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Three-dimensional 

whakapapa as a manifestation 
of the vā/wā

Brett Graham

Whakapapa has been defined by Māori elder statesman Sir Apirana Ngata 
(1931, p. 1) as ‘a pedigree or genealogy, or the act of tracing descent or setting 
out genealogically the relationship of persons or groups’. The Māori term 
literally describes the act of ‘placing in layers or laying upon one another’ 
(Ngata, 1931, p. 2). Although whakapapa is often thought of as a reciting 
of name upon name in a linear, two-dimensional fashion, I am intrigued by 
the idea that whakapapa is actually three-dimensional and has a structure. 
It occupies mental space, and its recitation requires the passing of time.

The Māori term wā makes no distinction between ‘space’ and ‘time’, 
rather, they are referred to as the same entity. In this way, it is similar to the 
Samoan term vā, a term from which Albert Wendt concludes that all human 
relationships, and indeed the relationships of all entities in the cosmos, are 
connected. The space that exists between them is the connective tissue that 
binds everything to create the ‘Unity-that-is all’ (Wendt, 1996).

According to Tōhunga Whakairo (carving expert) Takirirangi Smith (2000 
p. 56), all relations in Te Ao Māori (Māori worldview) are described by the 
term whakapapa, where:

the notions of time and space are linked together. Time cannot 
exist without space, and space cannot exist without time. There 
are no singular terms in the language which describe time or space 
independently.
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Therefore, whakapapa is the vehicle that carries the time/space continuum 
and defines all relationships, comparable to vā.

Here, I wish to examine how whakapapa is structured as described by 
Apirana Ngata and pose the question: if whakapapa is memorised as 
structures, is the inversion also true—that is, can structures be illustrative of 
whakapapa? I will also examine whakapapa and the time/space continuum 
by considering the construction of Pei Te Hurinui’s takarangi spiral 
drawings, which illustrate epochs of time and genealogies, as an alternative 
to the Western lineal ‘arrow of time’ (Salmond, 2017, p. 45). Subsequently, 
I will apply the structures depicting the principles of whakapapa to my 
2020–21 solo exhibition, Tai Moana Tai Tangata at the Govett-Brewster Art 
Gallery, New Plymouth, New Zealand, where the special tiered nature of 
the art gallery allowed me to create multiple viewpoints and readings of the 
works in the overall vā, or space/time continuum.

Whakapapa as structure and vehicle for the 
time/space continuum
Sir Apirana Ngata, in his paper for the Bishop Museum, ‘The Terminology 
of Whakapapa’, explores how Māori elders were able to retain vast amounts 
of knowledge and literally thousands of names all by memory, before the 
introduction of writing (Ngata, 1931).1 He uses various terms that describe 
how the reciter of whakapapa would envision ‘a line of descent as a line, 
cord or string’, which is obvious enough. The recitation of linear whakapapa 
was described as a taki, the division of regular intervals or measurements of 
time. For the sake of memorisation, they were arranged on a tiered three-
dimensional stage that occupies space. Taki, a term used like a beat in 
music, describes the recitation’s even fall of rhythm (like maintaining a beat 
in a haka or waiata-ringa). While aho translates to line, cord or string, and 
kaha or tāhuhu, the first weft in a weaving of a garment. So takiaho, then, 
is ‘a cord on which fish or shellfish are strung, and also a line of descent’ 
(Ngata, 1931, p. 2).

1	  For more discussion on this please see ‘Wā Speculations and the Realm of Possibility’, Charles Te 
Ahukaramū Royal with Brett Graham (Chapter 2, this volume).
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Particularly interesting from a sculptor’s perspective is that whakapapa and 
the many lines of genealogical descent are memorised as three-dimensional 
structures. The action of whakapapa itself is described as the ‘placing in 
layers or laying upon one another’ (Ngata, 1931, p. 2). One of the structures 
upon which whakapapa was built in the minds of reciters was a kauwhata:

[a] stage or frame built on which to suspend fish or bundles of food, 
which were tied together in such a way that the bundles straddled 
the cross-beams of the stage. There was a horizontal and a vertical 
method in the arrangement and display. (Ngata, 1931, p. 3)

