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The va of sound, voice, music-
making and performance for
Moana people

Tanya Volentras

My perspective of va has been shaped by my childhood and youth,
growing up in my atunu‘u pele o Samoa (dear nation of Samoa). Having
read many scholarly works on Samoa and other Moana' islands over the
course of my academic journey, there have been numerous occasions when
their analysis did not quite fit: sometimes it was a misreading of a specific
cultural item, often it was a misinterpretation of the interiority of Moana
people, or simply the ill-fitting placement of a theoretical framework that
did not accord with reality on the ground. I was thus delighted to find
articles by Hitfanga ‘Okusitino Mahina (2010), Tévita O. Ka‘ili (2017) and
others (e.g. Refiti, 2017) on ta-va,” as their interpretations of cultural items,
sociality and the Moana worldview closely align with how I perceive the
world as someone Samoan born and raised. This is because ta-va authors
are writing from lived experience and understand some of the peculiarities

1 Tusethe term Moana (as both noun and adjective) for the people of the geographical area known as the
Pacific, or Oceania. I recognise that other terms such as the Tok Pisin word ‘solwara are also of importance
to some of my Moana neighbours, but have chosen to use ‘Moana), as it is a Samoan and Polynesian term
that I relate to and is used in current discourse by Moana scholars such as Fa‘avae et al. (2022, p. 47) who
corroborate the use of ‘moana’ as a term that honours and celebrates Moana ‘multiplicities and specificities’.
2 Ido not discuss the ta-time aspect of sound events here; however, I envision ta-time as the inherent
frame that encircles va moments; ta is the spiral in the conch shell, within which va nestles between the
curves of the whorl, connecting top to bottom, and future to past in the now moment. Ta accompanies
va, always.
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of Moana epistemology. Knowing what va encompasses becomes innate to
one’s embodiment and tacit knowledge growing up in the Moana islands.
Therefore, while the thoughts and interpretations in this chapter are my
own, ta-va theory provides the underlying basis.

In this chapter, I use theoretical discussions on sound to describe and capture
what va is through the mediums of sound, music and performance, which,
for the average Moana person, hold meaning beyond the mere physicality of
sounds and actions. While va is often translated as ‘space’, what that ‘space’
is and contains is difficult to define in (English) words. I propose here
that va as a concept is more easily understood when it is filled with sound,
and I hope to theorise and describe va through sound as the transmitting
medium. By exploring va through sound and spatiality, not leaving aside
processes of agency and socio-materiality that create them, the ‘practices by
which sound actually makes space, shaping and transforming experiences
of spatiality’ (Revill, 2016, p. 240) can be identified and defined.

While I discuss some of the ways that ‘space’” as delineated by sound has
been analysed by others (e.g. Born, 2013; Carpenter & McLuhan, 1973;
Gell, 1995; Revill, 2016), what distinguishes my conceptualisations of
the relationship between va and sound is (firstly) the ta-va premise that
va is laden, full and multilayered. It is situated historically and temporally
(in ta). It is often dynamic, shared, interactional and relational. It is also
experienced by the body. Thus, phenomenological perspectives such as
Revill’s are useful in the analysis of va and sound due to the emphasis on
embodiment and recognition that the body is the medium through which
we, as humans, experience the world. While this may seem self-evident,
all too frequently the importance of the senses and embodiment in analyses
of social phenomena is not emphasised. Ta-va and Moana ontology is
profoundly realist (Mahina, 2010) in that we do not easily separate our
body from our minds, nor from nature or culture.

