
In the same month that Robyn Kahukiwa completes 84 voyages around the 
sun, it is remarkable to be presented with three series of paintings that reflect 
a legacy of truth-telling in practice. Mana Māori Motuhake is an unrelenting 
articulation of Māori sovereignty, acknowledging the past, present, and future 
of political activism. The works disrupt assumptions about processes of redress 
and challenge ‘nations’ to have the courage to own the truth and to return stolen 
lands—as a symbol of the healing of trauma, and so that we can move forward, 
respecting the Treaty of Waitangi.

Raising up mana has been a dominant narrative in Robyn’s career. The three 
works of the Sovereign Māori Nations series are a declarative statement about 
this time in history, inscribed with phrases of mana motuhake, including the 
words of the late Moana Jackson, ‘Treaties aren’t meant to be settled, they’re 
meant to be honoured.’ They call out to Wahine Māori: Te Toi o te Ātetenga 
The Art of Resistance, a group show originally presented at Northart in Tāmaki 
Mākaurau that is soon to open at Te Waka Huia o Ngā Taonga Tuku Iho 
Wellington Museum.

The Pepeha works exude poetry and imply curiosity. They recall some of 
Robyn’s earliest paintings but are timely, what with the major issues today facing 
Papatūānuku, planet earth, and Hineahuone, humanity. Each features a soaring 
huia and positions a figure against a landscape resonant with tūrangawaewae, 
tūpuna, and mokopuna. Huia and Rangatahi reinforce one another and the 
messaging of the exhibition as a whole, speaking of the promise of rangatahi and 
the importance of sustaining and deepening connections.

Pātai ki ngā Poutū o te Whare, Ka Whakaahua a Hinetītama ki a Hinenuitepō, and 
Tīwaiwaka echo Robyn’s signature Wāhine Toa series from the 1980s, the period 
in which she became a full-time artist. The works embody Mana Māori Motuhake 
for me, and emphasise Robyn’s longstanding work celebrating wāhine Māori and 
platforming our experiences. They epitomise mana wāhine, ‘framing and critically 
analysing mana wāhine … in relation to the exercise of their inherent power, 
authority, and status’.1

Robyn’s paintings give insight into the important role Māori women occupied 
in our mythology prior to colonisation and leading into the present. As Kuni 
Jenkins has observed, ‘women assume the balance of power in the psychological 
dominance they achieve through the knowledge they have of the universe. They 
have the power to control its forces. They enter freely the spirit world and return 
to their earthly natures with few restrictions or demeanours. They have the 
power to permit access to forbidden domains … to those males wishing to travel. 
They not only controlled the power, they also had the control of resources.’2

We are privileged to experience Robyn’s extraordinary, rich, generous works.
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1 Ripeka Evans, Evidence to the Wai 2700 Mana Wāhine Kaupapa Inquiry, Waitangi Tribunal Tūāpapa 
Hearing, Kerikeri, 3 February 2021.

2 Kuni Jenkins, ‘Reflections on the Status of Māori Women’, in Mana Wāhine Reader: A Collection of 
Writings 1987–1998, vol. 1, edited by Leonie Pihama, Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Naomi Simmonds, Joeliee Seed-
Pihama, and Kirsten Gabel (Kirikiriroa Hamilton: Te Kotahi Research Institute, 2019), 84.
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Written to accompany Mana Māori Motuhake by Robyn Kahukiwa at Season, Tāmaki 
Makaurau, September 2022.