It is upon such an elevated platform that the lines of descent are hung 
(the aho, kaha or takiaho), and the three-dimensionality of the structure 
permits the reciter either to recite down the lines or to move sideways, to 
reference other households and lines of descent. This is significant because 
‘Māori kinship terms may therefore be said not to emphasise distinction 
between lineal and collateral descendants’ (Ngata, 1931, p. 14). The term 
tuakana (older brother or sister) makes no distinction between a cousin or a 
brother and sister, and the resulting need for the reciter to move horizontally 
as well as vertically called for a three-dimensional whakapapa structure. 
The kauwhau (stage) was one such structure, as was the tāhuhu (ridge pole 
of a house), from which the reciter imagines whakapapa lines descending 
down to the heke (rafters), to the kaho (crossbeam) and ultimately to the 
poupou (wall pillars, or main ancestors).

Ngata (1931, p. 6) makes another intriguing allusion to a three-dimensional 
structural form (see Figure 13.1):

The reciter of legends and traditions, of tribal history and genealogies 
thus visualises his act in turn as tracing incidents or personnel strung 
along strings or cords or suspended on the cross-beams of hakari stages.

In a 2021 interview as part of the Vā Moana project, scholar Anne Salmond 
expresses her wonder with Ngata’s description:

You build a genealogical building … and there was … the kauwhata, 
the feasting stage, and that’s when you’re putting your ancestors on 
show and you array them in this glorious array … He was talking 
about this as a kind of memory; these are ways of actually structuring 
this massive amount of information in your head so you can navigate 
it successfully. His big issue was, how can they remember all this? 
Thousands and thousands of names.
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Figure 13.1: Hakari stand.
Source: Best (1924, p. 98).

Ngata’s description of this process, where complex genealogies were retained 
by the mental building of houses, kauwhata and other such forms, upon 
which names are hung, gives contemporary readers a glimpse into the ways 
in which space and time (the wā) were conceived by Māori.
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Whakapapa cannot be seen as history in a contemporary Western sense, 
because events cannot be dated according to a Western chronology. Peter 
Munz (2016, p. 44), emeritus professor of history at Victoria University, 
writes that it is easy to ‘create myth from nature by simply losing track of 
the precise point in time and space at which a story happened’. Historian Te 
Maire Tau (2003, p. 86) takes Munz (1971) to mean that:

genealogies are not reliable as measuring tools of time, because if 
they are orally transmitted they are unreliable past four generations, 
and in some areas of Europe the realms of myth are reached within 
ten generations. 

Te Maire Tau (2003, p. 86) argues, in response, that:

for Māori the boundaries of time and space are irrelevant. This does 
not mean Māori do not have a sense of time and location. There 
is enough evidence to show that events were ordered, albeit by an 
imprecise system of genealogy. However, precision in the ordering of 
time was not central to the Māori view of the world.

For Māori, time is established by whakapapa, which essentially consists of 
seemingly immovable stepping stones across spaces and time. Māori scholar 
and Treaty of Waitangi expert Valance Smith (personal communication, 
13 September 2020) concurs:

Whakapapa as a Māori way of knowing history contextualises socio-
cultural change (taki) within the Māori world. In her article Māori 
Epistemologies 1985, Salmond states the oral narrative is the primary 
channel through which histories and traditions are transmitted, 
as such Māori history can be transmitted through whakapapa and 
traced through whakapapa essentially a framework connecting 
kōrero (taki) into a coherent epistemological continuum (wā).

The question, which I will return to when discussing the installation Tai 
Moana Tai Tangata, is, if whakapapa can be imagined as a structure, can 
physical structures therefore be imagined as whakapapa, as demonstrating 
the wā?

Pei Te Hurinui Jones’s takarangi spiral
Just as Ngata describes how whakapapa was memorised as three-dimensional 
structures, Tainui scholar and genealogist Pei Te Hurinui Jones conceived 
whakapapa, which coincides with the passing of time and space, as a 
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takarangi double spiral. The takarangi spiral is one of the most fundamental 
elements of Māori art and is unique to Aotearoa in the Pacific. According to 
Tōhunga Whakairo Paki Harrison (1988, p. 21), the word takarangi:

literally means ‘to fall from the sky’. They are also symbols for energy 
and tension, light, enlightenment and human welfare (manawa 
ora). The two main ridges are earth and sky in parallel genesis and 
evolution. The notches are generation or whakapapa symbols.

