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The purpose of this round table is to consider the legacy and relevance of two formulations 
of the idea oj"Oceania". The first was proposed by Albert Wendt in an essay entitled 
"Towards a New Oceania", published in 1976, and the second was an essay by Epeli 
Hau'ofa entitled "The Ocean in Us': originally delivered as a lecture at the University of 
the South Pacific in Suva, Fiji in 1997- 'Both were primarily addressed to Pacific Islanders 
and reflected on the challenges of art and decolonisation at different historical moments. 
Wendt wrote at the height of political decolonisation in the Pacific, which transferred 
governing powers from imperial states to Pacific Island nations in various forms- from 
full independence to independence in free association with the former colonial power to 
more limited forms of autonomy- between 1962 and 1994, with the bulk of transfers 
achieved by 1980. Wendt's essay, published in the first issue ofMana Review, addressed 
a burgeoning number of Pacific artists and writers and essentially called for a freer, more 
imaginative and critical voice in the decolonisation process. His utopian notion of a "new 
Oceania" not only echoed the post-colonial restructuring of the Pacific but also invoked 
something beyond it. Hau'ofa's lecture, delivered as a vision statement for the founding 
of the Oceania Centre for Arts and Culture at the University of the South Pacific (USP) in 
1997. reiterated many of these themes but also addressed new historical conditions under 
neo-liberalism and globalisation. In this context Hau'ofa's central theme was "the ocean in 
us': a unifying metaphor which responded to many of the tensions arising from national 
and ethnic differences and the impacts of urban migration within the region and beyond 
it. To discuss the legacy of their ideas with me, I invited a group of seven participants 
- Teresia Teaiwa and April Henderson of the Programme in Pacific Studies at Victoria 
University ofWellington;]im Vivieaere, artist and curator; Albert Refiti, Senior Lecturer 
in Spatial Design at Auckland University ofTechnology; Ema Tavola, director of Fresh 
Gallery Otara; and Ron Brownson, Senior Curator New Zealand and Pacific Art at 
Auckland Art Gallery. Our conversation took place over a three week period in February 
and March 2010. What follows is an edited transcript of our discussion. 



Peter Brunt. Let's begin by exploring the question of where we are now in this history of 
decolonisation. How is our moment different from Wendt's in the 1970s and Hau'ofa's in 
the 199os? What ideas from their essays remain pertinent in the present, and what do not? 

Jim Vivieaere. I enjoyed Teresia's one liner, "We sweat and cry salt water, so we 

know/the Ocean is really in our blood."2 My level of concern with seven-tenths 
of the earth's surface is structured around the sense pleasures, not too dissimilar 

to the fisherman or the surfer. The sound, the smell, the sun falling into, the 

moon rising out of, and the healing powers of the tidal pull. 

Teresia Teaiwa. Kia ora tatou! Thank you, Jim, for starting us off in this sensory 

way. My initial impulse was to react to the question about decolonisation, and 
where we are now in relation to that project. And my reaction was going to be 

negative, pessimistic. But you have given me cause to pause. Your comments 
have refocused me back to our "liquid state". And I am reminded that the claim 

of being native in an ocean is altogether different from the claim of being native 

to an island. Decolonisation projects aimed at defending territorial borders, 
claiming national sovereignty and building nation-states are not what Albert 

and Epeli were envisioning or proposing. So I appreciate the reminder that this 
conversation needs to reckon with the concept of decolonisation on Albert's and 
Epeli's terms. The two of them were immersed, absolutely soaking wet, from a 
regional milieu that is difficult to recapture from the location of twenty-first 
century New Zealand. And the temptation, I feel, is to read questions of decolo
nisation from our positions inN ew Zealand in terms of land-based, iwi-based, 
(neighbour)hood-based, patch-based struggles. If we go to the water, the ocean, 
the moana, what might decolonisation look like? 

Jakki Leota-Ete's MA thesis in Pacific Studies from the University of the South 
Pacific gives us a glimpse of what that might look like.3 In 2007 she was part of a 
group of students who undertook a collaboration with a squatter community in 
Suva, on the other side of the fence from USP. Together they created an installa
tion and performance art project called "Mara-i-wai" (translated as "lost at sea"), 

to tell the community's stories of loss and continuity, at sea and by the sea. In her 

thesis,Jakki was able to respectfully critique the celebratory approach ofEpeli's 
"Sea of Islands" thesis. And yet, add to both the scholarly and artistic body of 
decolonising thought that Albert and Epeli had launched years before her. 

Albert Refiti. Greetings to you all. A funny thing happened to me the other day, 
which might be helpful in expressing my thoughts on the subject under discus
sion. I'm involved with a group of researchers (Maori/Pasifika), and in our efforts 
to group our cluster of interests on Pacific space and architecture, we had to come 
up with a name to call ourselves. We got down simply to "Oceanic Space"- which 
was fitting to describe all the liquidity and varied conditions of our nations which 

literally float on the surface of the great moana. Well, we had an almighty scrap 
on this issue because others in the group think that under the rubric "Oceanic" 
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we may not be acknowledging identity based around whenua, fanua, land, 
maunga, etc. Well it is still not resolved but at the moment we had to call our
selves "Maori and Oceanic Space". It occurs to me in thinking the Oceanic in the 
context of Aotearoa that both Wendt and Hau'ofa's proposals are not universally 
accepted in Aotearoa because of a certain refusal to let go of the stability that 
"land" procures. Maybe islanders see it more from a point of view of the shifting 
surface, maybe what Teresia is saying in a sense about our privileged seat in the 

decolonisation project- or maybe Hau'ofa's proposition has problems. 

So let me propose a brief reading ofHau'ofa's piece, which might point to some 

problems for us today. As a strategy to make a proposition on the Oceanic, Hau'ofa 

uses it first to encircle, make a limit on what is supposed to be all-encompassing. 

He universalises the concept- moana - for the chosen people: "islanders" 
(belonging to the ocean), constructing and reinforcing it as a territory under the 
regional. Under identity- all that is good and common to a region that makes us 

different from "others"- the Oceanic comes to be in the theorising ofHau'ofa. 

Now it seems that this is still the strategy in Aotearoa, at least as we define Pacific 
art; namely that under a certain claim to a common identity we therefore become. 
I'm sure that there are many good arguments for the strategy, but I think a few 

artists have been asking questions in the last ten years about this notion of identity 

and their art and how it might be a trap for them. A few have definitely distanced 
themselves from the Pacific moniker. 

I wonder ifl can back up a bit and maybe revel in all the qualities of"liquidity", 
and difference in itself that Wendt playfully suggests but which gets bent under 
Hau'ofa's regionalism. Clearly Wendt has a love affair with it: "I will not pretend 
that I know her in all her manifestations. No one ... ever did; no one does ... ; no 
one ever will because whenever we think we have captured her she has already 
assumed new guises- the love affair is endless, even her vital statistics ... will 
change endlessly." The poetic approach seems to have been closer to the mark 
than the conceptual in the way the Oceanic has been theorised. I would like to 
think that the ocean is a powerful concept and to think it through it must retain 
its overwhelming status as a phenomenon which we have to define ourselves 
towards, not it defining its status from us. 

TI. MalO, Alberti You are right: there are key differences in Albert's and Epeli's 
approaches that need to be acknowledged and reckoned with. 

JV. Your question Peter- "How is our moment different from Wendt's in the 
1970s and Hau'ofa's in the 1990s?"- different people, different time, different 

approach. A conference paper is a bit like a sermon, a point of view delivered 
to an audience who can have recourse to ponder or memorise or forget. 

