numerous vā.

When it came to painting, I found it quite liberating that there were 
no traditional structures to hold me back, no male dominance. There’s 
something about the creative space, about being a creator and making sense 
of everything within this vā, even if it’s not something that you recognise 
straight away. But through process, through critique, through repetition, 
the realities—and there are always lots of different realities—start to emerge. 
I stay with painting because it affords me this opportunity to create layers 
in the vā. I can push things back and pull them forwards. As I got older, 
my works got smaller, because there is that proximity thing in the vā. So, 
when you’re working big, you stand back, when you work small you come 
closer and closer … the process of the vā is integral to the way I work, this 
consciousness of what’s real and what’s not.

Brett Graham: Exciting days in the 1990s when we used to talk about 
the vā, and I was fascinated with even knowing what it was. So it’s been 
a great journey with Albert Refiti and Tina Engels-Schwarzpaul, who got 
me involved in this project (Vā Moana), and it’s made me think about my 
own work differently.

One of the works that influenced me, and that perhaps was an expression 
of vā, was Lily’s work about Parihaka, which acknowledged both Tamasese of 
the Mau Movement and Te Whiti and Tohu and what happened at Parihaka. 
I know you are conscious of bringing both sides of your whakapapa together, 
and that’s a great example of relationships across the Pacific, supporting 
each other’s causes.

I had a recent exhibition called Tai Moana, Tai Tangata [discussed below], 
and it was also about prophecy. But I think I was heavily influenced by 
Albert, Tina and all of the research on vā at that time. The story was 
essentially about relationships between two tribes, Taranaki and Tainui, 
Waikato, but it also had to look back into the past and also the future, and 
so you have the past, the future and the present combined, which of course 
is a very Polynesian way of looking at the world.
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A video accompanying one of the major works was called ‘Te Namu’ after 
a place that fascinated me: it’s where Taranaki and Waikato were at war. 
The mound in the middle is actually the pā site and it is also a place where 
a shipwreck went down and created a dilemma. Taranaki Māori and settlers 
had been at war, so that it was necessary to some to kill those who had 
survived the shipwreck. On the other hand, a famous chief from there 
eventually led them to safety in New Plymouth. The dilemma was, should 
they be killed because they had shipwrecked [in] the territory, or should 
they be allowed to live? Te Ua Haumene was the prophet who created the 
Pai Marire religion, and he was very conscious of peace and war, of Rongo 
or Tūmatauenga. On the other side was New Plymouth’s settler colonial 
history, and it was interesting to dive into the letters from the 1840s. In these 
letters, it was easy to see all the seeds of this current crisis of global warming 
… you could see this lust for resources and this unquestioned belief that 
whatever the settlers saw around them will eventually be theirs.

So I took an image of this historically important place and tried to create 
an apocalyptic vision, if you like, of the future if that greed was taken to its 
extreme—with Taranaki’s wealth coming from agriculture, the landscape, 
and also the oil and gas industry. This is very much a reference to the 
past and the future, which, of course, exist in the vā as I see it. The gallery 
space was interesting because it was made up of five horizontal layers, which 
allowed for conversations between the sculptural works and the videos—
different time periods essentially faced each other. So you would walk up 
the gallery stairs and then into the other galleries, being aware that each 
work had a relationship to the previous ones.

Vā is not a Māori concept per se—however, the Māori term whakapapa, 
which literally means to put layer upon layer, is an approach to relationships 
that has affinity with vā. There is a whakapapa not just to people but to 
everything that exists in this world. So that was one corresponding Māori 
concept to the notion of vā, or the relationships established between us.