Te Hurinui Jones (1898–1976) worked with Apirana Ngata in the 1920s, 
collating and translating material for Ngā Moteatea (c. 1944–57), at a time 
when it was feared that traditional Māori waiata would be lost. Te Hurinui 
Jones’s (2013) personal manuscripts, ‘Te Tuhi Māreikura’, are his account 
of the creation story, based on the ‘priestly lore of the Tainui people’. They 
have been preserved in the Pei Te Hurinui Jones collection at the Waikato 
University Library and were published posthumously. The text is primarily 
concerned with the rites of the Tainui whare wānanga (school of esoteric 
learning); however, the accompanying renderings show a sequence of takarangi 
spirals, unfurling from the centre outwards, to illustrate the Tainui creation 
story (see Figure 13.2). The complete double spirals are labelled with names 
of epochs of time and are separated by chevrons that, as Harrison explains, 
represent generations. When read together with the whakapapa text, the 
takarangi can be interpreted to represent the birth of the cosmos, the ancient 
‘mythical’ gods and ancestors, down to more recent, historical figures, such as 
the first Māori king, Pōtatau Te Wherowhero. Intriguingly, Jones suggests the 
passing of time (wā) follows a spiral pathway rather than the Western arrow of 
time, which is ‘one-dimensional, quantitative and linear’:

Here I’m discussing the spiral of space-time, and Pei Jones’ 
explanation of the double spiral in Maori art as depicting the 
emergence of the cosmos. This is in contrast with modernist notions 
of the arrow of time, in which time is one-dimensional, quantitative 
and linear. (Salmond, personal communication, 18 October 2016)

In other drawings, Jones emphasises that the spiral was not envisaged to 
be flat but three-dimensional, a vortex (or even like a squat ziggurat or 
pyramidal form where the double spirals of the takarangi unfurl from the 
broad base of the structure to an apex). The ‘epochal periods’, as he calls 
them, are stages in the birth of the cosmos, thus representing physical realms 
as well. They represent the evolution of the universe, the conception of the 
heavenly bodies. By no means ignorant of contemporary Western science, 
Jones (2013, p. 171) wrote: ‘with these vast systems we have to think in 
a different scale of space and time’. 



245

13. THREE-DIMENSIONAL WHAKAPAPA AS A MANIFESTATION OF THE VĀ/WĀ

Figure 13.2: The Sky Ways (Ngā Kiko-Rangi).
Source: Jones (2013, p. 167). Image courtesy of Ariana Pōtaka.

The implications of representing time as a spiral challenge the Western linear 
arrow of time. From any one vantage point on the spiral, past and future 
points along the journey can be seen. One is therefore conscious of both 
one’s ancestors and one’s descendants. This is not only incompatible with 
Western perceptions of time, but also contradicts the often quoted dictum 
that Māori walk backwards into the future, based on the notion that mua 
is both the word for past and front, and muri is used for both future and 
behind. But even the idea of ‘walking backwards into the future’ suggests 
that time is lineal. In our Vā Moana interview, Salmond (2021) relays that 
Māori language academic Patu Hōhepa, whose thinking was grounded 
in his expertise as a linguist, was always critical of this idea: ‘Māori don’t 
walk backwards into the past!’ In an earlier text, Salmond (2017, p. 408) 
extrapolates:

While it is often said that Māori walk backwards into the future with 
their eyes fixed on the past, this is also based on a modernist linear 
idea of time and reflects a seismic jolt in Māori semantics. As Patu 
Hōhepa has pointed out, in ancestral conceptions, space-time (wā) 
swirls like koru patterns, three dimensional spirals, so that one faces 
the future (mua) [sic, muri] and now the past (mua). Once the 
Western arrow of time is fired, however, time splits from space and 
becomes unidimensional, flying in a straight line from the past into 
the future. Wā (space-time) is laid down flat, and divided, measured 
and fragmented.
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It is crucial to understand that Te Hurinui Jones’s drawings, though 
rendered flat, reference a vortex or three-dimensional structure. Te Ara 
Tiatia (the stepped way) is literally a path that spirals to Te Reinga (the way 
of the multitudes) and ultimately to the apex at Te Tumu (the Concentric 
Pillar of Creation). There is not one pathway, but two, Te Angi-tama-tane 
(the skyway of the male) and Te Angi-tama-wahine (the skyway of the 
female), consistent with the double spiral. Although it could be argued that 
a pathway is still linear, when perceived as part of a three-dimensional spiral, 
or a vortex, it has a multidimensionality such that, as stated, one would be 
able to see other points on the spiral at any given point, both in the future 
and the past.2 In this format, the genealogical relationship that connects 
all things to every other moment in time is established. Epochs of time are 
sequential and occupy space.