TT. Bottled Ocean has got to be on the table for discussion, no? I remember · 
watching a TagataPasifika feature on it while I was living and working in Fiji, 



and just thinking "wow!" And then there's Lalalo Pasijika, too, which you also 
worked on, Jim? That had a clear decolonisation agenda with its anti-nuclear 
position, right? Would you have described Bottled Ocean as a decolonising 

project, Jim? Sorry to put you on the spot, but you are right up there in terms of 
helping to give shape to a contemporary Oceanic imaginary in the visual arts. 

JV. Tere, from my standpoint I wouldn't have described Bottled Ocean as a 

decolonising project. My rationale was more pragmatic, one of each, gender 

balance, North, South, 2D, 3D etc. I entered the project from an intuitive space 

rather than with an academic or political agenda. The interesting detail was 
organising a wall of sound/elevator music (unpolluted ocean noise) recorded 
on a West Coast beach by Wayne Laird, as the punters viewed the work. 

AR. Jim- I'm going to rat on you, I definitely remember you wanting to "decolo

nise" the Wellington City Art Gallery [where Bottled Ocean was first staged in 1994] 
by getting me to design the "framing of the works" for the gallery so that they 
could be viewed as if they were in a shop- by showing ("framing'') the masters 

that we are indeed slaves and by doing that it will transform them. (Well, we 
hoped back then.) Now that is quite a different strategy to Hau'ofa's rallying cry of 
the ocean as a commonality between "us" to fight the bad guys with. What I wasn't 
sure of in Bottled Ocean was if "framing'' the work in such a way really was about a 
position to counter the colonising gaze, or a ruse to hide the imperfections of the 
not-fully-formed Pasifika art. I did remember you giving me Hau'ofa's essay to 
familiarise myself with the ocean that was to play a big part of the show. 

JV. Albert, you are right. Mind you way back then "decolonisation" probably 
wasn't in my vocabulary. 

'IT. While we're dobbing people in, I've just come across this 1973 feature from 
Te Ao Hou, with a picture of Peter in it! What dreams of art and decolonisation 
were you harbouring then, Peter? It's quite a pregnant picture, isn't it?4 

JV. Great shot, two Samoan boys. 

PB. Oh dear! I don't know what to say about the photograph. I was a 17-year-old 

schoolboy with a talent for art who went to a national art workshop with Ralph 

Hotere as a tutor. I had no dreams of art and decolonisation at the time. Yes, I 
agree, we are all personally at stake in the question on the table, but I don't know 
where to go with this folks. [Later] Actually, I will take up your question Tere, since 
you've put me on the spot. Yes there I am, a "Samoan boy'' in an article in TeAo Hou. 
I didn't connect art with decolonisation at the time of this photograph. I was 

surrounded by the actors and events of decolonisation in the 1970s- I had school 
friends and church mates in the Polynesian Panthers, in Herbs, and leading Maori 
land marches; my art teacher at school was Buck Nin; I had a cousin staying in my 
home who was in New Zealand to train for a position in the new government of 
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Western Samoa; my relations were migrating from Samoa to New Zealand, some 
going on to Australia, Hawai'i and the United States; I was in a film in 1978 partly 
shot on Bastion Point during the occupation; and on and on- but I had no 
political consciousness of it of my own and lirtle historical sense of it at the time 
either. So where am I now in this history of decolonisation? Well, I'm only just 

"getting it", belatedly, after most of it's over, and to a large extent academically, 

which is more comfortable and accessible to me than my knot of autobiographical 
experience, although that underlies it. But what I did have in 1972 was a passion 
for art- with a motley set of interests in the Western canon and some local and 

international modernists. Everything in my life that had to do with my migrant 

family and predominantly Polynesian social milieu- at home, at school, at 
church- was totally irrelevant to my artistic aspirations at the time. I had no 
sense whatsoever of"my culture" as Samoan. But you can't aspire to be an artist, as 

I did for some years, without connecting in one way or another to contemporary 

discourse about art. And it has been through art, and particularly when I stopped 
trying to make it and began to think about it and study it historically and critically 
back at university in the 1990s, that the subject of decolonisation finally converged 

with my youthful passion. Academic discourse gave me a way to narrativise my 
half-conscious history, while contemporary art suddenly made colonial history 

and cultural identity significant in all sorts of ways in the 1990s. Maybe this 
convergence is problematic because it's still locked into my art obsession, and 

decolonisation is a much bigger subject than art, but both Wendt and Hau'ofa 
give it an important role that I also value and am still trying to figure out. 

TT. Thanks for taking up the invitation to share, Peter. Albert and Epeli risked 
so much of themselves in their respective times and it seems to me that is a 
crucial aspect- the lowest common denominator- of the ethos they challenge 
us to take up. Vinaka. 

AR. Malo both of you, good to hear your diasporic whakapapa Peter which I also 
relate to. Let me give a little of mine because I want to draw something out. I was 
brought up in the village of Fasito'outa. I attended a very good Sunday school 
held by an amazing minister, Ioselani Pouesi, who was a medical doctor trained in 

the US and also a classical composer. He taught us that famous ethic which New 

Zealand artists of the 1950s and 196os were brought up with- "distance looks our 
way". In a positive way he taught us to imagine for ourselves the holy lands, not as 

something too far in the distance, but as something living in our landscape. His 

teachings allowed us to create our own fantasy projections of what paradise might 

be in the distance. So distance was not the "tyranny'' that the New Zealand artists 
were trapped in but a privileged point of view of our imaginings. Now I never 
knew what theory was or modernism back then, but we were in a way participat
ing in a kind of discourse about "a point of view'', a regional one. Now my version 
of postmodernism suggests that it is about a whole lot of "points of view" each 
having the potential to connect with others, their interfaces are where differences 
are produced, where the play of power comes about. Modernism has a "top down" 



point of view or arborescence- treelike. Postmodernism is rhizomatic, multiple. 
So to cut a long story short, the colonial project in a way made possible the seeds 
for a decolonisation, allowed other thinking subjects to be produced. 

Now I think the problem arises when we take our/my point of view to be what 
wholly constitutes an authentic becoming; that is like trying to make land from 

water (why I like the Oceanic because it eradicates a single view point). So in a sense 

decolonisation is already a postmodern phenomenon. I guess that is why I thought 
Hau'ofa and Wendt were already plugging in other views (local, regional, Oceanic) 

that run in parallel and opposite to the Eurocentric ones. Now the question I am 
interested in here is, if Hau'ofa and Wendt have fingered a hole for us to look 

through, would you want to rush in to look through one hole (might be too many 
of us already) or to poke a few more so that we have our own vantage point. 

]V. My provenance as a Pacific Islander stacks up on paper but the milieu that 

I was raised in from birth until I was 31 years old was totally and indelibly 
Eurocentric. My first major "Ocean" recall was being let off school in Napier 

because of an impending tidal wave and pedalling with half the class on our 
push bikes to the foreshore and being herded with other sightseers by police, 
to higher ground. Can't quite work out whether I was colonised or decolonised, 
either way my politics around these issues are borrowed, bordering on flimsy. 