Edmund Carpenter and Marshall McLuhan’s (1973, p. 67) description of
auditory and acoustic space as ‘a sphere without fixed boundaries, space
made by the thing itself’, which ‘is not pictorial space, boxed-in, but
dynamic, always in flux, creating its own dimensions moment by moment’,
both helps to translate the notion of va (or space as filled by sound) and
offers a way to understand how Moana people utilise sound as a medium
to transmit, convey or share va. The aspects of a space ‘made by the thing
itself” and the creation of ‘its own dimensions effectively conceptualises
the va that accompanies the spaces made by Moana sounds, voices, rhythm
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and music-making. Georgina Born’s (2013) work on sound, as cited by
George Revill (2016, p. 245), asserts that sound ‘actively produc[es] spaces
and spatialities which are relational and have multiple enfolded topological
qualities operating in space/time’, which could describe the relational
qualities of va nestled within the moving spiral of ta when Moana people
create music and performances (see Footnote 2, this chapter).

While this chapter aims to conceptualise what va is through the medium
of sound as a space-filling phenomenon, va itself is not sound. There are
many sounds in Moana settings that do not carry va, as, too, va occurs
without sound as the medium. Imagine two orators standing ready to tell
a story. One, steeped in their family traditions and lineage, has grown up
hearing this story recounted to them by their elders, and knows how the
story is linked to the land, its myths and history; the other only knows the
words of the story and has no connection to it. The first will be able to
imbue their narrative with va—that is, their relationship to the story will
colour and deepen their oratory and help them convey through their voice
something intangible, a temporal and relational connectivity that can be
felt by the audience. The second may remember, recount and perform every
line perfectly, but as their narrative will be told without a strong contextual
relationship, they will not have the same ability to share the va of the story.

The call of the conch shell: The va of and
in sound

If you have ever lived in Samoa, you may have experienced the clanging
sound of a gong when dusk falls in the villages. When it chimes, everyone
heads home from their games, garden work or socialising to gather in their
family groups. A quiet falls over the village as the heads of family, the matai
(chief) or a matriarch, lead their ‘aiga (family) in prayer. There is a palpable
feeling, a thickness, a heaviness, during the ritual curfew, that brings the
‘aiga into a shared space of reflection and acknowledgement of each other
as members of the family. Pre-Christian Samoans saw dusk as a dangerous
time to be out wandering and, depending on the village, it was the conch
shell, or the lali (a very large and sonorous wooden drum), that called
Samoans homeward. When missionary Catholics appropriated the lali to
call Samoans to church, early Samoans were afraid that the aitu (spirits)
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might be displeased with the misuse of that special lali sound. These days,
the conch shell remains a specific sound used across the Moana to gather
people together for special events.?

In the Samoan setting, the va created by the sound of the conch shell is
thick with meaning and stories, historical and modern, traditional and new.
A conch shell is blown only at special occasions, so its sound is already one
of significance. The person blowing is aware of the import and broader
implications of their actions, which will usually open, punctuate and
sometimes close an event. The sound carries to all present and thus brings
all together in shared va and ta. Whether full and attentive participants or
bystanders, all are aware and included within the space created by the sound
of the conch shell. Its personal meaning may differ from person to person,
but, for many Moana people, the sound carries a specific feeling, as well
as memories and stories—a coalescing of past, present and future into the
now-moment. It is also a signal, a call to an event where we will be sharing
(usually) sacred or momentous space and, importantly, va. Albert Wendt’s
(1996) oft-quoted description of va as ‘the space between the betweenness

. that holds separate entities and things together in the Unity-that-is-
Al reveals the weight and fullness, the relational nature of va in Moana
epistemology. As he indicates, it is not empty space, but full of relationships,
stories and meaning. While the conch shell sound is a good example of the
va that is conveyed by sound, voices and rhythm, music and performance in
Moana cultures also carry and share va.

Va is of the people, for the people

In this section, I will describe two videos as examples of events where sound
plays a pivortal role in sharing va. Both examples were chosen for their import
and significance to the people involved, rather than their political nature.