The tiered nature of Pei Te Hurinui Jones’s three-dimensional takarangi 
spiral is reminiscent of actual structures in Western Polynesia and, closer to 
Aotearoa or Tahiti. Anne Salmond (2021) makes a comparison with the great 
marae Mahaiatea of Purea in Tahiti, where participants once went to enter 
‘a different realm’ to communicate to the ātua (supernatural beings). The 
structure’s stepped silhouette also closely resembles the whakapapa symbol 
most recognisable to contemporary audiences, poutama (a distinctive 
‘stepped’ pattern).

Tai Moana Tai Tangata
I would like to return to the question of whether the recitation of whakapapa 
is ‘placing in layers or laying upon one another’ and, if it is remembered 
as a structure, is the reverse also true? Can structures or forms remember 
whakapapa? How does this emulate the wā—the notion that time and 
space collide? To address these questions, I will now consider the layout 
of the exhibition Tai Moana Tai Tangata held at the Govett-Brewster Art 
Gallery in New Plymouth, Aotearoa New Zealand, from 5 December 2020 
to 2 May 2021.

2	  One is tempted to think of structures such as the Brusio spiral loop railway in Graubünden, 
Switzerland, or the Guggenheim Museum, New York, where one can see, at any given point, one’s future 
or past location.
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In the pōwhiri for the opening, Taranaki reo revitalisation leader Ruakere 
Hond concluded: ‘Mehemea he whare tēnei kua ao te rā i waho, engari e 
noho Māori tonu ana tātou i mua o te pou.’3 He was jesting at the fact that 
the Māori participants were sitting nobly in a spiritual realm, while the rest 
of the world went about its business. In a sense, this was an intention of the 
exhibition—to create a space where the past, present and future coexisted, 
in the same manner that Roger Neich (2001, p. 132) writes that, when one 
enters into a whare whakairo (carved meeting house):

every work of art creates its own universe, which is necessarily a 
whole built upon a time-space network. A particular representation 
of time is as much a part of the aesthetic intention of a carver as is 
his particular representation of space.

The multiple floors of the Govett-Brewster Art Gallery allowed for a scenario 
in which individual artworks not only referenced past and future events in 
their own ‘time-space network’ but also interacted with artworks on other 
floors that were visible, thus permitting multiple viewpoints and readings.

In a discussion of the exhibition, art historian Peter Brunt (2021) describes 
the exhibition as monumental, writing that the use of the gallery’s many 
levels, balconies and staircase create an experience that is continually shifting 
for the viewer. He describes this experience in the space, noting:

At ground level we gaze up the length of an enormous carved 
pole, 10 metres in height, tapering towards a point at the ceiling. 
We walk around the faceted sides of an enclosed four-[sic]sided 
tower … From the mezzanine balcony we look down on what we 
had previously seen looking up, their perspective lines running in 
reverse. But it is also apparent, as we learn their titles and absorb 
the text panels (which do not ‘explain’ the works so much as provide 
points of historical and biographical entry) that these structures and 
cinematic projections are taking us more specifically into memory 
space. (Brunt, 2021. p. 63)

3	  ‘If this is a house, it is daylight outside, while here we Māori sit [in darkness] before the niu pou.’
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Figure 13.3: O’Pioneer, 2020.
Note: Wood and plaster, 3,000 x 4,000 mm.
Source: Tai Moana Tai Tangata exhibition. Photograph by Neil Pardington.