Ema Tavola. Sorry team, I've been absent from this dialogue, but intrigued 
reading this thread. Whilst I've read much of Hau'ofa's writing, I had never read 
Wendt. I enjoyed reading "Towards a New Oceania", especially thinking about it 

being written six years before I was born. Where are we now in this history of 
decolonisation? I feel as ifl am a product of decolonisation- my mother fourth
generation Pakeha, my father from the island ofDravuni, Kadavu in Fiji. Born in 
Fiji, I was raised, monolingual, in London and Brussels, educated in multi-ethnic 
international schools full of children from the "British Empire"- as a family 

we returned to the Southern hemisphere in 1998. Since 2002, I've found South 
Auckland to be an accommodating, Pacific-rim space where my mixed dislocated 

cultural understanding of self and community, is comfortable in an environment 
where Pacific people live, breath, love "a new Oceania'' everyday. I find comfort in 

the contemporary Pacific visual arts sector where new perceptions of Oceania are 

explored, questioned and validated with every exhibition, and at Fresh Gallery 
Otara, with every viewer. Love and hate, irritation and tears are all evoked at 
Fresh ... the visual vocabularies have evolved, but the Pacific experience is often 
accessible, and always stimulates discussion. Contemporary Pacific visual arts 
at a (New Zealand) grassroots level in a facility supported by local government 
(Manukau City Council) in a community like Otara (68% Polynesian, 19% Maori; 
45% under 21 years old) ... feels like ... artistic decolonisation. 

How is our moment different from Wendt's in the 1970s and Hau'ofa's in the 
1990s? This moment is different because the Pacific community in New Zealand 
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is "once removed" but now generationally rooted in new soils. A sense of the 
Pacific, as I find from the Pacific communities I'm surrounded by in South 
Auckland, is a very different Oceania to Wendt's and Hau'ofa's. I'm sorry if my 
perspective is heavily localised. I don't leave South Auckland very much, unless 
attending meetings in Wellington, or travelling in the Pacific! 

What ideas from their essays remain pertinent in the present, and what do 
not? Wendt's poetic description of Oceania is rooted in a different time to the 
references we see in contemporary Pacific visual arts today, often so nostalgic 
and frozen in memory, interpreted from stories or disowned. The "Q!lestions 
and Possible Answers" Wendt considers are still somewhat relevant today, and 
can be extended to the polarising of diaspora versus island-based ideas/arts/ 
attitudes; and Auckland Pacific versus the rest of New Zealand Pacific; and 
further, South Auckland versus the rest of Auckland! The idea that "the 
life-blood of any culture is the diverse contributions of its varied subcultures" 
is indeed still relevant, more so as the New Zealand Pacific experience 
diversifies with each generation. 

The framing of the Pacific by papalagi writers and academics is not dissimilar to 
the framing of the Pacific experience by non-Pacific curators and administrators 
via exhibitions, catalogue texts, representation at conferences and in governance 
structures of organisations established to service the needs of Pacific artists. As 
the increased presence of Pacific writers has enriched understandings of the 
region, Pacific curators, particularly in contemporary Pacific art, are needed to 
give texture to the understanding of Pacific experiences explored in new visual 
languages. My position is also stemming from the experience of working at 
a grassroots community level at the point where (Pacific) art meets (Pacific) 
audience, in a local government service delivery capacity, as opposed, obviously, 
to existing within an institutional/academic framework. 

JV. Don't apologise, Ema, for your "heavily localised perspective". I agree with 
Albert's take. "Hau'ofa and Wendt have fingered a hole for us to look through 
... " poke a few more so that we have our own vantage point. 

AR. Talofa Ms. Fiji, champion of everything south of Mangere Bridge. Good 
to hear your thoughts. 

PB. Ema, welcome, I'm so glad you' re part of this. Albert, I agree with you that 
postmodernism valorises a whole lot of points of view and that this was one of 
the main effects of decolonisation globally. But I do have a problem with a certain 
view of postmodernism that takes the plurality of experiences and perspectives 
to equate with 'x' billion subjective, individual points of view, where what's 
impressive is just their quantity. But what I heard you say was that what mattered 
in this plurality of viewpoints was their "potential to connect with others", their 
"interfaces", the "play of power'' between them, and that is a very different thing. 



Ema, I think your comments help us see how things are indeed different now 
from Wendt and Hau'ofa. Your strong sense oflocality is really admirable- and 
sane! You made me think of a visit I made a couple of years ago to Salt Lake City 
to attend a Pacific history conference at the University of Utah. I caught up with 
relations living in West Valley, a largely Polynesian suburb in the area of greater 
Salt Lake. My relations had recently moved there from Carson in California. West 
Valley felt a bit like Otara to me, comparable but different. An old school friend 
of mine (part Maori, part Samoan) is a cop there, in charge of the gang unit, and 
we spent all night talking about the challenges facing migrant Polynesian kids 
and their families in that particular milieu with its peculiar mix of the material
ist American dream, Mormon theology and history, and migrant Polynesian 
cultures. Many of the kids there feel "dislocated" and generationally "removed" 
from island "homes" too, but do not yet feel "rooted in that new soil", as you say 
of Pacific people in Otara. My friend said Salt Lake was a bit like New Zealand 
cities in the 1970s when the dominant host community was still grappling with 
its own prejudices in the face of the influx of new migrants in their midst. 

I mention this only because what's coming through from your account of Otara, 
from Albert's upbringing in Fasito'outa, from Teresia's reference to Jakki 
Leota-Ete's project with the squatter community in Suva "over the fence" from 
USP, and my own experience, is a picture of Oceania that is diasporic but also 
densely local. It strikes me that it is impossible to totalise Oceania anymore in a 
way that maybe Wendt and Epeli were still attempting to do- as this spiritual 
"homeland" which connects us, rather than from which we are disconnected. 
Not that we should drop the term altogether and lose ourselves in the local, 
but I think we- academics, curators, artists, writers of this persuasion- have 
to articulate Oceania through the history and experience of these densely local 
manifestations without forgetting that they are part of global forces. We're 
not just talking about tourist travellers and the Internet but ways of living 
meaningfully as communities in the world. 

Let me add apropos of Ema's last comment that while I agree we need better 
accounts of contemporary Pacific art and experiences, I don't see it as a matter 
of whether papalagi or non-papalagi are doing the accounting. Sensitive 
accounts can come from anyone, and also, I don't think mimetic faithfulness to 
Pacific experience and art matters as much as how that experience and art are 
articulated in relation to the art and experiences of others- back to Albert's 
point about "connections" and "interfaces"- and in relation to global forces. 

ET. Vinaka Peter- yep, I thought after writing that last post that it would expose 
my brown curator self-serving agenda. But if a Pacific art exhibition can be 
drawn together of Pacific artists fairly easily, because anyone can be sensitive to 
our stories, then there is nothing that defines a Pacific perspective, translated 
into curatorial thinking, and I find that problematic. For me, the difference 
between some Pacific curatorial agendas and non-Pacific is the consideration of 
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audience. For some Pacific curators, it's important that new expressions of 
identity are made accessible to the communities these artists come from. These 
projects focus on creating intergenerational, cross-sub-cultural dialogue that 
becomes part of a social development-like process where new understandings 
of Pacific islandness are presented, discussed and understood ... in a small way, 
using contemporary art as a platform to articulate the "new Oceania" from the 
grassroots up, as opposed to working from institutions/academy down. Curato
rial agendas concerning Pacific art outside of social development-like agendas 

can sometimes reduce Pacific artists to academic/industry currency where at the 
end of the day, the gains to the Pacific community are minor. But Pacific curators 
are also capable of using Pacific artists as curatorial leverage, so I guess it's not a 

matter of Pacific and non-Pacific, but more about art, accessibility and audience. 