Lemi Ponifasio: As Albert said, I am from Sāmoa, where you were thrown 
into the vā: I was born that way, it’s how it is, living with the vā. My parents 
were faifeʻau (pastors). In Sāmoa, these people tend to be looked at in a 
certain way. For example, people call the faifeʻau the ao ʻo faʻalupega, the 
head of salutations, or the faʻafeagaiga, the one who makes the covenant. 
Faifeʻau are at the centre of the village in Sāmoa, and in every village there 
is a church that tells you about the importance of the faifeʻau in connection 
to God. I was born into that very public situation, I am the son of servants, 
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the pastor, the covenant. In that situation, you have to be aware of how you 
behave—how you sit, how you talk, how you stand—all these things are 
being judged within this order, the vā, which has certain rules and codes that 
can make it harmonious or difficult for you. So I have to know my Samoan 
language, the faʻalupega (village honorifics) or the papafaʻavae (genealogy) 
of the family, of the villages, tu ma āga faʻa Sāmoa, the rituals and how to 
behave in those situations. You’ve got to know the umu kuka (the kitchen) 
where tautua (service) come from. You know, we say, ‘tautua mata vela’, you 
serve with your burning eyes … you have to know how to prepare food, to 
serve food, how to sit and stand. That’s the vā as an experience. I have my 
responsibilities as the son of the faifeʻau, I have my duties.

I came to New Zealand at 15. I was very happy to leave, but then I suddenly 
discovered that we have a Samoan culture. And the representation of 
this culture in New Zealand was reduced to song and dance, which is 
very shallow. You know, most people don’t know how to make decisions 
according to culture, how to relate, how to serve, or how to think in 
a cultural situation. I watched the dancing, what they were calling ‘Samoan 
culture’, or ‘Samoan dance’, or ‘Pasifika’, or whatever. But this is the stuff 
we’d do in the nightclubs in Sāmoa for the tourists, it’s empty of any vā, 
it has no vā content.

I was interested in dance—not because I love dance, but because every time 
I saw taupou (village maiden) dancing, I’d always feel like it’s a fake. In my 
early 20s, I discovered that the purpose of siva (to dance) is to destroy the vā. 
The word ‘si’ means to break, it’s like an orgasm. Rituals or ceremonies in 
Sāmoa start in the morning, with speeches and kava ceremonies and towards 
the taualuga (final dance), at the end, the taupou comes up. The whole day 
has been held by this vā, by this order, and the moment the taualuga is 
danced, we are right at the end, that is the orgasm of the vā. You can call it 
‘vā-gasm’ or something like that, we have to explode or obliterate everything 
we are holding, and then everybody can come back to the ground. That was 
the inspiration for pursuing what I think dance is, and what I think was real. 
My inspiration was that what I saw was not clear or authentic, non-engaged, 
it needed to have more engagement.

I set out in the early 1980s, and in those days I didn’t know anybody who 
was making art in New Zealand. Albert Wendt was not living in New 
Zealand, so I decided to go to the [United] States, and then I went all over 
the world. I used to make a dance called The Body in Crisis and the idea 
was that the body has to change, the body cannot be just two legs, two 
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arms, and skin around it. Something has to transform, something has to 
serve something … and so I went everywhere, danced everywhere, until, 
in 1991, I decided to come back to New Zealand and start to make work 
with people. From that, I developed a way to think about theatre. In the 
beginning, I thought not only that the Samoans got dance wrong, I also 
thought that the Europeans got theatre wrong. Art at that time was all about 
expression, telling your story, but I didn’t want to tell. I think the art of a 
performer is about serving the space, and so I found a way to make the 
dancers, or the performers, somehow become non-expressive, more in tune 
with space so that finally that the body is space. It’s just space, it’s just not 
something that needs an identity or an ideology or some kind of politics, 
which I think is a big problem in New Zealand, and that’s another thing. 

ALR: As part of this project, we look at the articulation of vā in Aotearoa, 
when that occurred and how. We’ve heard from Ioane about his upbringing, 
which gave him the idea or knowledge of vā, which later emerged into 
something to do with what Lily said about aitu—these kind of spirits or 
mental visions that allow you to think of another reality. I could hear from 
you Lily, how some of your experiences travelling to Sāmoa allowed you to 
make a particular work, and how you tried to work the canvas to let us see 
that other world. I hear something similar from Lemi and, if you see Lemi’s 
productions, you will see him trying to delay realities, so we can open up 
another view, another world, which he calls the vā. Lily and Ioane, you 
were there at the very beginning of Pasifika art, at least here in Tāmaki, in 
Auckland, with Fatu Feuʻu, John Pule and Jim Vivieaere. Were the 1980s 
directly relevant for how vā became an important concept?