From an aerial perspective, the layout of the works corresponds to a spiral, 
starting from the video work Te Namu and the adjacent niu pou Cease Tide 
of Wrong-Doing, to Ohawe on the mezzanine floor, then rising to O’Pioneer 
(Figure 13.3), spiralling to the next floor, in height with the redoubt Grande 
Folly Egmont and the video Manukau, culminating in Maungārongo ki te 
Whenua, Maungārongo ki te Tangata at the apex. From any one vantage point, 
the past and the future points along the journey can be seen. The mapping 
of time/space wā as a spiral coincides with descriptions of the vā. The layout 
was conceived by using a scale model of the gallery, where the primary view 
was from above. Albert Refiti (2021, p. 115) writes:

As we ascend and travel upwards in the gallery, the works come in 
and out of view. And in that space, there is an invisible woven thread 
of time that never leaves us, and we sense it as a vertical up and 
down movement that takes us to a precipice that makes us feel as if 
we are going to fall deep inside the earth or ascend into the heavens. 
Fear, love, hate, beauty and indifference are all driven by that sense 
of standing at the precipice of spiral-time.
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Three animated films carry the Te Uru (west coast) dialogue between the 
four large sculptures and floor tapestry; all are entry points to specific 
histories, but they also have implications for every other work.

Multiple layers of history (whakapapa) are interpreted and captured by the 
artworks, their positioning in the gallery, and also the wall text and dialogue 
surrounding the exhibition. The Māori wall texts by Te Ingo Ngaia, drawing 
from karakia (prayers), haka (posture dances), ngeri (haka with improvised 
actions) and mōteatea (laments), are contemporary compositions in their 
own right, compressing the past and the present.

The spiral ascent begins with the video of Te Namu, a pā site on the South 
Taranaki coast. It represents many layers of history that Taranaki audiences 
would be familiar with. This is where the chief Matakātea repelled a party 
of Waikato marauders, acknowledging the fraught history between the west 
coast tribes. It is where the steamer Lord Worsley was shipwrecked in 1862. 
The survivors’ landing in Māori Kingite4 territory created a dilemma among 
the chiefs—should they be killed or saved? The dilemma prompted Te Ua 
Haumene to enter ‘a mesmeric state’ (White, 2021, p. 33) and to found the 
Pai Mārire religion, envisioning a ‘future where Māori found salvation on 
their own lands’ and Pākehā had been driven into the sea. His prophecy did 
not come to pass. Instead, the vision of the settlers prevailed:

In fact there is plenty of room in this one place for the exertion and 
capital of at least one hundred thousand Englishmen. At Taranaki, 
where New Plymouth is situated there is an opening for at least 
a million of people. (Letters from New Plymouth, 1843, 1968, p. 85) 

The resources were duly exploited, leading to an alternative vision of the 
future, namely cohabitation with oil rigs and derricks and inky black seas. 
The future and the past were thus compressed.5

The spiral of time and space continues as the viewer is confronted by the 
carved sculpture Cease Tide of Wrong-Doing (Figure 13.4), which extends all 
the way to the ceiling, its spire piercing spaces yet to be seen. Its title is the 
English translation, from the Taranaki Iwi Deed of Settlement (2015, p. 16), 
of the name Taiporohēnui, ‘to symbolise the importance of unity in halting 
the tide of settlement’—although the settlement explains that the name 
has an ancient pedigree back to ‘Hawaiki’. The niu pou is the focal point 

4	  Kingite: a follower of the Māori King Movement.
5	  Oil was first discovered at Taranaki in 1865.
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of Pai Mārire, the religion created by Te Ua Haumene. It is an Indigenous 
satellite of sorts, with arms outstretched to give and receive messages from 
the spiritual realm. Here, however, the arms have been replaced by pātaka 
(store houses). Pātaka are emblematic of wealth, they were once the pride of 
Māori communities and the symbol of their resources. With pātaka having 
taken the place of the arms in Cease, spiritual communication is severed 
and replaced with a lust for resources: wairua is replaced with mammon. 
To quote Te Whiti, speaking of the introduction of foreign capitalism: 
‘They are so greedy for gain that nothing seems to concern them except it be 
in some way connected with accumulation of wealth’ (cited in Scott, 1975, 
p. 57). All this is witnessed by the sinister large-scale sculpture Grande Folly 
Egmont, an ominous presence visible from all levels of the gallery.

Grande Folly Egmont was modelled on a redoubt, one of the many that 
lined the frontier between settler and ‘hostile’ territory. There was another 
at Ohawe, the subject of the video on the next floor. Of Ohawe, historian 
Jamie Belich (2010, p. 43) writes:

Ohawe is a significant place, for here, from the ruined redoubt 
which marks the furthest point of Cameron’s advance, you gaze 
across the Waingongoro River, up the high cliffs and black iron sand 
of the grim Taranaki coast, into independent Māoridom.