3 Franz Reinecke (1902, p. 111) wrote of Samoa: ‘Als Signalhérner im Kriege, sowie bei festlichen
Umziigen u. s. w. werden grosse Muscheln, pu, benutzt, deren Ton an den der Heulbojen erinnert
und ohne sehr laut zu sein, sich sehr weit fortpflanzt. Trotz dieser Einférmigkeit ihrer musikalischen
Werkzeuge besitzen die Samoaner eine grosse Anlage fiir Ausiibung von Musik und feines Verstindnis
fiir Instrumentalmusik. [As a signal in war, or at festive processions, etc., big shells, pit were used, whose
tone was reminiscent of foghorns and, although not very loud, travels far. Despite the monotony of
their musical tools, Samoans have a great predisposition for musical practice and a fine appreciation
of instrumental music.]’
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The first video clip, taken by Talamua Media (2021),* was captured on
17 May 2021 during the tense stand-off after the April 2021 election,
when the then government and prime minister of Simoa, Tuilaepa Sa‘ilele
Malielegaoi of the Human Rights Protection Party, had not yet conceded
defeat to the Fa‘atuatua i le Atua Samoa ua Tasi (FAST) Party. After gaining
a slim majority, the FAST Party parliamentarians were waiting to be allowed
entry into the locked Maota Fono (Government House), fanning themselves
in the heat under a hastily erected gazebo on the grass. We see the newly
elected prime minister, Fiamé Naomi Mata‘afa, of the FAST Party; her
deputy, FAST founder Le‘aulialémalietoa Leuatéa Polataivao Fosi Schmidt;
the former head of state, Ta‘isi Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Tupuola Efi, and
his wife Masiofo Filifilia Imo Tamasese, among others, sitting on plastic
chairs and bearing the incongruity, the momentousness of the occasion,
with dignified grace. People flit back and forth, crossing the camera, talking
quietly into people’s ears while the parliamentarians wait. There is the
recurring sound of mobile phones—ringing, buzzing, pinging. One can
hear other groups outside the tent singing off-camera. After more than
an hour of waiting, Leuatéa Fosi Schmidt starts singing a love song about
Samoa; everyone joins in, in full four-part harmony. An outsider watching
might think that this was something rehearsed, but it is not. Rather, the
singing here is typical of Samoan people, who sing together from an early
age, at home, in church and at school. In this moment, the music is unifying
and bonding. It is pacifying and easing a very tense situation, while also
communicating a united purpose in a non-aggressive yet steadfast way.

The second video is a private clip taken by Aaron Taouma (2021), an
attendee to the Dawn Raids Apology ceremony at Auckland Town Hall
in August 2021. Those who followed the event on the news would not
necessarily have seen this footage, as news reports focused mainly on Prime
Minister Jacinda Ardern’s speech, the ifoga (traditional Samoan apology)
ceremony and people’s reactions afterwards. The clip opens with a Niuean
man, crouched in a warrior pose, wielding a club and calling out in Niuean,
who then joins a double row of about 10 Niuean men framing the walkway
into the Town Hall for Ardern and those escorting her: her government
ministers (mostly of Moana descent), her husband and other dignitaries. The
Niuean men’s faces are painted black, they are wearing leaves for garments
and they carry wooden clubs. The drums begin and one can hear a pt being

4 See between 58:56 and 1:05:00.
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blown. As the dignitaries begin to enter the hall, the Ngati Whatua’® orator
begins his whaikorero (speech). He is holding a tokotoko (orator’s stick),
which he brandishes for emphasis. He calls and the group respond. The
drum rhythms change as they pass a group of Cook Islanders, and more
pt sounds fill the space. The Cook Islanders, men and women, begin to
sing what sounds like a wailing song with typical Moana features: vibrant
harmonies, a strong alto presence of older women, and a call-and-response
between men’s and women’s voices. Ardern and her party make their way
through the crowd towards the front of the packed hall, and the camera
focuses in and closes on the Cook Islander women, waving leaves up and
down as their song ends.