II: Relationships are basically—as we all know—what vā is. The respect 
between people is a very important thing. In the early 1980s, I was at art 
school, and I heard about this guy, Fatu [Feu’u], who was showing his 
paintings in his garage at the Pacific Gallery downtown. I went down there, 
and that was the first time I met him, unofficially, and I saw Tony Fomison. 
I knew of him because I was at art school, and I went, ‘What do you think 
about his paintings?’ Tony turned around and said, ‘Artists don’t talk about 
each other’s work’, he just looked, and that was my first experience of Fatu. 
Later on, about ’95, ’96, Fatu came looking for me, because he heard that 
there was a Samoan who graduated in 1995. He told me that he wanted 
to be like Picasso and establish our modern version of the arts in a Palagi 
context. From there, I met his close friend from the early 1980s, John 
Hovell, he was Māori. They took me down to Te Aute College on a road 
trip, to see his work inside John’s marae. It was also the first time I’d ever 
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been engaged with as an artist, because I never considered myself one. I was 
just an art student, and to this day I am not an artist. Fatu said I should 
have a solo show and in 1988 I did, I was playing for Ponsonby rugby club 
then, so I wasn’t really much into [the arts]. I just knew that I’d graduated 
and I had some works lying around, and Fatu was very kind, respectful, 
to witness that I should get involved with his then-to-be Tautai gallery, or 
Tautai Trust. Fatu also introduced me to Jim Vivieaere in 1989.

ALR: Lily, you were around at the same time: did any of this materialise in 
terms of talking about ideas of vā?

LAL: We all came together at that time—and Fatu was in the middle, he 
left his job as a colour consultant at a carpet factory and threw himself into 
being an artist. He had that same drive as with selling products, he basically 
took those skills and promoted himself. We all got swept up into that, at 
the same time. But it was twofold: in one sense, he’s seen as promoting the 
Pacific arts, and we’re all younger than him. So, there’s that relationship 
between older and up-and-coming. But also, we were seen by everyone 
else as being really active, actually having a space in a gallery—it was really 
through his connections, his charming way with people—he’s really good 
at getting the right people together to make things happen. Whether it was 
the beginning of the Tautai Trust with the trustees, or getting people to help 
with other things, his by-line was always ‘what’s your name? What do you 
do?’ He was the right person to bring people together.

But I do remember [John] Pule at the time, his criticism was, you know, we 
were like this—and he held up his hand, and he said, we could have been 
like this. It was a win-win situation at the time, but in terms of growing 
out of that, I think there was maybe a two-year span where there was a 
Pasifika show every month. The fashion during the 1980s was, ‘oh, we must 
have a Pasifika show. Oh, we must have a Pasifika show! Where are your 
Pasifika friends?’ It was double-sided … Yay, promotion, yay, recognition! 
Yay, people are seeing work done by Pasifika people! The other side is, ‘Well, 
is it fashion, is it political enough or are we just being the decoration that 
goes with the carpet and the sofa this year?’

ALR: Brett, what was it like for you? When you talk about whakapapa, 
those relationships as an artist, and having to honour your father and his 
generation of trailblazers?
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BG: That was the joy of being on the periphery of the Pacific art movement. 
Our friends, like Jim [Vivieaere], were put on a pedestal, being turned into 
gods now with the younger generation; it’s been interesting to see these 
people becoming deified, when they were our drinking mates. Pacific 
Sisters had their exhibitions at Te Papa, and it’s been really fascinating to 
see how the younger generation have responded to them, and put them 
on that pedestal of ātua, too. That’s a great thing, maybe. But there was 
the joy of being conscious of my father’s generation, of blazing that Māori 
contemporary art trail. And then seeing it with the work of Ioane, Lily, Lemi, 
in a way that I didn’t see it with my own generation of Māori artists, to be 
honest, because two generations or 30 years on from when they’d started in 
the 50s, in my generation, a lot of artists were already being picked up by 
commercial galleries and spoilt by success. A competitive element started 
to creep in that I’d never seen with my father’s generation. So I felt that 
same sense of urgency and excitement with what was happening with the 
Pacific movement in the 1980s-90s, I could relate it to what happened with 
my father’s generation. So, it was a great time to see that emerge. But then 
again, it’s going to be interesting to see if we’re killed by the same successes 
in the Pākehā art world.