IT. Thank you, all! Let me add my welcome to Emal I was just going to say, I think 

it is important to read the essays of Pacific thinkers such as Albert and Epeli as part 
of their particular fluid processes. Even as they might have offered their lectures 
or essays as manifestos in a particular moment, they themselves rarely returned 
dogmatically to them as references or templates. I find it difficult to adhere to a 

text-based understanding of Albert's and Epeli's legacies for us in the Pacific. I'm 
always cross-referencing to my own exchanges with them, and what I know of the 
work they do/were doing. I also liked your riff, Albert, on the relationship between 

decolonisation and postmodernism and multiple points of view. I appreciated 
Peter's pointing out that it's not about endless multiplicity but about dealing 
with the interface and interplays of power. I think that Albert and Epeli responded 

to that postmodern outcome of decolonisation differently: Albert seems to have 
taken solace in aligning himself and his art with the sovereignty movements of 
still formally colonised Polynesians, while Epeli rejected the ethno-nationalist 
turn for a kind of syncretic production of Oceania through the arts. 

This leads me to my last point: I think what Albert and Epeli found themselves 
stuck with- though they probably wouldn't articulate it as such- is the enor
mity of artistic and intellectual isolation in Oceania. There simply weren't/aren't 
enough artists and critics to keep our movements honest. When Albert and Epeli 
wrote these essays, they envisioned the primary audiences of their Oceanic arts 
to be Oceanic peoples. But the truth is, unlike the contemporary literatures, 

visual arts and performing arts of other Third World (now postcolonial) regions, 

the primary consumers of Pacific arts continue to be outside of our natal or 

ethnic communities. Yes, African/Indian/Latin American etc., contemporary 
arts find huge numbers of consumers in the global market as well, but there 
are enough people at home engaging with their work in rigorous ways to keep 
them honest. Now Epeli, through the Oceania Centre, was really just beginning 

to consolidate a regular audience and largely local market for the visual and 
performing arts when we lost him. But that audience had very little competing 
for its imaginary, and so- in my perhaps uncharitable opinion- hadn't yet 
developed a critical sensibility. The audiences I observed certainly weren't asking 



questions about aesthetics, historical logic, cultural and cross-cultural integrity, 
form, or social function, right? Maybe they will get there eventually- once the 
hunger for art and entertainment has been satiated, maybe a discriminating 
taste will emerge. But many of our Pacific academics weren't stepping up to the 
plate as critics for a number of reasons: a) couldn't give a toss about art, too busy 
with "real" and "important" social issues; b) couldn't give a toss about "naive" 
art, too busy chasing sophisticated art; c) already too overcommitted to produce 
rigorous tangible criticism; d) too afraid to offend Epeli (smiles). But the answer 
doesn't just lie with academics. 

And, as someone who has only been able to follow Otara Fresh Gallery's progress 
from afar, this is why I think that what's going on there holds so much promise. 
Because it is precisely its local orientation that engenders its own critical audience: 
its local orientation depends on highly localised criticalliteracies. This does not 
translate into isolation for Fresh Gallery, however- South Auckland is of course 
intensely hooked into global economies. What it means is that Fresh Gallery 
demands that those members of its audience who aren't dwelling locally must 
reckon with its complex global and local, fluid and globalliteracies. 

Ron Brownson. I like Tere's comment about "the enormity of artistic and 
intellectual isolation in Oceania." This phrase scares me with its stark truth 
about the separation that our distance from written history entails. As if writing 
is somehow a truer articulation of who we are and what we have been. Kipling 
put this notion of alienation another way in his poem about colonial cities. He 
described Auckland as "last, loneliest, loveliest, exquisite apart'' - a phrase that, 
while beautiful and memorable, seems to have no fit with our contemporary 
lives unless we accept his sense of having arrived at what ]ames Cook called the 
farthest flung shore. Charles Brasch despaired when he returned to New Zealand 
after years away. He almost became a missionary in his attempt to construct a 
localised cultural life based on European models. When Brasch wrote "distance 
looks our way", he had no notion that he was constructing a phrase that has 
made New Zealand look at itself as living life like an alien nation. As a place 
where many colonies existed, the Pacific has been an ongoing testing ground 
for Europe's living away from itself. Not as a diaspora but as a mechanism of 
cultural and economic habitation. 

PB. MalO Ron and welcome to the discussion. I think the question of decoloni
sation we're considering must include reflection on the decolonisation of settler 
cultures in the region too. Our histories are entangled. 

RB. I was leafing through Ron Crocombe's book The South Pacific and suddenly 
remembered with melancholy and affection the time when Marjorie Crocombe 
and Ron took me down to the seashore near their Rarotongan home and told 
me to look at the sky, while they quietly reminded me that it was also reflecting 
the ocean. It was a subtle, moving and hearted reveal to ground me within the 
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massive area of water that the Cook Islands encompass. Ron said, "it's bigger 
than the area of France." Ever since I have always thought of the Cook Islands 
as being a huge place, where the islands themselves are spread out like the 
distance between the stars they had asked me to peer at. In "Towards a New 
Oceania" Wendt commented "Our dead are woven into our souls like the 
hypnotic music of bone flutes: we can never escape them." Aren't we all the 
living representatives of our ancestors? We speak with the voices of their lives 
within us. The phrase "ocean in us" is a touchstone to me. I feel it not only 
because my father frequently told my late brother and me to never forget our 
ancestors were Phoenicians. Now we are called Syrians. 

TI. Welcome to Ron the Phoenician! The La pita people were settling the Pacific 
around about the same time that your people were developing their alphabet! 
I like to think that dentate stamping was Oceanians' alphabet. Thanks for your 
story about viewing the ocean from Papa Ron and Marjie's beach. I spent two 
weeks in Rarotonga with students in 2002 and the Crocombes were incredibly 
generous hosts. Papa Ron could be ornery at times, but his generosity was 
unrivalled. We feel his loss keenly. 

PB. Our discussion has already moved into the question of the region so let's pursue this 
further. What is the relevance today of the regional idea, specifically the idea oj"Oceania"? 
How is it to be understood? What issues- artistic, curatorial, critical, political or historical 
-arise from framing artistic production in this way? This issue of Reading Room 
includes an archive of the First Pan Pacific Biennale, staged at the Auckland Art Gallery 
in 1976, the year ojWendt's essay. But it looked to the Pacific rim- Australia, japan, the 
west coast ofNorthAmerica- and overlooked the "hole" in the middle. This was a different 
construction of the Pacific than Hau'ofa's Oceanic regionalism. 

TT. Well I guess the first thing that comes to mind in relation to this question 
is that regionalism is Oceania's version of cosmopolitanism. And when we think 
about cosmopolitanism, there's a way in which it's unavoidably tinged by a 
certain elite privilege. Now, globalising- and, ironically, even some neo-liberal 
economic restructuring- processes have helped to make cosmopolitanism and 
regionalism something that is much less an elite privilege than it used to be 
when Epeli wrote his chapter on "The New South Pacific Society: Integration 

and Independence" in 1987.5 

Today, we are able to thickly trace a grassroots cosmopolitanism in the explosive 
regional circulations of Solomon Island shell bead necklaces, Papua New Guinea 
bilums, Maori-inspired hei matau, Fijian yaqona and taro, Tahitian and Cook 
Island tamiire, Laughing Samoans DVDs, etc. Such circulations are not new, 
they're just more intense- and more easily accessible for the "masses", such 
as they are in our communities. The Internet is also providing a medium for 
connecting artists and cultural/political activists across the Pacific. I've been 
amazed at just how proactive folks are at hooking up on Face book and MySpace. 