What was amazing to me, not knowing much about the Dawn Raids, and,
more relevantly, not being physically present, was how visceral and affective
this event was. The Niuean men performing their takalo (welcome), their
voices fierce and proud; the Maori orator’s strength, and the power and
stridency in his voice; then the songs, the drums and rhythms that changed
to follow each culture represented; the pt sound throughout—all created a
space, a va, that I understood and related to. Although I did not understand
all the words of the various Moana languages, the tone and timbre of
each sound carried and shared the va with all that were present as both
participants and recipients. Watching the video for the first time, I cried,
I felt their shared pain, joy, communion and feelings of release. Imagine
if Prime Minister Ardern had simply walked to the podium to make her
speech without that sound-filled entry, much like what occurs in countless
other official occasions in Western countries. It may have yet been impactful
and meaningful to those family members present to receive her apology on
behalf of the New Zealand Government;® however, as it was, the music, the
sounds, the voices, created a Moana space for everyone. It made it of and for
the people—it communicated and shared the va.

5  Ngati Whatua are mana whenua (those with power/jurisdiction from the land) where the ifoga was
held.

6 One only needs to think of Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd’s 2008 apology to the Stolen
Generations to know how meaningful that was for many Aboriginal people.
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Moana sounds can make, carry, share
and reiterate va

The strongest, if not oldest musical sound of Moana people is that of
our voices. Music accompanies many important and mundane moments
in the life of a Samoan, from the call-and-response monotone chanting in
village performances, to energetic clapping dances, the recitation of matai
names, formal addresses and lineages in an ‘ava ceremony, and full-bodied
harmonies in church. Samoans enjoy singing songs at family gatherings that
often tell of love for one’s homeland or, more recently, their devotion to the
Christian god. The lively ones at a party might dance, and someone will
grab a box or something percussive to add some rhythm. George Turner
(1861, pp. 317-318), an early missionary to Samoa, wrote:

A Samoan can hardly put his paddle in the water without striking up
some chant in which all in the canoe, or boat, may unite, and thus
they paddle along, singing as they go.

One of the things I loved about going to school in Samoa was the before-
the-bell-rang ritual of the whole school singing together. When I travelled
to Australia as a 15-year-old, I felt the absence of those harmonies as much
as I would a limb. Sitting amid the desultory and off-key groaning of
their national anthem, ‘Advance Australia Fair’, by Australian high school
children, the contrast was stark, the culture shock utterly disheartening.

For Samoans, it is only natural that we share ourselves and bond together
through our songs and rhythms. Indeed, music (and the language with
which music is sung) creates a space, a va, that is inseparable from the
construction of political, social and familial definitions of self-in-situ in
Moana settings. Steven Feld analyses how sound and acoustics convey
knowledge, understanding and meaning—beyond the mere physical
technicality of sound—and calls this phenomenon ‘place-making’ (Feld &
Brenneis, 2004, p. 485). With years of experience in sound anthropology,
Feld describes the difficulty of conveying the very abstract, intangible
‘knowing’ that sounds and music impart ‘about the indexicality of voice
and place’. Feld’s (1991) recordings in the Papua New Guinean rainforests
with the Bosavi people ‘made place’ and drew a link between the acoustics of
the natural world and the worldviews and sound expressions of the people,
which he called acoustemology, a combination of acoustics and epistemology.
When thinking about the way in which va can be conveyed by sound, Feld’s
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acoustemology helps to conceptualise the complexity and depth of ‘space’,
or place-making, in shared sound and performance experiences. As Feld
(2012, p. xxvii) puts it:

Bosavi people know quite precisely so many features of the rain
forest world, like the time of day, the season, the weather history.
I wanted to link this kind of tacit knowledge, as well as active
ecoacoustic knowing, to expressive practices, to the way Bosavi
listening habits and histories figure in the shaping of poetic, vocal,
and instrumental practices.

Active ecoacoustic knowing’ translates information about the natural
environment into sound and knowledge sharing for the Bosavi, but the idea
that sound ‘makes place’ also extends to the expression of social and cultural
identity, how it is felt and enacted. According to Catherine Grant (2019,
p. 42), for example, ‘Vanuatu Women’s Water Music’ employs the practice
of Etétung (a percussive slapping of the water to produce music) ‘to maintain
and transmit cultural and environmental knowledge’ and to ‘progress both
climate justice and cultural sustainability concerns’. One Ni-Vanuatu
community leader describes performing Etétung as:

a message: the sound weaves through the ocean and the land, weaving
our stories as it goes. Our stories are told through the water like
abook ... stories are knowledge, knowledge is culture, and culture is
water and land. (Grang, 2019, p. 48)

For the women performing this artform, Etétung is a way of sharing
knowledge and deep understanding of their relationship with their
environment, especially with the ocean.