ALR: Lemi, when you arrived back in Auckland in the early 1990s, were 
you cognisant of the art movements of the 1980s? And was that something 
important to you then, Pacific art, or even artists who are using Pacific 
concepts? Because you were already in that world, you were making work 
overseas in the 1980s, which were part of Pacific thinking, or taking our 
concepts and evolving them in different ways. What was that like for you 
coming back to Auckland?

LP: I didn’t go to art school, or dance school, or theatre school, I didn’t want 
to be told how to see the world, because I was trying to figure out what the 
world is in my own way. In the 1980s here, when I first met Tama Huata, he 
asked me to come to Hastings to work with him. In those days, there was no 
Pacific art or, or Māori art, there were just people making art. When I first 
came back to New Zealand, I used to have long arguments with Jim about 
the branding of artists, because I just think it’s very cheap. And I haven’t 
changed my mind, although I love Jim very much! 

When I first came back to New Zealand, I met Epeli Hau‘ofa at Sydney 
Airport. He came up to me and asked for a lighter and he discovered I’m 
Samoan and interested in the arts. He talked to me about creating this Moana 
Centre in Fiji, Oceania. Then I came to Auckland and made a performance 
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at the Galaxy (Theatre) space in town. Jim came to see me, asking me if 
I would come and join an exhibition, Bottled Ocean, and I said, ‘I’m already 
out of the bottle, Jim. I don’t have an Otara, or a New Zealand born, or 
Porirua experience. But there is more to Pacific than just what’s contained 
in your political struggle.’ So the quickest way is to make your way back to 
your culture. Politicians are not going to give that to you. You can do that 
yourself: you can learn your language and your ceremonies, your fa‘alupega, 
how to be.

I am a student of Sāmoa even though I am from Sāmoa; I’m still trying 
to learn how to be more Samoan and more knowledgeable of Sāmoa, and 
I think that gives me confidence—it’s not a burden on me, being Samoan in 
New Zealand. I’m free. I don’t need anybody. I make what I think. So I can 
come up with mad ideas in my head of how to make performances. People 
complain, they come to my show and they say, ‘oh, there’s no Pacific in 
your performance’. Yeah, because I remove all hints of Pacific in terms of 
costumes but I want to put Māori, Pacific people on stage—not because 
I have political thinking about that, but they have a story. They have 
a dimension that hasn’t been touched.

And so I thought, I don’t need to learn about Western theatre, or Western 
art. I actually need to know more about Māori, Samoan. If you don’t know 
you’re Samoan or you’re Māori, it’s very hard to work with me, because 
I’m going to challenge you to do something that’s the best you can, the 
best in the world. Because at the end of the day, you are still representing. 
But instead of trying to satisfy what the definition of ‘Pacific’ is, or ‘art’, 
or something else, I think it’s important for the artist just to grow, just to 
do what they do. And so I don’t have alliances with a lot of New Zealand 
artists, because I don’t identify with their mindset when they are speaking 
about art. I don’t make so much work in New Zealand. I don’t need that 
shelter. I need to live. So, perhaps the frustration of the moment is that 
we’ve been forced to be safe in our homes. And for me, for the artists, it’s 
about danger, and freedom, and what spurs creativity and life. I don’t want 
the conversation about Pacific art, as just an academic, historical thing, 
it’s not that important to me.

ALR: Lemi, we would like to know more about the Vā Body, le mau a le 
tino. What is it?
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LP: I think that when we are talking about vā, we are really talking about 
service—there are things you need to know. To magnify the vā, these are 
important things; it’s about the language, faʻagagana. All the codes and 
instructions of the vā are embedded in that language. The culture, the 
language, the whakapapa, all tell me that we appreciate our ancestors, we 
give respect to them in that way. But also—you are the latest witness to 
that long line of those who have gone before you, and those who are about 
to join you. The important thing is about learning the culture, because vā 
is a Samoan word, so it has its own context. It’s not something universal. 
Surely there are things very similar in Māori, in Tongan, but if you say 
you’re Samoan, then I expect you to know the vā, and to carry it out. For 
me, that is important in investigating, so that we own our problems and 
our solutions. The solution to cultural insecurities and marginalisation is to 
look at art as a form of resistance, as a form of birthing a new idea. A body 
that is conscious is really a body that is not selfish, or self-expressive, but is a 
body ready to serve the vā. That’s the Vā Body. When people come to me to 
work with me, it’s a long process of trying to calm them down and silence 
them. Whatever they’re bringing, it’s their own concern. But they need to 
be open, because they are going to be the people that create this vā for the 
people in the audience. We have to create—the world is not just Pacific or 
Samoan or whatever. We are speaking about the whole world.