It's great! But one of the things that Epeli's 1987 essay pointed out about the 
bureaucratic elites that were leading the charge on regionalism that remains 
true today is that there's a strong Anglo phone-centrism. And so our sense of the 
region is limited to what is accessible to those of us who speak English. (And 
even then, Micronesia, and especially the former American territories and Guam, 
keep getting marginalised in this Anglophone region.) When most of us stretch 
to engage beyond the Anglophone realm (say, with the French Pacific, Rapa Nui, 
or West Papua and East Timor), it's usually only because we have found English
speaking interlocutors, not because we have made an effort to shed our depen
dence on English as the medium of communicating and knowing (in) the world. 
And this brings me back to "the enormity of artistic and intellectual isolation in 
Oceania'', because while the festivals and biennales and exhibitions Peter refers 
to are really important opportunities for curating and imagining the region, 
they are pretty ephemeral. 

What gave the bureaucratic elites that Epeli referred to in 1987 their coherence 
and class solidarity in a way, was a set of common educational and professional 
experiences- they all went to USP, Auckland University, Canterbury, Victoria 
University, Australian National University or University of New South Wales, 
University of Papua New Guinea, University of Guam or University ofHawai'i. 
Or maybe they went to the same high schools: perhaps they went to Lelean 
Memorial School in Fiji as Epeli did, or maybe they went to St. John's, Cawaci 
in Fiji and St. Bede's in Christchurch as Tonga's current Prime Minister did, 
whatever. Most Tuvaluans in politics and public service today went to high 
school in Kiribati. And many of our key indigenous Pacific scholars have worked 
at either USP or UH. My point here is that there was a sort of crucible effect that 
helped produce the particular region that Epeli and Albert came to know. It was 
a crucible effect that was much more sustained than the tvenements that festivals 
and biennales and exhibitions can ever manage. 

My favourite thing about "The Ocean in Us" essay is that Epeli gives props 
to Albert finally for "Towards aNew Oceania". That was something that was 
noticeably missing from "Our Sea of Islands". Their relationship had not always 
been easy, but it was precisely because they had worked in such close proximity 
together at USP that it wasn't easy. USP, when they were all there: Albert, the 
Crocombes, Malama Meleisea, Epeli, the Thamans, the Griffens, and all the 
neo-Marxists (Vijay Naidu, Simione Durutalo and William Sutherland to name 
only a few of the locals), helped keep each other sharp precisely because they 
weren't always in consensus. This is what I mean by a crucible effect. Maybe it's 
the wrong terminology- I can't think of anything else at the moment. To put it 
simply, I get the sense that the arts in the Pacific generally lack a certain crucible 
effect- opportunities for intense, sustained, rigorous, challenging engagements. 
How do we create those opportunities? I think that wananga models offer some 
promise, but the problem with wananga is that they tend to be didactic, and I 
would want something more egalitarian than that. 
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Let me make one thing clear. I am not in any way trying to prescribe what 

the masses need. I am not even talking about the masses: I'm talking about 
contemporary artists and cultural producers, and they (we) are not the masses. 
I believe that academics, artists, and cultural activists, share the same responsi
bilities in our society: and at the risk of sounding like a broken record, one of 
our key roles is to keep each other honest. What does it mean to be honest in 
the context of regionalism? It means naming the inequalities of power (e.g. 

Polynesian hegemony, male dominance, Anglophone-centrism, etc.) and being 
willing to negotiate change in good faith. 

My favourite story about Pacific regionalism comes from economics, not art: 
New Zealand was giving Samoa preferential prices for fruit imports in the 

1960s, and countries like Fiji and the Cook Islands, especially, were suffering. 

The newly independent nation of Samoa decided that rather than protecting 
its privileged status vis-a-vis New Zealand, it would band together with its 
fellow Pacific island nations to negotiate fairer fruit prices for all through the 

Pacific Islands Producers' Association- which later became the Pacific Islands 
Forum. We need to be able to retrieve and recount similar acts of generosity 

and sacrifice of self-interest for the greater good in the arts of Oceania. 

Epeli and Albert extended themselves in extraordinary ways to ensure that 
other artists were given plarforms for launching themselves into the region, and 

beyond. Albert did this through his numerous national anthologies (most of 
them Melanesian) and his landmark Lali, Nuanua and Whetu Moana anthologies; 
as well as through his regular "roll-calls" of other artists and writers in his essays. 6 

Epeli did this in his early work with the journal Faikava, in his men to ring of 
younger academics at USP, and then through his promotion of young artists at 
the Oceania Centre. 

AR. You mentioned "the 'hole' in the middle", Peter, and I have a story. Some years 
ago (mid-1990s) while in Samoa for a holiday, I ran into Momoe Von Reiche who 
invited me to one of her Sunday soirees at her Madd Gallery; poetry reading, 
modern art exhibition and general cultivated activity in cosmopolitan Apia. I was 
staying in Fasito'outa, typical village life, so when I entered her compound this 

Sunday it was like stepping through Dr. Who's TARDIS. On the inside was a haven 

where the "elite" and chosen ones get to ogle the art and conversation on show. On 
the outside ... well, you know, village life, art is just your traditional performance 

at the church hall or Teuila festival. The conversation at the soiree was about 
developing a Samoan modern art and some complained that in Samoa people are 
so ignorant of art and how hard it was to cultivate it. On my way back, driving 

through the villages, I had this thought in my mind: out the window, well it's life, 
traditional but continuing, seemed it revolves without contemporary art. Maybe 
this "hole in the middle" comes about because of a certain perception of what 
art should be in the Pacific. It often feels that the funfair for art, the Asia Pacific 
Triennial of Contemporary Art, and the exalted group shows are T ARDIS-like, 

tengelss
Highlight
What does it mean to be honest inthe context of regionalism? It means naming the inequalities of power (e.g.Polynesian hegemony, male dominance, Anglophone-centrism, etc.) and beingwilling to negotiate change in good faith.



and those who are inside will be heard complaining about the "enormity of artistic 
and intellectual isolation in Oceania''. I wonder if the "hole" has something to do 
with our perception of what separates tradition from modern? Something that we 
can't escape in Oceania. 

TT. For me, the enormity of artistic and intellectual isolation is not necessarily 
about being isolated from the metropole, but just as much about being 
isolated from the village, as you so rightly point out, Albert. It's a problem that 
"traditional" artists/artisans are not engaged (and maybe not available in as 
great a force as they must have been once) as potential critics of contemporary 
Pacific art, and that the contemporary and "traditional" arts are not able to 
dialogue in a way that allows for much beyond superficial borrowing. I like 
Filipe To hi's work so much because it is deeply embedded in a dialogue with 
Tongan artisanry/artistry. 

AR. Yes I agree Teresia, Filipe is an interesting example of someone who has 
tried to engage with a tufuga practice and spent a long time dealing with the 
issue of translating the craft and concepts into other types of technology. I see 
someone like Lemi Ponifasio in a similar manner. But we have to remember that 
these two and a few others whose works are bonded to tradition, were raised 
in the tradition. I think it's easier for them. Ema is dealing with a community 
in South Auckland who don't have that grasp of tradition and if they use it, it 
comes out as "identification, bonding to, encircling and making territory with". 
Now that has to count for something I'm sure- in fact there is even an audience 
for it- but I always wonder why do they "still" ask the question of tradition? 