Another case study of the Banaban people by Wolfgang Kempf (2003)
reiterates the ability of music to ‘make place’. In the early 1900s, Banabans
were forced to move from their home island in Kiribati due to mining
companies” high-level exploitation of phosphate; they were relocated to Rabi
Island in Fiji. Further relocations occurred when a large group was moved
after 1945 by the British administration, with more migration waves in
1977 and the early 1980s. Yet, despite the distance and separation from their
home, according to Kempf (2003, p. 36), Banabans in diaspora ‘seek to keep
alive, through their music, their historical awareness of their origins and their
displacement’. Applying a Moana lens to Kempf’s analysis, Banaban people
have maintained the va between themselves and their home island through
‘self-composed songs, dances and dance theatre performances’, which are
‘strategically staged and artfully devised by Banabans to remind themselves
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of the spatial, cultural and historical dimensions of Banaba, their original
island home’ (Kempf, 2003, p. 36). In terms of va, Banaban music and
performing arts are specific ways in which Banaban people express space,
make place, to retain and sustain a tangible relationship to their homeland.”

Our voices are instruments, our music a medium through which we can
share embodied knowledge that can be felt by its participants. In va, a
voice is more than a voice, a sound is more than just sound, and knowledge
sharing is not only attributable to language and words—though, of course,
Moana languages are also richly textured and multilayered. Elizabeth Tatar’s
(1981) article on pre-contact music of the Hawaiian people provides a good
example of the relationship between sound and meaning. She writes that
there were:

43 Hawaiian terms for voice quality, the most specific terms for
musical sounds, of which 28 were defined phonetically ... at least
16 allophones or sound variants of consonants and vowels were
identified in chanting, and frequency of use far exceeded that of

Hawaiian speech phonemes. (Tatar, 1981, pp. 485-486)

Pre-contact Hawaiians had many variations on sounds they made during
mele (chants), for example, a laryngeal ‘grating growling sound’ (Tatar,
1981, p. 486), which Hawaiians called he‘u and only used for hula, and
a clucking in the throat sound called ko‘u. The performance of these sounds
varied according to their meaning and purpose, and it was important
to perform the sounds properly to maintain the integrity of the mele—to
sustain and nurture a temporal-historical and relational meaning between
those present, the chants and their intent, whether it was to praise a god,
mark a significant event or celebrate the coming together of the community.

While, arguably, much has changed since colonialisation for Moana and
Hawaiian people, a video (Tracker TV, 2018) I recommend watching
demonstrates that Hawaiians still maintain their va (or, to use the Samoan
aphorism, ‘teu le va', meaning to decorate and look after the va). The clip,
taken in 2018, shows students from Na Pualei O Likolehua dancing for
Mauna Kilauea that was erupting. The night is dark, and the volcano’s fiery
red glow is lighting up the young dancers gathered on a road facing the mauna

7 ‘Culturecide’, a neologism suggested by Rebecca Hoffmann (2014, p. 338), looks ‘at global climate
change as a new form of land alienation with the potential to negatively impact physical as well as
cultural environments’. The Banaban people singing their songs of their homeland is one very strong
example where Moana people have not lost a connection to the va of their culture, their history or sense
of place, regardless of whether they have a home island to live on.
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(mountain). Drums and mele sound, collaborating and communicating
with the girls and boys as they dance. This dance and accompanying music
was an enactment of vai—making place, making space and taking care of
the relationship, the va, between the musicians, the dancers and the volcano
Kilauea, and, more broadly, their community. There is no audience, save
the mountain and each other; one can feel the drama, the heaviness and
profundity, and indeed the sacred nature of their dance.