Belich’s statement belies the long Māori history of occupation in this place, 
known as Rangatapu, where moa bones from the distant past have been 
discovered in the sands. The sand is the theme of the Ohawe video: my 
great-grandfather was buried on the cliffs that have since crumpled into the 
sea, his bones becoming the sand. Fast-forward to 2018 and the fight of 
Ngāti Ruanui to stop the extraction of iron sands by multinational mining 
companies off the coast continues. Time and space compress, the bones 
of the land of the past are the profit of the present and future.
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Figure 13.4: Cease Tide of Wrong-Doing, 2020.
Note: Kauri, wood and metal, 9,600 x 4,000 mm.
Source: Tai Moana Tai Tangata exhibition. Photograph by Neil Pardington.
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The spiral continues to the next floor, to the top of the grand staircase 
where O’Pioneer and Purutapu Pōuriuri (Black Shroud) meet. The plaster 
O’Pioneer is modelled on the gun turrets of a gunboat steamer called 
Pioneer, commissioned by the government to blast Māori settlements along 
the Waikato River. One sits on the confluence of the Waikato and the 
Waipa rivers now, another at a motorway settlement called Mercer. They 
are portals to the past, permanent reminders to the children of the ‘losers’ 
of the Waikato War as to who was victorious. The gun turret at Mercer 
conflates histories, serving as a World War I memorial as well, surmising 
that ‘New Zealanders’6 were victorious over their enemies—Germans, Turks 
and Waikato Māori. Ironically, just across the river is Te Paina, the village 
where the Waikato leader Te Puea took a stand against conscription in 
World War I. From here, the police took the young men of the tribe away 
to military camps. It is also where Pai Mārire was revived among Waikato. 
Due to Te Puea’s anti-conscriptionist stance, the other churches abandoned 
her, and, in their absence, an elder from Taranaki prompted her to revive the 
faith of her grandfather King Tawhiao. Cause and consequence look across 
to each other from different points of the spiral, as Te Paina and Mercer face 
each other across the river. They become the same entity.

From O’Pioneer, all the sculptures in the exhibition can be seen. Rising as 
a covering of the grand staircase to meet O’Pioneer is Purutapu Pōuriuri, the 
Shroud, a dark reference to the British Regiments that forcibly took the land 
in Taranaki and Waikato at the behest of the colonial government. The flags 
or ‘hatchments’ of the regiments figured in the Shroud allude to the actual 
hatchments hanging in St Mary’s Cathedral, in the vicinity of the Govett-
Brewster Art Gallery. Causes are consequences. For Māori, to live a life amid 
symbols of conquest, street names commemorating generals and politicians 
who were advocates of confiscation, and monuments that celebrate colonial 
victories, is to be reminded daily of being the enemy of the state and church. 
In the spiral of time, causes and consequences are seen together, the events 
of the past determining race relations in the present.

The spiral unfurls to the next highest floor, the site of Grande Folly Egmont 
and the video, Manukau. Grande Folly Egmont appears as a surveillance 
tower. Like the mountain’s dominance over the peninsula, it is impossible 
to escape its gaze from anywhere in the gallery. Grande Folly conflates settler 
structures of the redoubt and lighthouse, reassuring to pioneers but ominous 

6	  The term ‘New Zealander’ was originally used by the English to describe the native inhabitants 
of New Zealand—that is, Māori. The term would eventually shift to the descendants of migrants.
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to tangata whenua (Indigenous people of the land). Parihaka (a settlement 
between the West Coast and Taranaki Maunga) is now celebrated as a beacon 
of passive resistance. In 1881—the year in which the government invaded 
the settlement—Cowan (1923, p. 471) described Taranaki as being ‘a great 
armed camp. Redoubts with tall watch towers studded the face of the land, 
loopholed blockhouses stood on commanding hills, armed constabulary 
tents whitened the plains.’ Grande Folly could either be a beacon of promise 
in a new land, or a portent of one’s extinction.