ALR: Brett—what are you doing for the wā?

BG: Good question. Whakapapa is a big one. In the exhibition I just had, 
I looked at whakapapa, comparing it to the vā, as sort of our equivalent. 
What Lemi says is also quite true—there are similarities, but the reality is, 
when I go home and talk to elders about wā, they look at me sideways—
it’s not the same notion—but we do have whakapapa, which is layer upon 
layer, and also a way of describing relationships. I was thrilled to be involved 
with Taranaki, Te Ati Awa and Ngāti Ruanui and the tribes there in the last 
show. When you open up that space, you’re vulnerable. They’ll tell you your 
whakapapa, and they’ll join the dates, and they’ll make connections, which 
is what happened to Lily when she was there at Parihaka, as well. So that’s 
the great value, and it’s been a great value in the talks at this conference. 
Yesterday, I was spellbound by what Akari [Konya] spoke about, making the 
connection between the Palauan stone fields and Eastern philosophy. I had a 
sculpture tutor in Japan (in 1990, when I was in Hawai‘i, I did field research 
in Japan) who told me to go to Kyoto and actually sit in front of these rocks 
and look at the beautiful rock gardens. I didn’t understand or make those 
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connections between that and the vā until yesterday. So that’s some of the 
beauty with this conversation, making those kinds of connections across 
the Pacific.

ALR: Lily, I’m really interested in the link with vā and aitu in your thinking 
and your work. Is it still around?

LAL: When I was younger, it seemed to be a lot more active, but there’s 
always something that starts to happen. I mean, if there’s an actual time, it’ll 
be between midnight and three o’clock. It’s also usually the time when a lot 
of creatives are doing work. But it’s also a time at which lots of energies are 
awake. So, making work and being aware that there are other things around 
you, watching you—sometimes helping, sometimes not—all feeds into the 
work. We all have our own rituals in terms of creating a physical space to be 
creative. Sound, light, whatever. Some of it involves safety, as well, safety of 
your own space, so that you can work. For me as a painter, it’s that whole 
flat thing. I love listening to sculptors, I love listening to Lemi talk about 
the body as space, it’s like Bruce Lee. Be like water, you’re everywhere and 
everything, we’re all over the place. We’re all talking about vā in totally 
different ways, but we understand exactly what we’re saying, and that what 
we produce is different, that’s the key thing. People will find their way to 
vā, and whatever they do, it’s going to create another conversation, another 
discourse that people can add to. It makes me hungry for more conversation

ALR: Ioane, you were in Sāmoa more recently—what was it like for you, 
what were your experiences of the Samoan vā in relationship to some of the 
things that we’re thinking about here in Auckland?

II: I felt like a Palagi, like I was on tour, as a tourist. And the vā just got 
pulled out of me. It was placed at the airport when I arrived, and I collected 
it three months later and took it back home. There is a lot of faʻaaloalo 
(respect) in Sāmoa, in everyday life. Everyone. They don’t have the luxury 
of talking like this, to have conferences like this. But every living being in 
Sāmoa has fa‘aaloalo, that is the vā. Teu le vā. I felt right at home, the body 
felt right at home in Sāmoa. Vā was beside the point. It was the core, and 
yet it wasn’t. It was just life. It was everything but nothing, nobody made 
a fuss about it. Because what it is, is a fish in water. Fish don’t talk about the 
water. That’s the vā. So, my Kiwi definition of vā was held up at customs 
until I finished my time in Sāmoa, for three months. I learned the real vā 
just by being in Sāmoa. No academicising. No nothing, just be. That is the 
vā. It’s everything but nothing.
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