Thus far, I have discussed sound as a space and place-maker, a carrier
of va and a means for sharing knowledge. Sound as a medium (with or
without the articulations of language by Moana voices) conveys meaning
and tacit understanding, especially when accompanied by performance,
dance and rhythm. Added to this is the Polynesian love of and skill with
vocal harmony, an aspect of Moana relationality—our tendency towards
shared experiences as opposed to individualism. It is another way that we
share space and create an ‘insider-ship’ and closeness (Bigenho, 2008) that
making music with people allows. In Samoa today, songs can be monotone
chants, pop/country versions of Western music, ‘classic’ Samoan ballads or
church hymns. Looking for information about pre-contact, pre-Christian
harmony and musical forms, I was pleased to find an article by Vanessa
Agnew (2008, p. 173) examining James Cook’s travels in the Pacific with
a focus on music. She describes how surprised Cook and his crew were to
discover that Tongans sang in harmony, especially because until the early
1780s, polyphony was considered an ‘exclusively European phenomenon
that Rousseau had insisted was a marker of Northerners’ ‘hypercivilization’.
According to CooK’s account, Finau, a Tongan chief who had requested to
view Cook’s crew doing their marine drills and manoeuvres, reciprocated
by putting on a display, a me‘etu‘upaki, with ‘more than a hundred men,
ranged in neat lines and moving “as one man” ... so magnificent and strange
that Cook was at a loss to describe i’ (Agnew, 2008, p. 173). The men
carried ‘small wooden paddles that they flourished with powerful finesse to
the accompaniment of drum beats and a huge chorus of singers’ (Agnew,
2008, p. 174). An official performance like this, staged for such august
visitors, would have carried a good measure of pride, mana and unity of
purpose. Most Moana people reading this description would be able to
picture this event: the movements as one, the voices altogether, the joy
and/or engagement of the participants, perhaps with one performer taking
the lead, maybe a comic in the mix. One can hear the singing in parts
and harmonies, the clapping and drumming in syncopation, and know for
certain they were sharing va. Another observation from Agnew (2008, p.
173) was that:
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the voyagers found the Maori singing strangely affecting and thought
both their ‘mourning song’ and ‘war-dance’ perfectly suited to their
respective purposes. However, the greatest surprise was the discovery
that the Maori, too, practiced part singing. The voyagers heard a
song sung in thirds—a simple, ‘not unpleasing’ phrase repeated
many times over.

Sound is both mediated and received,
asisva

This chapter has focused on the way Moana sounds can carry va, but by no
means can we say that va is defined only by sound; va is mediated by many
other factors, and its reach expands beyond the confines of sound. However,
Moana vocal and musical sounds at significant events and social settings are
an excellent way to understand va: as sound makes an acoustic realm and fills
a space, the event becomes a shared, participatory, relational, interactional
and responsive experience. Moana sounds are made and they make—they
make place and space—and they carry va. The sound is received by the
listener, as the recipient of acoustemological place-making information,
and as a phenomenological, embodied response. As Revill (2016, p. 245)

comments:

The perception and understanding of sound registering with and in
the listener has critical importance in the making of sounds as events
in time and space. Sound is thus simultaneously cause and effect,
product and process, intermediary and mediated world.

From the Moana perspective, Revill's analysis affirms that sound is a
medium, sensuous and thick with meaning; a method—an active process
of performance, listening, engagement, sharing; as well as a temporal (ta)
occurrence, that marks a point in time, ‘makes time’ (ta) at the same moment
it makes space (va). Further, if va is present, the event is always participatory:
one receives and one adds to the va, one ‘decorates’ and takes care of the
va—as in the collaboration of the vocal harmonies discussed above, and
in the unity of purpose seen in the video of the Samoan parliamentarians,
the drums and mele of Hawaiian dancers in front of Mauna Kilauea, the
call-and-response in the Maori orator’s whaikarero, in the Cook Islanders’
singing, and in many other Moana songs and performances.
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