From loopholes in Grande Folly, imaginary occupants look out and lust over 
the landscape of the frontier, lands yet to be conquered. One sees the final 
video, Manukau. It compresses time and space: historical events as well as 
future ones occupy the same space. Of course, no-one can predict what lies 
ahead; however, here on the landscape of Whatipu, north of the Manukau 
Harbour, lie three shipwrecks, two historic and one set in the future. They 
refer to the Orpheus (New Zealand’s greatest maritime disaster), the Flora 
Macdonald (a cutter that capsized on the Manukau bar in 1874, killing 
my ancestor Joseph Graham), and a wreck from some future year. This 
configuration was prompted by Te Whiti’s prophecy:

Time is at hand when their goods will rot in their stores, their ships 
will rot in their harbours … their merchants will wring their hands 
in despair when they shall see their ill gotten gains melt away like the 
mist at the rising of the sun. (quoted in Scott, 1975, p. 49)

Neich (2001) describes how the Land Court increasingly forced Māori 
to express their history differently than was customary, conforming to a 
Western linear model. In art, this meant that, rather than Māori thinking 
and depicting their ancestors as existing in a ‘timeless space’, they began 
expecting a narrative to accompany their tūpuna. From the 1860s onwards, 
carvings (and later figurative paintings) would either try to represent a single 
deed in their ancestors’ lives to capture their whole lives in a monoscenic 
narrative, or sometimes several actions rendered as occurring simultaneously 
in a single composition, in a simultaneous or rotative narrative. Manukau 
includes references to the past, present and events that have not yet transpired, 
attempting to recreate how Māori once imagined wā, the compression of 
space and time. After almost 200 years of exposure to Western concepts of 
time, through the mechanisms of the Land Court and Western education 
generally, Māori have come to see time as linear, chronological and as a 
sequential narrative. As Jackson (cited in Neich, 2001, p. 156) explains:
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Traditionally, the Māori lived in a world in which the past was 
continually recreated, in myth, ritual and art. By freezing the past, 
literacy makes it more difficult to assimilate the present into the past 
… Literacy introduced new ideas to the Māori and produced a hiatus 
in the continuity of traditional time. The present and the future 
no longer recreated or recapitulated the past. They showed a world 
that stood in contrast to the past … Literacy enabled detachment 
from the traditional past and the creation of a future which did not 
necessarily conform to past configurations of beliefs and values.

Eventually, the exhibition spiral concludes with its arrival on the top floor, 
where Maungārongo ki te Whenua, Maungārongo ki te Tangata stands. It was 
important to end at the taumata (peak) with this work, which honours the 
Taranaki leaders and their strategies of resistance to colonisation. Of all the 
works in the exhibition, Maungārongo references the past most clearly in 
appearance, covered with carvings modelled on the famed Motunui panels.7

From the top floor, the four other works can be seen as they unfurl along 
the spiral pathway of time and space. Maungārongo transcends the claim 
of conquest of O’Pioneer and Purutapu Pōuriuri. It stands in defiance of 
Grande Folly Egmont. In contrast to Cease Tide, it also evokes the memory 
of the time of war between Waikato and Taranaki and of a relationship 
that was once fraught. Maungārongo is on wheels, a reference to the forced 
migrations of the disinherited, the Taranaki tribes who fled south to avoid 
the Waikato invasions; those forced to flee the scorched earth policy of 
General Chute; and the prisoners taken from Parihaka and sent to Dunedin 
to endure hard labour. At all points along the spiral, the past converses with 
the present and the future—‘all of these histories and auguries of the future 
condensed into the viewers’ present, as they are faced with these works there 
and then in the gallery’ (Brunt, 2021, p. 65).

The Western Polynesian concept of vā and the Māori wā are similar in 
the way in which they collapse time and space into a single entity. During 
colonisation, Māori came to view their world through the Western 
linear arrow of time, but before that, time and space were imagined and 
incorporated as whakapapa, in which vast amounts of information could 

7	  The Motunui Epa are five wooden panels, carved in the late 1700s by Taranaki tūpuna. The panels 
had once been hidden lest they be desecrated by Waikato invaders, and were recently returned to Taranaki 
after their illegal removal in the 1970s. See: Buchanan (2022).
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be retained when imagined as physical structures. Likewise, Pei Te Hurinui 
Jones imagined whakapapa as spirals—three-dimensional structures that 
encompass both time and space.

With the failure of capitalism, and with the global climate crisis, the 
appreciation of the value of Indigenous knowledge is growing as the West 
seeks alternatives to the modern condition. Re-imagining my exhibition Tai 
Moana Tai Tangata in terms of a spiral enabled me to let the past and future, 
causes and consequences, coexist and thereby approach how my ancestors 
would once have imagined wā, as space and time collapsed.
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