April Henderson. Kia ora koutou. Some thoughts: there's a curious tension 
presented by an event like the Pacific Festival of Arts, which is premised on a 
simultaneous presumption of difference and sameness. Difference because each 
representative country group is expected to display what makes them unique 
and distinctive, but sameness because, well, they all wouldn't be there except 
for the fact that they are all understood as "Pacific", right? This same tension is 
present in Albert Wendt's essay. Wendt argues quite passionately for the validity 
of all sorts of experiences in his "new Oceania", challenging both papalagi and 
indigenous "gatekeepers" who would define correct behaviour and expression. 
He makes a point of arguing for the legitimacy of urban experiences, for 
example. But even while championing this multiplicity, there is nevertheless an 
implicit assumption of an entity or unifying element that entails or produces 
Oceania. Reflecting on the relevance of Wendt's essay now, and particularly with 
regard to art, I wonder whether the valorisation of certain kinds of difference, 
positionalities, and locations has in fact privileged an inverse barometer of 
artistic merit, where the more urban, the more dislocated, the more "hybrid" 
(I dislike that word), the better? But the catch is that the artists themselves still 
think they are battling for legitimacy, and still feel embattled (without realising 
that their battle for legitimacy, cast in paint or ink or stone, is their legitimacy)? 
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"Contemporary Pacific artists" tend to revel in a certain playful aesthetic of 
pastiche and "you can't pin me down!" -ness: Western presumptions about the 
figure of "the artist" still hold such sway that those who don't exemplify such 
dislocatedness, in betweenness, etc., get viewed as "na'ive" (or, probably more 
often, don't get viewed at all, at least not in the "right'' galleries or exhibitions 
in metropolitan centres). I like Albert's and Teresia's exchanges above, which 
really raise for me the question of what gets defined as "art" and who gets 
defined as an "artist". 

And this then leads me to pick up on Teresia's point about inequalities in power. 
I think one of the hardest things to recognise is how privilege is relational. For 
example, return again to the Pacific Festival of Arts: at recent festivals, I hear 
that the Hawaiian delegation has been very large and, as people have grumbled, 
very vocal. Now, the fact that the Hawaiian contingent comes across this way 
now, I think, is precisely the result of a previous moment several decades ago 
when Hawaiians began to conscientiously reconnect with the rest of the Pacific 
and, as a result of those interactions, were confronted with significant gaps 
in their ability to represent their cultural distinctivenss as others expected. In 
Native Men Remade, Ty Kawika Tengan paraphrases respected kumu hula John 
Keolamaka'ainana Lake, who recalls that Hawaiians were not even invited to the 
first Pacific Festival of Arts in 1972 because everyone presumed that "they had 
lost their culture".7 Then, when Hawaiians did attend the next festival, their 
contingent was primarily composed of women because Hawaiian expressive 
arts and cultural practices had been conscribed to hula and largely feminised in 
the popular imagination. Tengan continues, "[Hawaiians'] cultural insecurities 
became outright shame when Hawaiians were taken to task by Maori [who 
asked] 'Where are your meeting places? What do you do with them? Where are 
your men?"' In effect, the vociferous Hawaiian contingents you see now at many 
pan-Pacific gatherings are an emphatic response to those questions after several 
decades of regrouping, relearning, and re-establishing a broader literacy in a 
range of cultural and artistic practices. 

However, because these contingents are so busy, on the one hand, proving their 
difference from an imperial US that continues to administer them, and, on the 
other hand, proving their ability to express sameness (albeit through distinctive
ness!) with the rest of the Pacific, it is sometimes difficult to realise that coming 
from a Western, industrialised, settler colonial society is precisely what gives 
them a relative degree of power and privilege in relation to those in independent 
Pacific countries. It's the other kind of difference and distinctiveness that goes 
unnamed (except in sideways grumbles from others); there are reasons that 
Hawaiian contingents (and those from New Zealand, for that matter) are so large 
and relatively well-resourced. 

Finally, I would offer hip hop as another example: for artists in Carson, California 
(where both Peter's relatives and the Boo-Yaa T.R.I.B.E. come from), or in 
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Honolulu, Hawai'i, or in Ema's beloved South Auckland, hip hop is the music of 
choice to express what it is like to grow up poor, in a state house, on some form of 
public assistance, and the target of prejudice and discrimination. Hip hop music 
is an art form that relies, for its effect, on articulation of struggle. More often than 
not, this struggle has race- or class-based intonations. But if we move from the 
neighbourhoods of urban, industrialised cities to focus on more rural settings in 
the independent Pacific, what sort of picrure do we get when we look for adher
ents of hip hop? Spending time in Samoa in the late-1990s, interviewing D]s and 
artists, was a bit of a wake-up call for me because (coming from Hawai'ian and 
Californian contexts) I was so accustomed to hip hop having some presumed, 
inherent relationship to underdog status. Yet in Samoa, hip hop was the music 
of Apia's afakasi elites, those who had spent a lot of time overseas or had a wealth 
of international connections, and who had access to the disposable income 
necessary to buy CDs which cost (before the advent of widespread CD-burning) 
between $3o-$so tala (the children or younger cousins, perhaps, of the Madd 
Gallery crowd Albert mentions). I came away from conversations with students 
at the National University with a clear sense of a taste hierarchy (ala Bourdieu), 
where listening and dancing to recorded, imported music (including hip hop), 
played by a DJ, was their idea of a good time, while going to a club to hear a local 
band play was for people from the kuaback villages when, and if, they made it 
to town. In other words, hip hop was not doing the work in Samoa that it was 
doing in Hawai'i, or Los Angeles, at all. 

I guess what I'm trying to say here is that each art form, each instance of artistic 
expression, each movement, should be contextualised. What work is it doing 
where it's at? What work does it do when it travels somewhere else? I think 
there are no guarantees that the liberating, anti-colonial battler in one context 
can't become the batterer in another. I find myself sometimes in a schizophrenic 
position, where I am both championing Wendt for decrying gatekeepers of 
"tradition", but then concerned by artists whose engagements with culture 
come across as sloppy or "anything goes". 

PB. Rivalries, differences in power and privilege, class tensions, ambitions for 
recognition and respect, how does all this square with what we are saying about 
audiences, the community, grass roots, and honesty? I wonder if maybe there is 
some naivete or idealisation in the idea that the "grassroots" or the "commu
nity" will keep us "honest". I think the wider world has a role in keeping us 
honest too, including the contemporary art world with its events and agendas 
and critics and curators and publications. When I was in Pago Pago for the last 
Pacific Arts Festival, I met a member of the Suva-based Red Wave Collective who 
was in serious conversation with a potential Auckland art dealer. He expressed 
some frustration with the Oceania Centre and Epeli because, as he put it, Epeli 
thought the world would come to the mountain, whereas he was increasingly 
of the opinion that he had to go to the world. And that meant getting a dealer. 
Epeli recognised this too: "the ocean that has been our waterway to each other 
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should also be our route to the rest of the world." The paradox of our specific 
localities is that the globe is now inescapably our locality and community too. 

AH. Weighing in with more brevity, Peter, I didn't read Teresia's comments as 
saying some reified "community" keeps us all honest (no simplistic recourse to 
the volk there), but rather that she sees a role and responsibility for "academics, 
artists and cultural activists" to keep us all ("each other") honest. So the point 
here seems to be about the need for the development of a rigorous, Oceanic, 
community of critique. 

TI. Thanks, April. You read me right. Welcome to the fray! 

