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Growing up in Sāmoa was like growing up in an ocean where 
everything was related. The most important relationships were to 
people in your ʻāiga, and then your ʻāiga’s relationship to other 
ʻāiga. Even though I was to be very individualistic later on, this 
principle has remained very important in my life today. You can’t 
get away from it.

When you talk about relationships, the Samoan word vā is a small 
word with an enormous meaning, and if you add it to other words 
it becomes even bigger. I interpreted vā literally as meaning 
relationship. In faʻa Sāmoa, either a relationship that brings you 
together or a relationship that keeps you apart. And then the 
whole thing ties together from that one word.

—Maualaivao Albert Wendt, excerpt from a talanoa with  
Albert L. Refiti on ‘Tatauing the Post-Colonial Body’ (2020)





Lauga amata1

I cry the ocean

I bleed the earth
I sleep with mountains
I greet you with my dead

May my waters greet your waters
May my mountains greet your mountains
May my house greet your house
May my people greet your people

May we take this time to acknowledge those who have passed, for 
we are the past, we are the present, we are the future … we are the 
VāNOW2

1	  Opening speech in Samoan, to lay out the mat and opening a space for this talanoaga. This is 
written by artist and scholar Rosanna Raymond.
2	  A (re)play of words in response to Valance Smith who often called the Vā Moana conference 
organisers the ‘vānau’, his own (re)play on the Māori kupu whānau (family).
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