PB. Let me try again, and thank you April for keeping me honest. I think we've 

got our own little crucible going right here. I appreciate what's been said, and 
in particular Tere's call to people like us- privileged elites- to play our part 

in providing better critical traction for artistic and cultural developments in 

Oceania. And I take your point too that we inevitably grasp what we take to be 
Oceania in partial, biased ways that reflect our own social positions, cultural 
interests and geographic locations. To grasp "Oceania" is always to forget or 

overlook some countervailing aspect of it we fail to see, and we should try to 

remember that. But I am conscious that our time is different from Albert's and 
Epeli's with respect to cultural and artistic production in the Pacific. For one 
thing, there's a helluva lot more of it. One can see this in the contrast between 
Albert's 1976 complaint about soulless, office-block architecture in the Pacific and 
a Eurocentric educational system oblivious to the perspectives and experiences 

of Pacific Islanders, and the situation today when there is no shortage of Pasifika 
style or Pacific options in education. Neo-liberalism, postcolonialism and 
postmodern multiculturalism have fundamentally changed the milieu Albert 
was reacting against- and he's been part of that change. Also, these "ephemeral 
events"- exhibitions, biennales, arts festivals- are increasingly where "Oceania'' 
is being produced these days. And I'm not just talking about contemporary art 
either. Customary culture and village culture too are increasingly engaged in the 
world of ethnographic museum exhibitions, festivals, conventions, university 
programmes, television shows, and so on. There is a whirl and speed and 

ungraspable quantification to all this that may be superficial but I don't believe 
that it is all happening somewhere apart from a more authentically grounded 
Oceania. And I think our critical community faces the same dilemma. Jt's hard 

to imagine this community having the same coherence Teresia described in 

that regional context anymore because Pacific arts are produced, displayed 
and consumed potentially everywhere and by potentially anyone (audiences 
in Lithuania, Vienna, San Diego, etc.). 

RB. I am fascinated, challenged and provoked by Ema's phrase "artistic decoloni
sation". It has set me thinking about what that might mean. Is it taking the 
"colonial" out of art or the "art'' out of the colonial? Or is it taking more account 



of the global than the local? Would we use that same phrase to describe visual art 
as well as the performing and literary arts? Do we care more about the global from 
an ecological context than an artistic framework? Does the larger public really 
want to be corralled by global art rather than their own local takes on creativity? 

The First Pan Pacific Biennale, staged at the Auckland Art Gallery in 1976 did not 
include one artist of Pacific heritage and no artist who was included was briefed 
as to the meaning of Pan Pacific. It was, essentially, a new media show with film, 
photo-collage and reel-to-reel video and U-matic video. It was underfunded as an 
exhibit and baffled the public in a big way. Yet, the First Pan Pacific show was a 
fantastic experience to be inside of as all the art was recent and many Asian artists 
were included. I don't think any contemporary Asian artists had ever been shown 
in New Zealand before. The most radical thing about the show was that it used 
the notion of Pacific rim practice and this was certainly a first for New Zealand. 
The closest local exhibition to it nowadays is the Auckland Triennial. The 4th 
one opened in March. It is global in its gathering of artists. 

PB. I'm glad Ron mentioned the First Pan Pacific Biennale because it was one 
of the first attempts, however problematic, to realise a regional idea- though 
obviously a different regional idea than the one Epeli imagined. My colleague 
Christina Barton gave a great paper at Pacific Studies at Victoria a few years 
ago comparing the Biennale and the 1976 Pacific Arts Festival at Rotorua. 
It was fascinating. The festival, she pointed out, occurred at the height of 
decolonisation and national independence in the region and was designed 
to prop up that nation-making process. The Biennale, by contrast, marked a 
"post-national" turn in New Zealand art when artists were starting to break 
free of preoccupations with nationhood and connect with other artists on the 
Pacific rim. It was a new media exhibition, but so was the Pacific Arts Festival 
in a different way, using television, radio broadcasts, lighting and sound 
amplification technologies etc., to stage and publicise the event. Philosophically, 
however, the Pacific Arts Festival was primarily committed to reviving cultural 
traditions to buttress the goals of new nationhood. That emphasis seems to 
be shifting now. The festival is more and more challenged by contemporary 
practices: modern dance forms, experimental theatre, documentary 
filmmaking, contemporary art exhibitions, etc. The Pacific Arts Festival 
seems to me a dated and somewhat clumsy structure for dealing with Pacific 
arts today, with the diaspora, with contemporary practices, with "customary'' 
culture as well for that matter. I'm still not sure what I feel about it. 

AR. I think, Peter, that the Pacific Arts Festival and other similar festivals 
(Pasifika) are the market for the artists themselves as a mechanism for network
ing, renewing local contacts and reasserting identification with a region- sort 
of what carnivals and festivals are supposed to be: celebration and renewal. 
I think the more elevated view of the market tends to be in the biennales and 
triennials, where it is an exchange of discourse about art, where the cycle of 
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progress and the edge of thinking is probably more relevant. I always thought 

of festivals and carnivals as where a "body practice" becomes important, why 
there are performances which are important to artists and viewers, why there 
are demonstrations and workshops. The elevated discourse in the "nales", 
where the frames of reference (local/global, singular/plural) are circulating 

against each other, being questioned, is quite different. Can't really make a 
distinction of what is better for Oceanic art because they are both crucial to its 
make-up. I always remember that in Europe festivals and carnivals are impor
tant to the artistic life of the community for producers and consumers (some 
wonderful ones in France, German, Italy and Spain especially). 

PB. That's a good way to look at it Albert, thanks. Apparently a discussion took 
place a decade or so ago at Creative New Zealand about the possibility of a "Pacific 

Pavilion" at the Venice Biennale. Nothing came of it but interesting to consider. 

Africa has one, first set up in 2007 and the focus of a feature exhibition in 2009, 

curated by Robert Storr. A good idea or not? 

AR. You know the only way we can find out is to have a Pacific Pavilion at Venice, 
I will be such a big supporter for this. Some years ago (2003) Lemi Ponifasio had 

connections with people at the Prague Quadrennial of Scenography; I wrote an 
application to Creative New Zealand and got $1o,ooo which we used to design a 
big black folding rock with a projection of a picture of static on a velvet floor which 
made it look like wiggling worms- Europeans were puzzled and enchanted. 
We consulted no-one yet we represented the Pacific. The project was called Vasa
ocean. They have asked us back for 2011. Can't see why someone just can't go 
ahead- only way to find out if it will work. 

I have no problem with the concept of Oceania raised by Wendt and Hau'ofa. 
Philosophically I think it might work as a concept now. In architecture the 
discourse has moved from the fluidity of surfaces and liquidification of struc
tures to once again the notion of a firm ground. Because it has been generally 
acknowledged that we are now experiencing the next step of dissolution of 
social bodies, families, firms, communities are either vanishing or changing 
their structure. After the melting into air of ideologies and big moral institu

tions, it is now the turn of patterns of dependency and interaction between 
people to be liquefied. They have become malleable, architecture is the art of 

no longer occupying space by its enclosure, but the creation of situations that 

become movable and thus reflecting these social tendencies. It is difficult to 
represent values when there are no longer any shared values. 

That is why Wendt and Hau'ofa and others thinking on the Oceanic might have 

currency in this shift in the discourse now. There is a big emphasis now on a 
"body practice" because remote sensing technology has allowed for the body 
to make a return to producing objects, straight from a movement of the hand 
to being printed out by a 3D printer. We are now talking about the death of 



production drawings as a mediator of the process. Maybe there is another way 
to think through the oceanic of Wendt and Hau'ofa in an open way rather than 

in a territorial enclosure. 

RB. I went back to Peter's question about how Oceania might be understood 
and thought when was the last time I heard the word Oceania actually used in 
conversation? Qpite some time ago. Ocean is a common word, Oceania is not. 

This fact surprised me, as I really like using the word Oceania. When the phrase 
"the ocean in us" is read I think of our Oceania, as if the word Oceania does not 
apply to any other part of the world's topography or oceanography. If we are 
saying that we understand Oceania as a technical term for our region then does 

it mean more than the word Pacific? If Oceania is a more accurate term for the 
area then is it a more correct regional descriptor? 

AR. Okusi Mahina, Tevita Ka'ili and others have been using Moana for the 
last five years. 

TI. I guess as someone who grew up around USP- my mother worked there 
for about 15 years- and then I worked there for five years, overlapping with my 

mother briefly, I have a very specific understanding of the word "regionalism". 
And I can't help feeling: (1) the lack of immediacy of a sense of regionalism in 
New Zealand, i.e. regionalism seems to be, for the most part, a very rarefied 
foreign policy concern; (2) a blurring of what could potentially be described as 
regionalism with multiculturalism here in New Zealand (it's about ethnicity, not 
so much nationality, here- whereas at USP, there's a very tangible way in which 
the region is understood to be made up of nationalities, as much as ethnicities). 

In Fiji, with USP, the Forum Secretariat, SO PAC, and a large section of the SPC 
(Secretariat of the Pacific Community) based there, there's a very immediate sense 
of the region, as embodied in institutions, multilateral protocols and agreements, 
and of course the "events" that are the public faces of these institutions: USP 

Open Day, the Forum Heads of Government meetings, South Pacific Games, 
Festival of the Arts, etc. Events such as the Festival of the Arts have their own 

accretion of memories and cultural politics ... and, in a way, are becoming 
institutions unto themselves. 

But these regionalisms are also very particular. USP's region is demarcated by 
its 12 member countries: The Cook Islands, Fiji, Kiribati, the Marshall Islands, 
Nauru, Niue, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tokelau, Tonga, Tuvalu, Vanuatu. 

You have to be a citizen of one of these countries to be recognised officially 
as a "regional" person. New Zealand citizens are not considered "regionals" 
at USP. SPC has broader membership: add all of the USP countries plus Guam, 
Commonwealth of Northern Mariana Islands, Belau, Federated States of 
Micronesia, Papua New Guinea, American Samoa, French Polynesia, Wallis and 
Futuna, New Caledonia, France, US, Australia and New Zealand. But there are 
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competing regionalisms, and as Epeli recognised, they can be held captive to 
bureaucratic elites ... which I believe is why he sought out a form of regionalism 
that could be made and owned by less economically privileged actors. 

My quick point is this: there are certain Pacific arts that seem to be able to thrive 
even in the absence of economic incentives and state or corporate investment
dance and music, for example. But there are other arts that seem to need more 
than a culturalist or revivalist rationale to survive. I'm thinking here of voyaging 
canoe building and sailing in the South Pacific. The Hawaiians are the exception 
with the Polynesian Voyaging Society, but for the most part, what we've seen in 
Tahiti, the Cooks, New Zealand, Samoa, Tonga, Fiji, Kiribati, etc., is a real failure 
of the culturalist rationale to sustain voyaging "societies" in these countries. 
And I guess this is what the Red Wave artist Peter spoke to in Pago (did he have 
a name?) was expressing: a determination to pursue art for economic gain, not 
just for its own sake. My sense was that Epeli struggled with this tension. 

And this is where, hopefully, I'll finally be able to clarify what I mean by "the 
enormity of Oceania's isolation". For me "Oceania" represents an intellectual 
space, an imaginary- an imaginary that Albert, and E peli, and others like 
Subramani and some of us have taken up. It's not a geographical space of 
dwelling, although it is inspired by such a "real". But this imaginary, intellec
tual space, became isolated, in spite of its proponents' own global journeys, 
transnational kinships, etc. It became isolated because the artists/intellectuals 
who imagine( d) it ... in some cases, abandoned it; in other cases, allowed it to 
be turned into a caricature or commodity. 

PB.It was Mason Lee. He was negotiating representation with the Okaioceanikart 
Gallery in Auckland. I don't think he was seeking economic gain per se though, 
just taking himself seriously as an artist, which means entering the marketplace. 
I admired him because it was a brave thing to do. The marketplace is highly 
stratified and differentiated; it puts you in your place, so to speak, but there 
are few other ways for contemporary artists to be socially relevant. Exhibitions 
in civic art galleries, biennales, etc.- where public discourse is generated- are 
dependent on that marketplace, they sift and select from it. So I saw him as 
taking the first steps towards entering that realm of "public" discourse as a 
contemporary Pacific artist. What I don't understand is the "location" of that 
discourse anymore. I call it "public" but what does that mean when art circulates 
everywhere for everyone? It seems to be hyper-located on the one hand- it's 
about Otara, for example- and absolutely go-anywhere fluid, on the other. It's 
not a strictly "national" discourse anymore as far as the New Zealand public is 
concerned. Location still matters but any particular experience of location is 
now put into exchange and dialogue with everybody else's in no particular order 
in some grand swirling global market place. It's interesting that Epeli was so 
uncomfortable with this; it's the one historical condition of the 1990s he did 
not fully face perhaps. That and the full extent of the diaspora. 



I agree with Teresia that the region does not register for New Zealanders (and 
Australians I presume), except as tourist destinations and that rarefied realm of 
foreign policy. It didn't for me, and I am genealogically connected to it. For me, 
I connect to Epeli's vision of Oceania in its extra-regional dimension, as one of 
that "increasing number of true urbanites who are alienated from their ancient 
histories" and who grew up in "non-traditional environments". This is my 
reality as a Pacific person. It is moving to hear Teresia speak of the isolation or 
abandoning of that particular investment in the idea of Oceania and community 
of critique- though I wonder if the reasons for it are more historical than 
personal. Perhaps the sense of"isolation" is not just people failing or abandon
ing the cause but the liquidating effect of this hyper, globalising production 
of Oceania. I don't say this because I am personally bewitched by the global 
cultural spectacle, but because that spectacle is one of the forms into which 
Empire has transformed itself, and Oceania is part of it. 

AR. I like the concept of the ocean/moana and I say yes it's worth adding to it. 
There were things that Wendt said which I think are worth revisiting about an 
elusive lover, a "thing'' that is bigger than the personal. It has a progenerative 
character, things (island, identities, polities) become attached to it without itself 
being a thing. I know that I'm speaking here on the side of the conceptual but 
I think that's where Wendt and Hau'ofa are powerful- to think Oceania as a 
concept that draws us into a relation and which show our relationships are 
fundamentally different from that of the West, Orientalism, etc. I think it 
hasn't really got tested properly in the visual arts, only Jim's Bottled Ocean and 
the 1996 Asia Pacific Triennial comes to mind where he was really testing 
Hau'ofa's notion. I'm sure it's been widely explored in literarure. We do come 
back to visual arts somehow. I know that Samoan artists and theorists (myself 
included) have used the notion ofVa, which connects to Vasa (Samoan for ocean) 
as the "ocean swells" inside us, and that we also see in others. Va is important as 
traces of lines and networks of ancestral relations, which is basically an oceanic 
motif. This is what Lemi Ponifasio sees as being inherited in the bodies of 
dancers. John Pule's Oceanic clouds also come to mind. I think the idea is still 
valid, but I think new additions must be folded into it to make a richer fabric. 
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